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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.




CHAPTER TWO


Despite my worries about my nightmare, I must have fallen asleep at some point because I did wake up at the sound of Cora’s alarm clock going off. Blearily, Cora and I showered, got dressed, and then headed down to breakfast. Cora did ask me if I had the nightmare again, but I told her I did not. The only nice thing about the nightmare was that I only experienced it once a night. If I woke up and went back to sleep, I didn’t have any other dreams or nightmares for the rest of the night. 
We made our way to the kitchen of Cora’s house, following the scent of eggs and bacon. Stepping into the kitchen, it was surprisingly empty, with only Cora’s dad standing at the oven, cooking bacon, eggs, and even waffles. He must have been at it for a while, however, because there was a huge plate of eggs and bacon next to him as he hummed and turned the bacon over in the skillet. The kitchen TV, set at the end of the counter next to the fridge, was on the news. A glance showed me a Central News Network reporter about to interview some politician, but the delicious-smelling breakfast food distracted me from the TV.
“Morning, girls,” said Cora’s dad, glancing over his shoulder at us and flashing us a friendly smile. “You’re up early.”
“The bacon woke us up, dad,” Cora replied as she snatched a piece of bacon off the pile next to the oven and popped it in her mouth. “And the eggs. Love the eggs.”
“Yes, Mr. Bistro, it looks great,” I said, glancing at the huge pile of food he had already prepared. “But there’s so much to eat.”
“When you have five kids, you kind of need that much,” said Mr. Bistro with a chuckle. “Fortunately for you, the youngsters are still asleep. So you two get first dibs on breakfast. Grab a couple of plates and take a seat.”
Nodding, Cora and I scooped a lot of eggs and bacon onto our plates. I also grabbed a cup of coffee and the two of us sat down at the Bistro family’s large dining room table. It had a simple white tablecloth with floral designs on it, though the tablecloth was slightly stained and torn in a few places. I didn’t mind, though. Sitting at the table with Cora reminded me of the old days when we were younger and I would spend the night at her house and have breakfast with her and her family. Kind of like now.
“So how did you two sleep last night?” said Mr. Bistro as he dumped another pan of bacon onto the pile.
“Well,” Cora said promptly, “though Ashley had a nightmare.”
“Again?” Mr. Bistro said, glancing over his shoulder at me. “That’s a shame. Hope you didn’t lose too much sleep. Don’t want Kevin to think I’m making you sleep-deprived.”
I chuckled. Mr. Bistro, who was a lawyer, and my Dad were old friends. I’d known Mr. Bistro for so long that I practically thought of him as an uncle, even though I wasn’t related to him at all. Frankly, Cora and I were more like cousins than friends, so it was easy for me to see Mr. Bistro as Uncle James.
“It’s fine,” I said as I sipped my coffee. “I’ve had worse. Anyway, what are you doing here this morning? Shouldn’t you be at your law firm now?”
“Decided to take the day off,” said Mr. Bistro as he shut off the stovetop, apparently pleased with the number of eggs he had made. He whirled around, his apron shaking slightly as he said, with a big smile, “Today is Cora’s birthday!”
I winced and looked at Cora apologetically. “Oh, that’s right. I forgot. Sorry, Cora.”
“No big deal,” said Cora with a wave. “You had a bad nightmare last night. I know you wouldn’t forget my birthday that easily.”
I nodded, even though I still felt pretty guilty. “But I didn’t even get you a gift.”
“Again, no problem,” said Cora. “Really, I’m fine as long as you’re fine.”
“You may not have gotten her a gift, but I did,” said Mr. Bistro. He pulled out a handful of tickets from his back pocket. “Cora, we’re going to see The Neos live in concert next month!”
Cora’s jaw dropped. “Really? But Neos tickets are practically impossible to get! How—?”
Mr. Bistro smirked. “Being the lawyer of the stadium where they are going to play their concert comes with certain perks, including free tickets. Soon as I heard that’s where The Neos were playing, I knew I had to get some tickets.”
Cora jumped from her chair and hugged Mr. Bistro. “You’re the best dad ever! This is gonna be so awesome. I’ve always wanted to go to a Neos concert. It’s my life’s dream.” She suddenly let go of Mr. Bistro and looked at him with concern. “What about Bart?”
Mr. Bistro shook the tickets in her face. “I got three tickets. One for you, one for me, and one for Bart.”
Cora squeed again and hugged her dad. Meanwhile, I just shook my head in an amused way and ate another piece of bacon.
‘Bart’ was Bartholomew Henson, who Cora had been dating since right before I went to the Academy. I didn’t know Bart all that well, but it didn’t surprise me that Cora wanted him to come with them. She was totally gaga over Bart and wanted to do pretty much everything with him. He was pretty handsome, but not really my type. I was happy for Cora, though, because she deserved something nice for her birthday. Her dad obviously thought so, too.
Then, out of the corner of my eye, I spotted Barrett Marcus on the TV. Whipping my head to look at the TV, I was confused as to why Barrett suddenly looked older.
Sitting in a recliner in a studio was a man who looked like an older version of Barrett. Same deep brown skin, brown eyes, and general face, the only difference being the lines on his skin and a scar on his right cheek. He wore a fine dark suit with a striking red tie with dragon designs on it. His hair was shorter than Barrett’s, and the more I looked at him, the more I realized that he wasn’t my Superbian friend at all. There was a reason he looked so much like Barrett, though, and my suspicion was confirmed for me when I looked at the ticker at the bottom of the screen:
HIGHLIGHTS FROM LAST NIGHT’S INTERVIEW WITH PRESIDENT FRANKLIN PIETRO ‘DRAGON KING’ MARCUS, PRESIDENT OF THE REPUBLIC OF SUPERBIA
Sitting opposite President Marcus was another man I hadn’t seen before. He looked a little older than President Marcus, but that was probably due to his grayer hair. He wore a gray suit and blue tie and looked a lot softer overall than President Marcus. He sat with his hands folded in his lap, but the way he looked at President Marcus made me think he didn’t like him very much.
“Oh, it’s the Mark Dane interview from last night,” said Mr. Bistro, snapping me out of my thoughts. He had stopped hugging Cora and was looking at the TV with a fond smile. “I missed it because I was working so late.”
“Mark Dane?” I said. “Who’s that?”
Cora rolled her eyes. “Only the most bestest awesomest reporter on TV who Dad has a total man crush on.”
“I do not,” Mr. Bistro insisted. “Mark Dane is simply one of my favorite Central News Network reporters. His reporting is usually top-notch, but it’s his interviews where he really shines. He’s interviewed tons of people that most reporters can’t. For example, last year he interviewed the supervillain Tsunami from his Ultimate Max prison cell, the first interview Tsunami gave in ten years.”
I looked at the TV again and frowned. “So he interviewed President Marcus last night?”
“Yeah,” Mr. Bistro said. He picked up the remote from the table and pressed a couple of buttons. “Here, let me start it from the beginning. I was just watching the interview when you two walked in, so I only need to rewind a few minutes.”
The video rewound to the beginning and started playing. Important-sounding classical music blared from the TV as a voice off-screen said, “Central News Network welcomes viewers to another fascinating Mark Dane interview. In this interview, Mark Dane interviews President Franklin ‘Dragon King’ Marcus, the founder and president of the Republic of Superbia, on life, politics, relations between normals and supers, superhuman rights, and more.”
The camera panned to show President Marcus and Dane sitting in the same positions as before. President Marcus sat back, looking quite relaxed, while Dane was leaning forward slightly as if trying to make sure President Marcus didn’t get away. It seemed weirdly hostile for some reason as if Dane had some sort of grudge against him.
“President Marcus,” said Dane, apparently skipping all formalities and introductions, “it’s wonderful to have you here at the studio. I know you are a very busy man, being the leader of the world’s only superhuman nation and all. I appreciate you taking time out of your day to speak with me.”
President Marcus flashed Dane a very white smile. “It is of no consequence, Mr. Dane. Your interviews are some of the only American news shows I regularly watch. Thus, when my assistant received your email interview request, I, of course, had to accept it.”
“Good, good,” said Dane with a nod. “Yes, we’ve very excited to have you here. I’ve wanted to interview you for a long time, so this is exciting for me as well.”
President Marcus sipped his tiny bottled water. “Then you may proceed with the questions.”
“Certainly,” said Dane. “As you know, to us ‘normals,’ Superbia is a fascinating and even exotic place. Whereas nearly every country in the world has some supers, Superbia is the only true superhuman nation, the first of its kind. What sort of challenges do you face as you lead an entire country of superheroes?”
President Marcus laughed. “Please. We are not a country of ‘superheroes.’ That is a false understanding of Superbia. As we say in Superbia, there are no superheroes or supervillains. We are all simply super.”
“Do you mean to say that you don’t have crime?” asked Dane in surprise. “I only ask because your country is very tight about what information is let out into the world. Some might even say too tight. What do you have to say about that?”
I frowned. Dane had struck me as being too polite, but it seemed like he was more on the ball than he looked. I already knew about Superbia not having superheroes or villains, though. Barrett had told me that on my first day at the Academy. In fact, he’d even used those exact words. Perhaps it was a popular saying in Superbia.
President Marcus lowered his bottled water onto the table next to his chair. “Unfortunately, we do, indeed, have crime in Superbia. It is mostly normals, however, committing crimes, especially normals who do not have jobs or refuse to integrate with the wider society. While we do have some super criminals, they make up a very small percentage of the overall criminal population in our country, less than ten percent based on the latest research from the Institute.”
“So Superbia does have normal citizens after all?” said Dane, scratching his chin. “That’s intriguing. The popular, if inaccurate, perception is that only supers can become Superbian citizens, perhaps not helped by the fact that you have a law which allows supers from any country to come to Superbia and claim citizenship.”
President Marcus’ brow furrowed. “That is a bald-faced lie. While Superbia does indeed allow supers from any country to immigrate, we do allow normals to immigrate to our country and live, work, marry, vote, and have access to all the same rights, responsibilities, and privileges that all Superbian citizens are guaranteed by our constitution. Normals who wish to immigrate to Superbia need only understand that Superbia was built for supers and thus they will need to change themselves to fit in with our nation’s norms and laws, like any other country on the planet.”
Was it me, or did President Marcus seem a little defensive about that question? Barrett always acted like he had never spent much time with normals, but maybe they were such a tiny minority in Superbia that he had never met one. It was interesting nonetheless, his dad’s defensiveness notwithstanding.
“Good to hear,” said Dane. “Yes, there are lots of rumors and misconceptions about your country swirling around in the wider world. Perhaps if you spent more time reaching out to the world and allowing travel into the country, you might—”
“That is unnecessary,” said President Marcus, cutting off Dane without hesitation or even seeming rude. He steepled his fingers together. “As the President of Superbia, the safety of my people comes first. Were I to allow anyone to enter Superbia, it would endanger my citizens, many of whom come from countries, like China, Venezuela, and North Korea, where supers are harshly discriminated against or even outright oppressed. Heavy travel restrictions are necessary to ensure the safety of my nation and its people.”
“I get that,” said Dane, “but that has led to the perception that Superbia is an insular nation unconcerned with the affairs of the world and even indifferent to the challenges facing the planet today. Some would even say it makes you look unfriendly.”
President Marcus’ eyes flashed red for a moment, but then they went back to their normal color. “You know that is false, Mr. Dane. I’ve spent most of my political career supporting superhuman rights not just in Superbia, but all over the world. Superbian students regularly attend superhuman schools in other countries. My own son, Barrett, is currently attending the Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans right here in the US. My government agents regularly work with America’s G-Men, Britain’s MI20, and the superhuman-oriented government agencies from other countries on security issues. As well, I have personally donated millions of dollars to various superhuman charities and organizations all over the world. Superbia is far from indifferent about the world’s problems.”
I smiled slightly when President Marcus mentioned Barrett. I did wonder what Barrett was doing now, though. He had gone back to Superbia for the summer and I hadn’t spoken to him since. Guess I’d find out in a couple of weeks when I went to Superbia myself.
“Yes, I am aware of all of that,” said Dane. “But some say that you only care about supers and even hate normals.”
“Another false accusation,” said President Marcus without missing a beat. “If I am overly concerned with the plight of oppressed super brothers and sisters around the world, it’s only because the rest of the world is not. Were the other normal nations to care for their super citizens as much as their normals, perhaps Superbia would not even be needed. The Guardians of Humanity alone prove why Superbia’s travel restrictions are not only necessary but even moral.”
President Marcus made a good argument. Especially about the Guardians of Humanity, who I had way too much interaction with last year.
Dane, however, frowned, looking like he had been knocked off-balance. “Well, I see where you’re coming from, but—”
“But I am not overly critical of all normal governments,” President Marcus continued as if Dane hadn’t said a word. “I was thrilled to hear that you elected Karen Parker as your president, the first super President of the United States if I am not mistaken. President Parker has done an excellent job prioritizing superhuman rights in her administration and has shown a willingness to work alongside the Superbia government to fight for superhuman rights worldwide. I look forward to many productive years of working with President Parker on these important issues facing both of our countries.”
Dane opened his mouth to say something, but then the TV suddenly shut down.
“Boring,” said Cora, who was pointing the remote at the TV. “No need to watch that stuff.”
“What?” I said, whipping my head to look at Cora. “But I was watching that.”
“I know, but it’s my birthday and my house,” said Cora. “And I don’t want to watch an obvious anti-super bigot like Dane trying to goad President Marcus into saying something that will make him look bad.”
“Cora, how can Dane be anti-super if his parents are supers?” said Mr. Bistro with a shake of his head. “And his brother, too. In fact, his brother, Nathan Dane, is actually a professor at your school, Ashley.”
“Nathan ‘Harden’ Dane?” I said. “The same one?”
“Yes,” said Mr. Bistro, nodding. “Mark has even had Nathan on his show a few times as a guest. They seem to get along great.”
Now that Mr. Bistro mentioned it, I now realized why Mark Dane had looked so familiar to me. He looked similar to his brother, if smaller and with fewer muscles. I probably wouldn’t have realized it if Mr. Bistro hadn’t pointed it out, though.
“I know, Dad,” said Cora, “but he’s always promoting anti-super stuff. It makes me uncomfortable. President Marcus is both cooler and way more handsome. I especially like his support of super rights.”
“He’s just asking President Marcus hard questions like any good reporter would do in his situation,” said Mr. Bistro. “He’s this way toward all of his interviewees.”
“I guess,” said Cora, “but still, it is my birthday and I don’t want to watch that.”
“Fair enough,” said Mr. Bistro with a nod. “I’ll have plenty of time to watch it myself later. What do you want to do instead?”
Cora sat back down at the table and began eating her bacon and eggs. “Finish breakfast first, for one. And then maybe go hang out with Bart.”
Mr. Bistro nodded and looked at me. “Ashley, are you going home today?”
I yawned. “Yeah. After breakfast, I need to head home. But thanks for letting me stay for the night.”
“No problem,” Mr. Bistro said with a wink. “You’re practically family here, so you can come and stay whenever you want. Good luck with your next year at school, though.”
I smiled. “Thanks, Mr. Bistro.”
Even as I said that, though, I found myself wondering more about how Superbia was going to be. President Marcus certainly left a powerful impression on me. He made Superbia sound like a good place to live. He seemed like a really good politician and leader, especially with his concern about his people and his worries about the Guardians. I could respect that.
On the other hand, he also seemed intense and even defensive. I had no idea if Dane was actually anti-super or not, but he did ask President Marcus some fair questions. President Marcus answered them well enough, but he still seemed a little too defensive to me.
Oh, well. I guess I would be finding out more about Superbia myself soon enough when I went there myself in two weeks.




CHAPTER THREE


That night, I lay on my bed in my room, still in my day clothes. I was exhausted because I’d spent the afternoon after I came home playing with my baby brother, Ronny. Though he still hadn’t manifested any powers yet, he was definitely walking by now and walking fast. Even though I was in pretty good shape myself, I had to admit he tired me out pretty quickly. It made me wonder how my parents, who were a lot older than me, kept up with him. I hoped I wasn’t that rambunctious when I was his age. 
Regardless, it was nearly seven o’clock, about five minutes till. That meant that Professor Hernandez would be calling in soon for our nightly call about my condition. Which would mean telling him about the nightmare, the nightmare I had been deliberately hiding from him this whole summer.
I wasn’t looking forward to it. I knew how seriously Professor Hernandez took my health, especially when it came to using the Super Pill. I could just imagine the reaction he would have when he found out about my recurring nightmare, the one I had conveniently ‘forgotten’ to tell him about.
For a brief moment, I considered simply keeping it to myself. It wasn’t like I had to listen to Cora and do what she said. Right?
No. I couldn’t do that. Even if Cora never found out, I would know. And I didn’t like lying to Cora. She was my best friend in the world. No way could I ever lie to her face.
My phone started ringing, causing me to start. Without even checking the number, I tapped the answer button and said, “Hi, Professor.”
The face of a middle-aged black man wearing glasses appeared on my screen. His short, graying hair clung tightly to his skull and, while only his head was visible from the neck up, I knew he was probably wearing a lab coat. Professor Dean Hernandez always wore a lab coat, even when he wasn’t in a laboratory. I wasn’t sure if it was a deliberate costume choice meant to make him fit in better with the other super teachers at the Academy or if he just really liked lab coats.
Professor Hernandez smiled and waved at me. “Good evening, Ashley! I hope you’ve had a good day. I would have texted you earlier, but I got an intriguing research proposal from one of my colleagues in Canada about a possible link between neogenetics and mental disorders that took up my entire afternoon.”
I grimaced. “Neogenetics and mental disorders? You’re not saying that supers have mental problems, are you?”
“Some do,” said Professor Hernandez, “but an interesting fact is that the superhuman community, in general, reports fewer cases of mental illness than the normal population. The exception is among practicing superheroes, though even they suffer from mental illness far less often than police officers, firefighters, soldiers, and similar stressful jobs. Statistics are so fascinating, wouldn’t you agree?”
I forgot how much of a nerd Professor Hernandez was. I also felt a bit embarrassed. Despite being a super myself, I hadn’t known about the rates of mental illness in the superhuman community at all.
Granted, it made sense. Although Professor Hernandez was a normal with no powers of his own, he was a big fan of superheroes and supers in general, especially when it came to super medical care. He was the first and only normal teacher in the Academy for a very good reason: No one understood neogenetics better than him.
In fact, Professor Hernandez was the main reason I attended the Academy at all. Professor Hernandez was trying to find a cure for Hernandez’s Disease and he was using me as his guinea pig to experiment upon. Given how successful his experiments had been so far, especially with the Super Pill, I couldn’t complain about that.
“Er, yeah, prof,” I said, scratching the back of my neck. “I guess so.”
“Fun fact,” Professor Hernandez said, holding up a finger. “In the Early Era, a common theory in the medical community to explain superheroes and supervillains was that supers were more mentally unstable than normals and therefore more prone to putting on costumes and acting crazy than normals. It’s obviously been proven false, but I thought it was an interesting bit of trivia.”
“That is interesting,” I said in agreement. “And maybe not entirely wrong, given how some supervillains act.”
I was thinking of Parasite in particular when I said that. Ever since my dream last night, I had been thinking about him more often than usual. I was still convinced that the Parasite in my dreams had been more than a figment of my subconscious, though I couldn’t prove it.
“True enough,” Professor Hernandez said. “Personally, I enjoy the costumes and names, but enough of that. I know you have a long flight tomorrow morning to Superbia, so let’s get to your nightly report. We can skip your vitals, because you’ve been good about taking your blood pressure every day and sending it to me, and I must say, your blood pressure looks excellent and—”
“Uh, prof?” I said, interrupting Professor Hernandez. “Can I tell you something?”
Professor Hernandez frowned. “What do you—”
What sounded like pots and pans falling in the background interrupted Professor Hernandez, who looked over his shoulder and snapped, “Einstein, get off the kitchen counter! I can’t make dinner if you’re constantly knocking my pots and pans onto the floor. You’re lucky they were empty.”
“Einstein?” I questioned. “Who’s that?”
Professor Hernandez flashed a sheepish smile at me. “Oh, that’s just my cat. He’s a one-year-old Siamese who thinks he runs my house. I, of course, named him after one of my personal scientific heroes. I wonder what the actual Albert Einstein would think of neogenetics. Probably be fascinated, wouldn’t you agree?”
“I guess,” I said hesitantly. I began playing with a lock of my hair. “So, the thing I wanted to tell you about is somewhat related to the Super Pill—”
“What do you want to tell me about the Super Pill?” Professor Hernandez questioned. “Your last report indicated that you felt perfectly normal and had noticed an improvement in your condition. Has something happened since then?”
“It doesn’t really have anything to do with my condition, per se,” I said with a gulp. “It’s, er, a nightmare I’ve been having. For several weeks now.”
Professor Hernandez frowned. “You’ve been having a recurring nightmare because of the Super Pills for how long now without telling me?”
I winced at the accusatory tone in Professor Hernandez’s voice. “Uh, since school ended.”
Professor Hernandez’s frown deepened. “Tell me about the nightmare.”
Still worried about Professor Hernandez’s response, I took a deep breath and described, as best as I could remember, the recurring nightmare I’d been dealing with over the summer. Professor Hernandez listened as intently as he always did whenever I described my medical problems to him. He didn’t appear to be taking notes, but with only being able to see his face, I couldn’t be sure what his hands were doing. All I knew was that his gaze could be surprisingly intimidating when he wanted it to be, even though he was an out-of-shape middle-aged scientist with no powers.
“And then I fall off the cliff and into the mouth of some kind of monster at the foot of the cliff,” I finished. “That’s basically where it ends.”
Professor Hernandez tapped his chin in thought. He didn’t answer for a moment, which just made me anxious. He didn’t look happy. I could only imagine what he might say to me about the fact that I kept this nightmare a secret from him. He was probably just considering his exact response to me. Professor Hernandez never rushed his responses to anything, which was normally a good thing, but right now it was pretty agonizing.
Finally, Professor Hernandez stopped tapping his chin and said, “Fascinating.”
“Fascinating?” I repeated in shock. “You mean you aren’t angry about the fact that I didn’t tell you about this recurring nightmare until tonight?”
“Oh, I’m very upset about that,” said Professor Hernandez, wagging a finger at the screen. “Given that the Super Pill is still an experimental drug with plenty of unknown side effects, you should never keep any of them from me. I know you didn’t want to upset me, but I would be far less upset if you had simply told me the nightmare much earlier.”
“Sorry,” I said, scratching my forehead. “I just didn’t want to worry you.”
“Well, now I am very worried,” said Professor Hernandez, “but also, like I said, fascinated.”
“Why are you fascinated?” I said. “It’s a weird nightmare, yes, but it’s not that interesting.”
“I find it fascinating because I’ve heard of similar nightmares from other students in the Academy,” said Professor Hernandez. “So I find it interesting that you also have it. I wonder what the connection is.”
“Hold on,” I said, raising my free hand, “are you saying that I’m not the first student to have this nightmare?”
“Sure,” said Professor Hernandez, nodding. “You see, Irma and I talk a lot, mostly due to my involvement in your health care. As a result, she has a tendency to give me reports on how the other students are doing as well. She never names names, of course, but she does give me access to some of the Clinic’s records.”
Irma was the Academy’s nurse and the head of the Academy’s on-campus Clinic. Like Professor Hernandez, Irma was a normal with no special powers of her own. Despite that, however, she was considered a very good nurse and regularly healed and took care of injured and sick students, teachers, and staff. She was well-respected among the student body, which included me because Irma had taken care of me a lot during my first two years at the Academy.
“You’d be surprised at how many students call the Clinic in the middle of the night complaining about a lack of sleep,” Professor Hernandez continued. “Most of the time, it’s first-years who are homesick and find their new beds hard to sleep in, but you also get students who suffer from insomnia and other maladies. In any case, a common complaint among the students who called the Clinic last year was about a particular recurring nightmare that is extremely similar to yours, if not identical.”
“Really?” I said. “That’s weird.”
“Indeed,” said Professor Hernandez. “Irma herself didn’t even notice the pattern until I looked at the data and pointed it out to her. She agrees that there are definite similarities, but …”
“But we don’t know why,” I said. “Right?”
“Bingo,” Professor Hernandez said with a sigh. “These complaints come from every Team and students of all years. One of the complaints even came from one of the Academy’s Top Students. Both male and female students report it and students of every race, income, religion, and language report the same thing. There’s virtually no commonality among the students reporting the nightmare other than that they are all students of the Academy, like you.”
I rubbed the back of my neck. “Are you investigating this?”
Professor Hernandez shook his head. “Unfortunately, I am not. Aside from my research and studies, I’ve had a hard time interesting Night Soldier in this matter. Night Soldier has been working overtime to get the Stadium rebuilt and convince the Board to keep the school open. He’s been too busy to listen to me.”
I nodded. Night Soldier was the Headmaster of the Academy. If anyone was busy, it would definitely have to be him. A bit of a shame, though, because this sounded like an important issue to me, one we really needed solved.
“Hey, how are you and the other teachers doing since the Academy closed down?” I said. “You guys still working or—?”
“No,” said Professor Hernandez, shaking his head. “With no school to teach, we’ve all gone off to do different things. I, for example, have become a full-time researcher for the G-Men in D.C.”
I grimaced. “Really? You’re working for the G-Men now?”
“Only until the Academy is opened again,” said Professor Hernandez. “I know you are skeptical of the G-Men, but they are financially supporting my research and paying me quite well besides. They also haven’t really interfered with my research, either, so that’s been nice.”
I frowned. “If you say so. What are the other teachers doing?”
Professor Hernandez shrugged. “Not sure. The only one I know for sure is the Fashionista. She’s gone back to Hollywood to help with costume design on movies, like what she was doing before she became a superhero. And I only know that because I saw an article on my newsfeed saying that the Fashionista had accepted a job with a movie studio to make the costumes for Bronze Man 4 and a World War II movie, of all things.”
I snorted. Anna Barrington, better known as the Fashionista, was the Costumes & Names teacher at the Academy. She was also one of my least favorite teachers and it wasn’t because she gave me too much homework. She was prejudiced against me because of my condition and had actively tried to get me expelled in my first-year because of her prejudice. I was glad I wouldn’t be taking her class this year.
“So we’re all keeping busy,” Professor Hernandez concluded. “But we also all miss the Academy. I know I certainly miss teaching you kids, even if I do find research a bit more fun.”
“Yeah,” I said. I sighed. “I wish I could be back at the Academy, too. When will it open up again?”
“Next year, God-willing,” said Professor Hernandez. “In the meantime, a lot of students are going to the Turner and Blackwell schools, although I know of a certain girl who has been invited to the International Superbian Institute of Superhuman Training.”
“That’s me,” I said. I rubbed my forehead. “Never been to Superbia and am not sure what to expect. It sounds like a cool place to visit, though.”
“It is,” Professor Hernandez agreed. “In particular, you should make sure to check out the Superbian Nature Park in Ira, the nation’s capital. Oh, and their National Research Library is a treasure trove of scientific and medical knowledge on superhumans in general.”
“I didn’t know you visited Superbia before, professor,” I said.
“Just once about six years ago,” said Professor Hernandez, “shortly after Parasite was kicked out of the Academy. I was actually invited by President Marcus himself to visit the country, which is extremely rare for normals. Apparently, President Marcus had heard about my cure for the Neo-Plague and wanted to share some of Superbia’s research with me so I could use it to help supers outside of Superbia. And I can certainly say I’ve used that knowledge well. In fact, I used some of their research on Hernandez’s Disease when I made the Super Pill.”
“Really?” I said. “That’s cool. So it’s like Superbia has already saved my life, even though I haven’t been there yet.”
“Superbia has a ton of influence over the world despite being such a new and tiny nation,” Professor Hernandez said with a nod. “Perhaps you can thank Mr. Sycamore, Superbia’s top scientist, when you get there. I believe he teaches at the Institute now and should be able to answer your questions about Hernandez’s Disease.”
I nodded. “Mr. Sycamore. Got it. What does he look like?”
“Oh, you’ll see,” said Professor Hernandez with a chuckle. “He’s not exactly hard to miss.”
“Okay,” I said. I suddenly slapped my forehead. “Oh, that’s right! I forgot to mention that Parasite was in my dream last night, too.”
“Parasite?” said Professor Hernandez. “Are you sure it was him?”
I nodded again. “Yeah. Definitely him.”
“What did he do?” said Professor Hernandez. “Is he a normal feature of your nightmare?”
“That’s what made his presence so weird,” I said. “Parasite has never appeared in any of my nightmares before last night. He’s the first major change to the nightmare that I’ve noticed.”
“Curious,” said Professor Hernandez. “Have you been thinking about Parasite at all recently?”
I shook my head. “No. I haven’t forgotten about him, but he’s pretty low on my list of priorities to worry about.”
“Interesting,” said Professor Hernandez. “What did Parasite do in your nightmare?”
“Nothing,” I said. “He just said ‘You aren’t supposed to be here’ and then disappeared before I could ask him what he meant by that.”
“Hmmm,” said Professor Hernandez thoughtfully. “That is curious indeed. As far as I am aware, Parasite is still loose, but I haven’t been keeping check on his whereabouts myself recently. Not that I am surprised. Rodrigo was always smarter than most people gave him credit for.”
“Rodrigo?” I said. “Did you teach him?”
“Sure,” said Professor Hernandez, looking at me in surprise. “Rodrigo Mesa was in my Neogenetics class just like Joseph Jones. Didn’t I tell you that?”
“Probably,” I said with a sheepish shrug, “but like I said, I probably forgot.”
“No matter,” said Professor Hernandez. “I just remember that Rodrigo was one of the best students in class. He always had the best questions and often got top grades, which is rare, as you know, because Neogenetics is one of the more challenging courses that the Academy offers.”
I chuckled. “Yeah. Your class is interesting, but always leaves my brain feeling fried.”
“Like any good class should,” said Professor Hernandez with a wink. “Anyway, I even thought Rodrigo would make a good neogeneticist himself someday. But then he murdered those students and now I realize his knowledge of neogenetics is likely why he was so good at killing and stealing powers from supers. So I feel a bit guilty for teaching him everything that I know.”
“You shouldn’t,” I said. “Not your fault that Parasite was actually a crazed serial killer. You couldn’t have known that.”
“True,” said Professor Hernandez, “but that doesn’t change the fact that Parasite is smarter than he looks. That’s how he’s been able to evade capture for so long. If he was an idiot, he would be in jail at the moment.”
“I hope they capture him soon,” I said. “I don’t feel safe as long as he’s on the streets.”
“Hopefully,” Professor Hernandez agreed. “In any case, thanks for telling me about the nightmare. It probably isn’t being caused by the Super Pill, but I was planning to give you a new Super Pill formula pretty soon anyway.”
“Really?” I said. “How will I take it if I’m in Superbia?”
“I’ll just mail it to you,” said Professor Hernandez. “One of the nice things about Superbia is that they prioritize medical shipments for supers even if you aren’t a Superbian citizen yourself. Thus, you should receive the new Super Pill formula at the Institute sometime after you get there.”
“Great,” I said with a smile. “Hopefully it will help me sleep without dreaming about Parasite at night.”
“I hope so as well,” said Professor Hernandez, “but the Super Pills will come with new instructions that you can read for yourself. For now, I think I will let you go so you can get some sleep. It’s important to be well-rested and—”
The sound of glass shattering in the background interrupted Professor Hernandez, who looked over his shoulder again and practically screamed, “Einstein! What the heck did I tell you about climbing on the lamp?”
The only answer was a slightly bemused “Meow?”, followed by Professor Hernandez sighing in resignation.
I giggled. “Sounds like you’ve got your work cut out for you, too, professor. Talk to you next week.”
With that, I ended our call and put my phone on my bed stand, but I didn’t go to sleep or bother put my pajamas on. I was too busy thinking of what Professor Hernandez had just told me about the nightmare, which was apparently a lot more common than I’d thought.
Why were Academy students all apparently having the same nightmare? It made no sense. That wasn’t how nightmares or dreams worked. Sure, there were some common dreams—like going to school naked, for example—that most people dreamed, but even then, they were still different from each other. If Professor Hernandez was to be believed, though, it sounded like we were all having the same nightmare. That at least meant that the Super Pill wasn’t the culprit, which was a good thing, because I’d been worrying about that.
But now I found myself worrying about where this nightmare was coming from. Was it some sort of mass-induced dream? Was that even possible? I didn’t know. And how come I was the only one who dreamed about Parasite? And why had Parasite seemed so real?
There were just too many questions and too few answers. It didn’t help that I was really tired, which made it hard for me to think very clearly.
I decided not to worry about it right now. In two weeks, I would be heading to Superbia, where I would hopefully not have to deal with that nightmare again.




CHAPTER FOUR


Monday, September 7th, 12:04 PM, 2037 … 
Although I had flown in plenty of airplanes in my life, I had always flown with someone else. That ‘someone else’ was usually my parents, sometimes with Jake as well, such as when my parents dropped us off at the Academy during our first year.
Regardless, every single time I had flown, I had always had someone to fly with. As a result, I didn’t really know what it was like to fly alone.
Until today, that is.
I found myself sitting in a window seat in an Alpha Airlines plane by myself, giving me a breathtaking view of the clouds below. I sat with my purse under my seat and my phone in my hand. I divided my attention between watching a movie on the free in-flight Wi-Fi and occasionally looking out the window at the clouds outside.
I wasn’t entirely alone, however. In the aisle across from mine, a twenty-something-year-old man was typing furiously on his old-fashioned laptop. It was impossible to tell what he was typing from here, but based on the occasional curses the man said, I could guess that he was probably writing a novel or something.
Behind me, an elderly couple wearing Superbia t-shirts sat together. The husband, who was huge and fat, was fast asleep, snoring softly. His wife, who was as thin as a rail, was reading an ebook on her holo-reader device, silently swiping through the pages. She would occasionally be startled by her husband’s snorts, only to relax when she realized it was just him and go back to reading her book.
Sitting in the row in front of me were a teenage boy and girl who looked like twins. They weren’t talking to each other, however, or even looking out the window, despite having a good window seat. Instead, they were both engrossed in their tablets and phones, apparently watching movies like I was, though I couldn’t tell what movies.
I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. Alpha Airlines typically had good seats, but I felt weird sitting by myself. Then again, there seemed to be a lot of single flyers on this flight today, but that made sense. This was the only flight to Superbia leaving Austin, Texas, and because Superbia had very strict rules on who could visit, it meant that the flight was mostly empty. It was also likely that the other passengers were supers just like me, though I didn’t know for sure.
In any case, the flight had been unusually quiet. I’d lost track of the time as a result and had no idea how close we were to Superbia. Glancing at my watch, I saw that it was nearly noon. My flight had left at around six in the morning and the entire flight was supposedly six and a half hours from Austin to Ira, the capital of Superbia. Which meant there was just half an hour to go before we landed in the Ira airport.
I chuckled at the thought. Good thing Jake wasn’t on this flight. Otherwise, he would probably have killed himself from the boredom.
Speaking of Jake, he was not going to the Institute with me, mostly because his application had been rejected. Instead, Jake was going to complete his third year at the Blackwell Institution for Superhuman Excellence, the second-largest superhuman school in America, apparently located in Utah, of all places. That was also where a lot of my fellow students were going, including my two friends, Sofia and Courtney.
As a matter of fact, I seemed to be the only Academy student on this plane. The two kids in front of me definitely weren’t Academy students because I didn’t recognize either of them. That meant that I was going to Superbia—and by extension, the Institute—all by myself.
Well, I wouldn’t be entirely alone. Despite having never set foot in Superbia even once before, I did know one Superbian: Barrett Marcus, the son of President Franklin Marcus, and a fellow Academy student. He would be doing his third year at the Institute just like me, so I would have at least one friend to hang out with.
That’s why I was both excited and nervous. Excited because I would finally get to visit Superbia. Nervous because I didn’t know what to expect from the Institute. Barrett made it sound like the Institute was much stricter than the Academy, but he never went into detail on exactly how much stricter it was. The Institute’s website was also unhelpful, mostly because it was pretty vague about what the school itself was like.
The Institute did email me a list of classes I would be taking, though. Most of them were the same as or similar to the Academy classes. For example, both the Institute and Academy had a Combat class, but only the Institute had a special mandatory ‘Superbian History’ class, whereas the Academy just offered a normal History class, albeit with a special focus on superhuman history in America. The classes sounded interesting to me, but I still felt nervous about going to the Institute. Hopefully, Barrett and I would share most of the same classes.
Without warning, the pilot’s voice boomed out of the speakers overhead, saying, “Hello, passengers! Welcome to Alpha Airlines. We will shortly be coming in for a landing in the Ira International Airport. If you look out your window now, you will actually be able to see Superbia and Ira as we descend through the clouds. You can also see the famous Mount Neo, Superbia’s biggest mountain, from up here.”
Curious, I peered out of my window and gasped at what I saw.
The island of Superbia could be seen in its entirety from up here, along with the hundreds of minor islands that trailed off toward the north for as far as the eye could see. A small but modern-looking city rose out from the center of the island, at the foot of a large mountain that I assumed was Mount Neo. More impressive, however, was the large, impressive castle that stood near the peak of Mount Neo. A golden dragon statue stood upon it, while what appeared to be a landing strip stuck out from the top of the tower like a tongue. A large version of the Superbian flag—which featured a golden dragon on a red and black background—rose from the top of the highest tower, visible even from here.
“Amazing view, ain’t it?” said a New Jersey accented-voice beside me abruptly.
I whipped my head to my left and saw a teenage boy sitting next to me who I had never seen before. His skin was incredibly pale, making him look almost ghostlike. His brown, messy hair went down to his shoulders, while his black t-shirt hung loosely over his thin frame. He had a lot of pimples on his face, but his green eyes peered out at me with such an intensity that I was almost afraid.
“Who are you and where did you come from?” I said, looking around the aisle in confusion. “There’s no one sitting here.”
The boy chuckled. “Guess you didn’t notice me. That’s fine. Most people don’t. Mostly because I don’t want them to.”
I looked at the boy with a mixture of uncertainty and apprehension. I was almost certain that this boy wasn’t supposed to be here and hadn’t been sitting here even five minutes ago. Yet he sat in his seat as if he had been sitting beside me the entire six and a half hour flight.
“Name’s Ethan,” said the boy. “Ethan Silver. Yours?”
“Er, Ashley,” I said. “Ashley Jason.”
Ethan raised an interested eyebrow. “Ashley Jason? You wouldn’t happen to be the daughter of the famous superhero Bolt, would you?”
I nodded. It was pretty normal for complete strangers to ask me if Bolt was my dad whenever they learned my name. It didn’t bother me that much, even if the question was really predictable by now. “Yep, he’s my dad.”
Ethan nodded. “I see. Why are you going to Superbia in the first place?”
It was my turn to raise an eyebrow first. This Ethan kid seemed a little weird, but he wasn’t setting off any alarms in my head yet, so I decided to humor him. “I’m going to attend the Institute for my third year as part of the Institute and the Academy’s foreign exchange program. What about you?”
“What a coincidence,” said Ethan. “I’m also going to finish my third year at the Institute. Unlike you, however, I’m from the Blackwell Institution for Superhuman Excellence, which has a similar foreign exchange program with the Institute.”
I tilted my head to the side. “You’re from Blackwell? You don’t look like you’re from Blackwell.”
Ethan frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
I shifted in my seat. “Well, it’s just that I’ve always heard that Blackwell is mostly for rich kids. Specifically, rich super kids who come from very formal families. Supposed to be really fancy.”
Ethan laughed. “Oh, yeah. There are a lot of rich kids at Blackwell, but trust me, that doesn’t describe all of us. Most of us are just ordinary kids like you. Frankly, my parents could never have afforded to send me to the Institute if they hadn’t made the sacrifices that they made.”
“So I take it you’re not rich yourself?” I said.
Ethan snorted. “I wish. But yeah, the Academy. Weren’t you guys attacked by the Guardians of Humanity last year or something?”
I nodded, although I was fully aware of Ethan constantly changing the conversation. “Yeah, we were. That’s why I’m going to the Institute this year. My younger brother, Jake, is going to Blackwell.”
“I see,” said Ethan. “Heard lots of rumors about that, but wasn’t sure. Must have been really scary.”
“It was,” I said with a nod. “Fortunately, the Guardians aren’t a threat anymore, so—”
The airplane suddenly shook. It wasn’t mere turbulence, though. It felt like something had rammed into the side of the plane. I gripped the arms of my chair while Ethan held onto his seatbelt tightly, a look of fear on his face. I heard the sleeping husband behind me suddenly wake up and sleepily ask his wife what happened, though she didn’t respond, probably because she was as ignorant as he was.
The speakers crackled and the pilot’s voice could suddenly be heard again, “Passengers, please remain seated. It appears that a foreign object has collided with the side of the plane, but do not worry. All of the plane’s engines are still completely functional and we are still en route to Ira. Please remain calm while—”
The pilot was interrupted when one of the airplane’s exits was blown open all of a sudden. Because I sat near that particular exit, my hair flew crazily around my head as the wind entered the airplane. The other passengers started to scream and yell, including Ethan, who looked even more scared than before. I had to admit I screamed, too, when the door was blasted off its hinges, but that turned out to be the least scary thing about this entire encounter. The real scary thing was the half dozen or so men who leaped into the airplane.
Although I’d never seen these men before, their armor and equipment were way too familiar. They wore identical silver, expressionless masks on their faces while wearing gray metal and lethal armor that covered their bodies from head to toe. They carried guns that seemed to carry powerless pellets rather than bullets.
“Huh?” said Ethan, his face as pale as snow now. “Who the heck are those guys?”
I gulped. “Uh-oh. It’s the—”
“Everyone, listen up!” one of the masked men shouted, his voice audible despite the wind roaring from the outside. He pointed his gun at us. “The Guardians of Humanity have officially hijacked this plane. And we’re going to kill every man, woman, and child on it.”




CHAPTER FIVE


This couldn’t be happening. How did the Guardians of Humanity get into this airplane? It made no sense. Superbia was supposed to be Guardians-free. Yet there were clearly six lethal-looking Guardians of Humanity standing in the aisle just a few feet away from me, guns raised and faceless masks daring us to move. 
“The Guardians of Humanity?” the twenty-something guy I’d noticed earlier said between chattering teeth. “H-How did you get here?”
The Guardian who had spoken, apparently the leader, jerked a thumb at a jetpack on his back. “Jetpacks, baby. We might not be able to fly like you freaks, but that doesn’t mean normals can’t take to the skies, too. Oh, and you can call me Slaughter if you want.”
“Slaughter?” I spoke up, unable to keep silent any longer. “I’ve never heard of you.”
Slaughter pointed his gun at me. “Quiet, girl. I might not be as famous as Overkill or Bloodbath, but I’m just as committed to the cause as they were. I’m the new leader of the Guardians, in case you haven’t heard, and I’m going to let the world know exactly how dangerous I am by crashing this plane.”
“You can’t do this,” said the fat husband behind me in a Swedish accent. “If you crash this plane, you will kill us all.”
“That’s the point, fatso,” Slaughter replied with a ghoulish laugh. “The Guardians of Humanity have taken a pretty bad beating recently, what with Overkill’s disappearance and the arrests of so many top lieutenants. Time to put the fear of God back into you mutants.”
Slaughter looked over his shoulder at his men. “Bryan, Gordon, kill the pilot and the attendants and take control of the plane. Make sure we stay on course to Ira.”
“Why?” said the fat Swedish man again. “Are you going to crash the plane into Ira?”
“Not quite,” Slaughter replied. “See that huge castle on top of Mount Neo out there? That’s Castle Superbia, the home of President Marcus. And it’s also where we are going to crash this plane.”
I glanced out the window to look at the castle again. Castle Superbia … so that was where President Marcus lived. Did Barrett live there, too? If so, he had a pretty sweet place, much bigger than my home.
But I had bigger things to worry about at the moment. Like the anti-superhuman terrorists who had just hijacked my flight.
“The plan is simple,” said Slaughter. He tapped the floor of the plane with his foot. “We hijack this plane and crash it into Castle Superbia, killing President Marcus and a whole bunch of supers at the same time. It’s genius.”
“You do realize that you will die, too, if you crash the plane, right?” said the Swedish man in a sardonic voice. “Or did that little detail escape your carefully thought-out plan?”
Slaughter pointed his gun at the Swedish man and fired. A bullet blew a hole open in the Swedish man’s right shoulder, splattering blood over his wife and some of it even getting on me. Of course, I’d ducked as soon as Slaughter fired the gun, but I still got blood on me anyway.
“Henrik!” said his wife in an equally thick Swedish accent. “No!”
Slaughter lowered his gun and grunted. “What do you think the jet packs are for, freak? After we kill the pilot, we’ll jump out at the last minute and fly away. In fact, I’ve got a few of my guys outside filming the whole scene and livestreaming it on the Internet. ‘Cause we don’t want only the Superbians to see what we’re gonna do. We want the whole world to see your unnatural country go up in flames.”
The Swedish woman was holding Henrik, her husband, close. Henrik, surprisingly enough, still seemed to be conscious. He clutched his wound, which seemed a little unhealthy to me. He wasn’t even trying to clean it or staunch the bleeding. Then again, given how we were all probably going to die anyway, perhaps he didn’t see any point in treating his wound.
Not that I blamed him. Slaughter may have been crazy, but his plan was working so far. And even worse, we couldn’t depend on any outside help. No one outside of the plane knew about this attack or that our plane was on a crash course for Castle Superbia. If Castle Superbia was President Marcus’ home, then that meant that Barrett lived there, which meant he was in danger if the plane crashed, too.
I needed to stop Slaughter and the Guardians. Like I noticed before, it seemed like Slaughter didn’t recognize me, which was good. It meant that he wouldn’t realize the threat I posed.
But I would need help first.
I leaned closer to Ethan and whispered, “Ethan, what’s your power?”
Ethan, who looked like he was on the verge of peeing his pants, looked at me with wild eyes. “Power?”
“Yes, power,” I said, “and keep your voice down so those guys don’t hear us and decide to shoot us.”
Ethan gulped. “I-I can make people not notice me.”
I raised an eyebrow. “You can turn invisible?”
Ethan shook his head. “No. People just don’t see me. Not unless I want them to. It’s hard to explain, but it’s useful for sneaking around. It’s why my hero name is Blind Spot. It’s like I’m exploiting peoples’ blind spots in their vision.”
Interesting. Ethan’s power certainly explained why I hadn’t noticed him sitting right next to me. “Okay. Sounds like a useful power for my plan.”
“Your plan?” Ethan repeated in horror. “Don’t tell me you’re planning to fight those guys.”
“No,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m just planning to throw them off the plane and see how useful those jetpacks are.”
“But they’re the Guardians,” Ethan said. “They kill adult supers all the time. We don’t stand a chance.”
“Yes, we do,” I said. “But we need to be smart about it. I’ll fight them. I just need you to sneak past them, okay?”
Ethan gulped, but said, with a slight tremble in his voice, “O-Okay. I can do that. What do you need me to do?”
I gestured subtly toward the cockpit. “I need you to sneak around to the next section of seats. Make your way past the Guardians. Once you are in the next section, try to draw their attention to you somehow. Then I’ll jump out and attack them and try to knock as many of them out of the plane as possible.”
Ethan gulped again. “That sounds risky.”
“It is risky,” I said, “but we don’t have any choice, either. It’s our best bet at survival. And you do want to survive, right?”
Ethan nodded shakily. “Y-Yeah—”
“Then get on it,” I said. “We don’t have much time.”
Ethan gulped once more, but then he shook his head and looked at me with more determination than before. “You can count on me.”
With that, Ethan simply stood up and walked into the aisle between the seats without any fanfare or hesitation. I expected the Guardians to instantly take notice of him and start shooting, but to my surprise, not one of the Guardians paid him the slightest bit of attention. Whistling softly as if he did this every day, Ethan walked through the Guardians, being careful not to make any physical contact with them, and stepped into the next seating section. When he got to the end of the seating section, Ethan crouched low behind a row of seats and looked past the Guardians at me with a fearful expression on his face.
I nodded once to show Ethan that I was ready, smiling encouragingly.
So Ethan took a deep breath and suddenly shouted, “Hey, Guardians! You guys smell funny!”
Exactly as predicted, the Guardians turned as one to look at Ethan. They seemed surprised to see Ethan crouched behind the seats, but they did not hesitate to raise their guns and aim them at Ethan.
But they didn’t get a chance to pull the triggers. I jumped out from my seats into the aisle and summoned several light columns to the left of the Guardians. The columns slammed into the Guardians, sending them all staggering to the side. The Guardian closest to the door even fell out screaming, his screams drowned out by the roaring of the plane’s engines and the raging wind outside.
The other Guardians, however, were much better prepared. One of them grabbed onto the nearest seat, while another one had a retractable shield pop out of his wrist and held it up to protect himself and his fellow Guardians from my spears. My columns slammed against the shield over and over again, but he held his ground.
With their friend covering them, the other Guardians were free to attack Ethan and me. Or would have been, if I hadn’t summoned a barrier in front of me to protect myself from their bullets. As for Ethan, he just hid even deeper among the seats, making whimpering noises all the while. It was obvious that I wouldn’t be able to expect help from Ethan for now, meaning I was effectively on my own.
Slaughter broke away from his Guardians, leaping forward and running toward me. I didn’t know what his plan was. My barrier was so thick that it would take either a bomb or an Omega Man level power to destroy it. Maybe he was even dumber than I thought.
But then Slaughter pulled out a disk of some sort and slammed it against his chest. He disappeared in the blink of an eye, causing me to start and look around in confusion.
“Right behind you, girlie,” came Slaughter’s frightening voice.
The butt of a gun slammed into the back of my head, shattering my concentration and making my barrier fall. Then Slaughter kicked the back of my knees, causing me to collapse onto the floor of the plane, my face getting into the clean-smelling carpet. Slaughter brought his knee down on my back and I felt the cold barrel of his gun press up against my neck.
“That was a cute trick, girlie,” said Slaughter. “I don’t know how your skinny friend got past us without anyone seeing him, but I don’t understand how you freaks can do even half of the crap you can anyway. Still, teleportation technology has come a long way over the last couple of decades. Glad to see my Teleportation Disk worked.”
I froze. That was what Slaughter had used to teleport behind me. Teleportation Disks were one-use devices that could instantly teleport a person almost anywhere they wanted. They were pretty expensive and rare, but they were also really effective.
What made this particular usage ironic, though, was that Teleportation Disks had been invented by my grandfather, the First Generation superhero Genius. I would have pointed out to Slaughter that he was using technology created by one of those smelly old supers that he hated so much, but given how he could probably blow my head off right now, bragging probably wasn’t the smartest thing for me to do.
A howl of pain from down the aisle made me look and see Ethan was in a similar position as me. One of the Guardians had somehow gotten behind Ethan and pinned him to the ground with one foot, his gun pointed at the back of Ethan’s head. Tears streamed down the sides of Ethan’s face as he blubbered uncontrollably under the Guardian, while the remaining three Guardians kept their guns trained on the other passengers, including the twins and the twenty-something guy on his laptop, who now looked even more freaked out than before.
“Commander Slaughter,” said the Guardian pinning down Ethan, “I successfully eliminated the pilot, copilot, and all three attendants. I also overrode the plane’s autopilot, cut off all connection with the outside world, and set its course straight for Castle Superbia.”
“Estimated time of crash?” Slaughter questioned.
“Ten minutes,” said the Guardian without missing a beat. “And thus far, it does not look like the Superbian military has noticed a thing.”
“Good, good,” said Slaughter. His voice got close to my ear. “While you and your friend pretended to be superheroes, one of my guys was taking care of the pilot and anyone else who might try to cause us problems. If it helps, though, you’ll definitely be dead long before the plane crashes, so at least your death won’t be drawn out and fiery.”
That wasn’t even remotely reassuring, but then, it wasn’t supposed to be. Slaughter was just rubbing in my failure to stop them to discourage me.
Not that he needed to. My plan to take out the Guardians and save everyone had failed. Now Ethan, me, everyone else on the plane, and a lot of people in Castle Superbia were going to die. My eyes locked with Ethan’s frightened, terrified gaze, making me feel guilty for getting him to help me with this failed plan.
Then, without warning, something slammed into the top of the plane hard enough to make the plane itself shudder.
“Huh?” said Slaughter, looking up at the ceiling. “What was that?”
“Boss!” said another Guardian, who stood near one of the windows. “I saw a dragon wing just a few minutes ago!”
Slaughter tensed on me. “A dragon wing? Then that must mean—”
Without warning, a huge dragon claw slammed through the ceiling and smashed one of the Guardians underneath it. The dragon claw then closed around the smashed Guardian and ripped him out of the plane entirely, the Guardian’s screams cutting off abruptly. I thought I heard a loud squelching sound above, but with the wind whipping all around us, it was hard to tell.
In any case, the Guardians pointed their guns at the ceiling and fired through the hole. Their bullets apparently didn’t hit anything, but then a shirtless man with dragon wings leaped down through the hole in the ceiling. He landed amid the Guardians, who aimed their guns at him, but the man grabbed their guns and ripped them out of their hands before tossing them aside.
Then the man’s hands morphed into dragon claws and he slashed open the neck of one Guardian, who instantly collapsed onto the floor, before whirling around and slamming the palm of his claw into the second Guardian’s face. The impact of the claw shattered the Guardian’s faceplate, with the momentum of the blow smashing his head against the plane’s bulwark. He also collapsed, leaving a trail of blood on the bulwark as he fell down.
At first, I thought the man with the dragon wings was Barrett. Barrett could transform into a golden dragon and the man who had just taken down three Guardians in as many minutes even looked like Barrett. Same hair color, skin color, and general build.
But when the man’s flaming eyes looked toward Slaughter and me, I realized he wasn’t Barrett at all. He was clearly much older, with wisps of gray in his hair. Smoke rose from his shoulders and the corners of his mouth, but even with those changes in his physical appearance, President Franklin Marcus, the President of Superbia, was instantly recognizable from his Mark Dane interview from yesterday.




CHAPTER SIX


What the—?” said Slaughter, sounding genuinely surprised. “No effin’ way. You’re not President Marcus.” 
“Actually, I am,” said President Marcus, his calm, measured tone a stark contrast to his fiery eyes. He raised his claws. “Would you like me to prove it by ripping your eyes out from your sockets?”
Slaughter gulped. “No one knew about our hijacking this plane. We kept it a secret even from the other Guardians. How did you find out about it?”
President Marcus smirked. “A little birdie might have whispered in my ear that a bunch of overconfident Guardians were plotting to fly a plane into my castle. And I may have decided to let you get this far just to make you think your plan could actually work.”
Slaughter pressed the barrel of his gun harder against my neck. “Take one step closer and the girl’s brains decorate the floor. Oh, and Devastator behind you will kill the other mutant brat.”
Through the gap between President Marcus’ legs, I saw Ethan still crying silently. Devastator, which was apparently the name of the only other surviving Guardian, pressed his foot down harder on Ethan’s back and readjusted the grip on his gun.
President Marcus, however, looked totally unconcerned about the fact that the Guardians had taken Ethan and me hostage. His eyes flicked from side to side, an unimpressed look on his face.
“Is this what the great Guardians of Humanity have been reduced to?” said President Marcus. “Hijacking a plane and holding innocent children hostage? Pathetic. I thought you wanted to take humanity to the stars.”
“We will,” said Slaughter, “but only after we slaughter the last freak on Earth.”
President Marcus shook his head dismissively. “Be that as it may, you must understand that your odds of surviving at less than zero.”
“Guess you didn’t hear, but I’m not planning to be on the plane when it crashes,” said Slaughter. “I’ve got another Teleportation Disk I can use to get off this plane before it crashes.”
President Marcus’ eyes flashed. “I wasn’t referring to the plane crashing. I was referring to you dealing with me.”
Without warning, another dragon claw exploded from above Devastator and clenched around his neck. With a simple twist, Devastator’s head popped off like a toy and Devastator collapsed backward onto the floor.
Ethan scrambled away from the dead Guardian and hid behind some of the seats, still crying. He also looked shocked and stared at the hole in the ceiling created by the second dragon claw with horror.
“Devastator!” Slaughter cried out. “How the hell did you kill him? Everyone knows you can’t be in your dragon form and human form at the same time.”
“Oh, that wasn’t me,” said President Marcus, again without losing his cool. “Killing Guardians is a family pastime in Superbia, in case you didn’t know.”
“Family?” I repeated just as another winged man dropped through the ceiling and landed next to Devastator’s headless body.
This second winged man looked like a younger and slightly shorter version of President Marcus, though his muscles looked a little bit more defined than the President’s. Rising to his feet, the winged man glared at Devastator’s corpse with disgust and muttered under his breath, “You had it coming, you son of a—”
“Barrett!” I called out happily. “Barrett, I can’t believe it’s you!”
The second winged man, Barret Marcus, the son of President Marcus and one of my best friends in the world, started and looked up at me. A smile appeared across his handsome features as he waved. “Ashley! I am so glad to see you are alive. When I heard that your plane got hijacked by Guardians, I was worried for your safety.”
President Marcus looked down at me with interest. “You’re Ashley Jason? Barrett has told me much about you, though I’ll admit that these aren’t exactly the best times for introductions.”
I wanted to respond to Barrett, but Slaughter dug his knee deeper into my back and snapped, “I’ll kill you monsters for killing Devastator. No forgiveness.”
“Again, you do not seem to grasp the gravity of the situation,” said President Marcus. “All of your friends are dead and you are completely outnumbered. If I were you, I would surrender right now. Then you might survive.”
“Fat chance,” said Slaughter. “Again, take one step closer and the girl dies. I’ve killed ten supers before, including two children way younger than her. I’m not bluffing.”
“So you have killed children, too?” said Henrik behind us suddenly. “Then you truly are beyond redemption, which means I don’t need to feel guilty about doing this.”
I looked over my shoulder to see Henrik, still clutching his shoulder, raise his hand at Slaughter’s face. Henrik’s flesh suddenly splattered all over Slaughter’s faceplate, wrapping around his neck and squeezing tight.
Slaughter gasped for air before pointing his gun at Henrik. But Henrik thrust his other hand forward and slapped the gun out of Slaughter’s hands. Slaughter’s hand went to the knife at his side, but Henrik tightened the grip of his stretched flesh around his neck and made Slaughter choke again. He yanked Slaughter off me, allowing me to scramble away from him as Slaughter grabbed his neck and desperately tried to free himself.
“Thank you for disabling Slaughter, Henrik,” said President Marcus politely. “I was a bit worried that Slaughter might have known about your power, but it looks like my worries were groundless.”
Henrik chuckled. “Always glad to be of service, Franklin. Besides, this Slaughter is no Overkill. Otherwise, we would all be dead already.”
Henrik then suddenly thrust Slaughter forward. I rolled out of the way, allowing Slaughter to stagger down the aisle, but President Marcus rushed forward and grabbed Slaughter by the neck. Again, Slaughter reached for his knife, but President Marcus got it first and jammed the knife directly into Slaughter’s stomach, causing Slaughter to gasp in pain. He clearly tried to scream but was unable to speak thanks to the President’s claw on his neck. Slaughter pulled out another Teleportation Disk, but President Marcus knocked it out of his hand and it rolled across the floor toward Ethan, who grabbed it and put it in his pocket quickly.
President Marcus brought Slaughter up to his face. “Where is your determination to kill me now, Mr. Slaughter? Did it die, perhaps, with all of your friends?”
Slaughter gasped again and said, in an incredibly weak voice, “Go … to … hell …”
President Marcus frowned. “What a waste.”
Without hesitation, President Marcus opened his mouth and unleashed a stream of fire over Slaughter’s face. Slaughter screamed in agony as the white-hot flames melted his faceplate. I could feel the heat even from down here, which caused me to break into a sweat.
Then President Marcus closed his mouth, cutting off the flames. It allowed me to see that Slaughter’s faceplate was now permanently melted onto his face. Even from here, I could see where the metal mask had melted into his skin. I couldn’t imagine what kind of pain Slaughter had to be in at this point. That he wasn’t screaming meant he was either dead or, more likely, his lips had been melted into his mask and he couldn’t scream at all.
Without another word, President Marcus ripped Slaughter’s jetpack off his back and tossed it aside. And just as unceremoniously, he tossed Slaughter himself out the open doorway, where Slaughter instantly vanished without making a sound.
“Hmph,” said President Marcus, tossing aside the jetpack. “What a waste indeed.”
I gulped. Again, I was aware that President Marcus was actually saving me, but seeing the way he so casually killed all those Guardians sent chills down my spine. He didn’t hesitate or show any regret at all. I had no sympathy for the Guardians myself, but it was still a chilling sight to behold.
President Marcus looked down at me and smiled kindly. “I hope you are not hurt, Ashley. I tried to get here as quickly as I could, but it’s hard for even a full-sized dragon to keep up with a runaway plane.”
I gulped. “I-I’m fine. Just a little shaken is all.”
President Marcus nodded, but then Barrett, who had disappeared at some point, suddenly burst out of the cockpit and shouted, in a panicky voice, “Father! According to the plane’s autopilot, we are less than five minutes from crashing into Castle Superbia! I tried to change it, but the system was locked.”
“We are?” said President Marcus in a distinctly unworried tone. “Let me see.”
President Marcus casually made his way toward the cockpit. Despite my fear of the President, I got to my feet and followed him as quickly as I could. I passed the quivering Ethan, who definitely looked like he had peed himself, and entered the cockpit behind President Marcus and Barrett.
I wish I hadn’t. The pilot and co-pilot both lay dead on the floor, their throats cleanly slashed. The stench of their blood filled the enclosed cockpit, making me wince. Didn’t see the corpses of the attendants, though based on the bloody stench coming from the bathroom, perhaps that was for the best.
But my attention quickly focused on the plane’s windshield, which showed Castle Superbia coming in hot and fast. A timer on the controls showed that Barrett was right. We had less than four minutes before our plane crashed into the Castle.
“See?” said Barrett, gesturing frantically at the controls. “Even if we could somehow regain control over the plane, there’s no way we could change its pathway in time. Perhaps the Guardians have won after all.”
“Barry,” said President Marcus in a reproachful tone, “you of all people should know that I anticipated this very problem. We will be fine. No one else will die today.”
“But how?” I said, causing President Marcus and Barrett to look at me as if they had forgotten I was there. “Are you a pilot, Mr. President?”
President Marcus chuckled. “I am not. But I don’t need to be. Mind Games will take care of it.”
President Marcus pointed out the windshield at Castle Superbia when he said that. Curious, I looked through the windshield but didn’t see anything until I spotted a single man standing on the highest tower of Castle Superbia.
The man was hard to make out in too much detail, but he didn’t look like much. He looked like a small, old Asian man wearing simple dark blue robes. He stood with his hands folded in front of his chest, his eyes closed and his bald head shining under the sun.
“Mind Games?” Barrett repeated. “Father, I mean no disrespect to my elders, are you sure that Mind Games can—”
“He can,” said President Marcus without missing a beat. “And he will. Just wait and see.”
Before I could ask what they were talking about, the Asian man’s eyes snapped open. They glowed a strange, unnatural purple color as the man put his fingers on the temples of his head. His veins glowed purple, becoming as bright as a spotlight. It made him very hard to look at, but I didn’t understand how a man glowing purple was supposed to stop the plane.
And then, without warning, the plane came to an abrupt stop in midair. The sudden stop nearly tossed me off my feet, but Barrett grabbed my arm and held me up at the last second.
Barrett and President Marcus themselves had grabbed onto the pilot and co-pilot’s seats for support. Barrett looked almost as shocked as I did, while President Marcus looked totally unfazed.
“See, Barry?” said President Marcus, flashing a grin at Barrett. “Didn’t I tell you that Mind Games would do it?”
“What …” I gulped. “What did Mind Games do?”
“Stopped the plane,” said President Marcus. “With his mind.”
Barrett glanced at the timer on the dash and snorted. “And as close to the wire as possible.”
I looked at the dash and started:
We had been less than thirty seconds away from crashing into Castle Superbia.




CHAPTER SEVEN


As it turned out, Mind Games had extremely powerful telekinesis, which was how he stopped the plane in its tracks. His telekinesis also allowed him to move the plane, putting it gently down in the Superbian Nature Park in Ira, the capital of Superbia. 
After that, the Ira Emergency Department moved me, Ethan, and all of the other passengers out of the plane into ambulances. We were all taken to the nearest hospital, which turned out to be the Franklin Marcus Memorial Hospital, apparently the biggest and only hospital in the city. I didn’t get to see much of the city itself along the way, however. I went from the plane to the ambulance and into the hospital without any break in-between. It was actually kind of scary how efficiently the ambulance workers showed up on the scene, got everyone out, and into the hospital. It was like they had rehearsed it.
Although I was not suffering from any injuries, my doctor—a middle-aged lady named Sarah Jonas who smelled like honey for some reason—put me in a room by myself anyway. Doctor Jonas told me to stay put in my hospital bed until they could check on me further. Based on what she told me, it sounded like they were mostly worried about my psychological health rather than physical, probably due to my lack of physical injuries.
I didn’t mind, though. The hijacking and near-crash of the plane had been pretty traumatic, I won’t deny it. It was a miracle that President Marcus and Barrett had saved us. By contrast, the white hospital room I now lay in was very quiet and even peaceful, with a cute painting of a human baby playing with a duckling hanging on the wall in front of me.
I lay on a soft, comfortable white mattress with my clothes still on me and a white blanket pulled up to my waist. A food tray with a glass of water, sandwich, and banana stood on the table next to me. A window with yellow curtains drawn stood at the other end of the room. I could hear the hustle and bustle of Ira just outside the window, even with the window closed.
I sipped my water and tried to calm myself down. It was hard to do, though, because of how quickly everything had happened. I half-believed that this entire series of events was just some kind of nightmare on my part. Not the nightmare, but a normal nightmare, one that I would wake up from soon. Then I would catch my flight to Superbia, which would be entirely uneventful, and I would start attending the Institute as planned.
But then the door to my room opened and three people entered the room. Two I recognized instantly as President Marcus and Barrett. Unlike before, the two of them now looked entirely human. They wore shirts, with President Marcus wearing a suit similar to the one I’d seen him wearing in his Mark Dane interview, while Barrett wore an identical suit. They both looked like they had showered and changed, which explained why they smelled like strawberries.
The third person who followed them in, however, was unknown to me. She was an athletic-looking woman wearing a gray suit, with a hat on her head and sunglasses over her eyes. Based on how closely she walked with President Marcus, I assumed she had to be his bodyguard or something, though something about her appearance seemed familiar to me for some reason, and not in a good way.
“Ashley,” said Barrett, rushing over to me and stopping by my bed. “Are you okay? Sorry we didn’t get to talk too much earlier. Everything was moving so fast that I didn’t have time to chat.”
“It’s fine,” I said, trying to hide my disappointment at seeing Barrett with a shirt on. “You had more important things to worry about at the time than talking to me. I mean, we’re catching up now, right? It all worked out.”
“I take it you are feeling well, then?” said President Marcus, also stopping by my bed, with the silent woman standing at the door behind him. “Doctor Jonas informed us that your injuries are more mental than physical.”
I nodded. “Yeah. Aside from a few bruises, I’m okay. I should be fine after a good night’s sleep.”
“I hope so,” said President Marcus. He put a hand over his breast. “I must apologize for your very, ah, rough introduction to Superbia. Please understand that it is not at all normal for terrorists to hijack our planes and try to crash them into my house. I hope this doesn’t color your perceptions of Superbia too much.”
I chuckled. “Oh, I know that. How are the other passengers doing?”
“About as well as you,” said President Marcus, “aside from Henrik, whose shoulder will need surgery if he is to keep using it. Fortunately, the doctors have some TH0 on hand, so Henrik’s shoulder should heal well after surgery.”
“Who is Henrik, anyway?” I said. “You acted like you’ve known him for years.”
“Because I have,” said President Marcus. “Henrik is the Chief Judge of Superbia. He was also one of the Founders of Superbia, along with me and nine others. He has served Superbia quite well over the last twelve years.”
“You mean that guy was one of the highest-ranking members in your government?” I said in surprise. “I didn’t know that. What was he doing on the plane?”
“He and his wife, Anita, were coming home from a vacation to the United States,” President Marcus explained. “They were as surprised as you were at the Guardians’ attack, but they told me they were also impressed with your and Ethan’s bravery. They told me that you, in particular, showed great leadership and initiative in coming up with your plan to defeat the Guardians.”
I blushed. “Oh, it was nothing. How is Ethan doing?”
“He’s fine,” said Barrett. “Like you, he wasn’t seriously injured. He’s been crying nonstop since he arrived in the hospital, though.”
I nodded. “Better crying than dead, right … Barry?”
Barret cringed. “Where did you hear that name?”
Smiling mischievously, I glanced at President Marcus. “I heard your dad call you that. Is that your nickname?”
“Oh, we’ve always called Barret ‘Barry’ since he was a little boy,” said President Marcus, slapping Barrett on the shoulder. “Nothing is embarrassing about it.”
“Father, please,” said Barrett, his face red. “Don’t call me by my childhood nickname in front of my friend. It’s embarrassing. I’m eighteen-years-old now.”
President Marcus laughed. “My apologies, my son. Very well. I’ll only call you Barry when there are no beautiful girls around.”
That just made Barrett blush even harder, while I struggled not to giggle. I didn’t want to make Barrett feel more embarrassed than he already was, even though I could not deny that it was humorous. Seeing President Marcus act like a normal dad was weird, but also reassuring. It meant he was still a real human being after all, something that had worried me after seeing him in the plane. He seemed almost like my dad if a bit rougher.
Then I felt something looking at me and looked around President Marcus. His bodyguard had not moved her position by the door, but when I looked at her, she looked down at her feet. I swore she had been looking at me for some reason.
“Uh, Mr. President?” I said, looking up at President Marcus. “Who is that lady at the door?”
“Her?” said President Marcus. He glanced over his shoulder at the woman. “Oh, that’s Erica. She’s my top bodyguard. I never go anywhere without her.”
“How come she didn’t come with you onto the plane?” I said. “I didn’t see her there.”
A frown flickered across President Franklin’s face when I said that, only for his friendly smile to return. “It was an emergency and her powers are not exactly suited for that sort of close-quarters combat. I determined it would be safer for her to stay here while Barry and I dealt with the Guardians.”
Something about that explanation felt off to me, but then, something about Erica herself felt off. I had the strongest feeling that I’d seen her somewhere before. The only question was, where? And when?
Before I could probe further, President Marcus put his hands together. “If you are worried about your family, worry not. I have already personally called your parents to inform them that you have arrived safely in Superbia.”
“Oh,” I said. I brushed back my hair. “I, er, had forgotten about my parents.”
“No problem,” said President Marcus. “The situation you experienced was very stressful and traumatic. I assured your parents that you are safe and sound and will be kept safe from any further attempts on your life while attending the Institute. You have my word.”
“Oh,” I said. “Thanks. That’s really nice of you.”
“It is of no consequence,” said President Marcus. “Perhaps you are unaware, but I knew your father when we were younger. Thus, I’ve been looking forward to meeting you for a long time. I just wish we could have met under less traumatizing circumstances.”
“Yeah,” I said, nodding. “Dad’s told me about you before, but he never told me how you guys met.”
“It’s a story for another time,” President Marcus said with a shrug. He leaned toward me slightly. “But I mostly know about you because Barrett has told me a lot about you.”
Barrett blushed again. “Not that much, Father.”
“ ‘Not that much’?” President Marcus repeated incredulously. “You talk about her all the time. Not a day goes by without you talking about Ashley Jason.”
“He does?” I said in an interested tone.
“Father is exaggerating to embarrass me,” said Barrett, folding his arms across his chest. “Like he always does.”
“Maybe a little, but what is life without a little exaggeration?” said President Marcus. He winked at me when he said that. “Regardless, you will be happy to know that we have taken measures to ensure your safety while you are here in Superbia. The Guardians—or what’s left of them—will never lay even one finger on you during your time in the Institute.”
I sighed. “Thanks, Mr. President. I didn’t realize that the Guardians were still after me. I thought they were too disorganized to try to get revenge.”
“A wounded animal is always dangerous,” said President Marcus. “But like I said, no Guardian has ever set foot on Superbian soil, nor shall they ever. At least, no living Guardian has. I can assure you of that.”
I nodded. President Marcus could be really scary, but I believed him when he said that I was safe from the Guardians here. Especially after seeing him slaughter all of those Guardians myself.
President Marcus folded his hands behind his back. “In any case, I will leave you be. Tomorrow, assuming the doctors release you, you will be transferred to the Institute campus to begin your third year of education.”
“So soon?” I said.
“Of course,” said President Marcus. “Why not? You were not seriously injured during the battle. You are healthy enough to go to school.”
“Don’t worry, Ash,” said Barrett, flashing me a smile. “Because we’re the same age, we’ll be in most of the same classes, so you won’t have to be by yourself.”
I nodded, although I wasn’t entirely convinced that it made sense to let me out so soon. Then again, I did feel fine, aside from how jarring the entire event had been. I only had a few bruises here and there, but frankly, I’d suffered far worse injuries in the past and survived. Maybe President Marcus just didn’t want me to miss my classes.
“Anyway,” said President Marcus. “I—”
Without warning, a ringing noise came from President Marcus’ pocket. He whipped out his smartphone and answered it in one smooth motion, saying, “Yes, Julia, dear? What is it? Yes, I am safe, and so is Barry.”
Barrett cringed when President Marcus used his nickname, but his dad didn’t seem to notice. President Marcus’ eyes narrowed and a frown crossed his lips as he listened to the woman on the other end of the line speak.
Then, abruptly, President Marcus smiled broadly and said, “Of course, honey. I will be there right away. See you soon.”
Ending the call, President Marcus looked at me apologetically. “Apologies for the interruption, Miss Jason, but that was my wife, Julia. She’s been worried sick about Barry and me since the airplane incident. We need to head back to Castle Superbia so she can see us herself.”
“It’s fine,” I said, waving a hand at President Marcus. “It was nice meeting you, Mr. President.”
“Please, Miss Jason, call me Mr. Marcus,” said President Marcus with a wave. “No need to use my government title. It’s rather pretentious anyway, however much I might like being called Mr. President sometimes.”
President—no, Mr.—Marcus looked at Barrett. “Come, Barrett. Your mom was worried about you, too. Let’s not leave her waiting any longer than she has to.”
“Yes, Father,” said Barrett, bowing respectfully. He looked at me. “I will see you at the Institute tomorrow, Ash. We will be in different dorms, but if you wait by the gates for me, I should be able to find you no problem.”
“Sounds good,” I said. “Bye!”
President Marcus and Barrett said their goodbyes and then left my room, with Erica, President Marcus’ bodyguard, following closely behind them. Although Erica did not look back at me, I nonetheless got the creepiest feeling from her. Perhaps it was because she was so silent, or maybe it was those big sunglasses she wore, but something about her made me very anxious.
Whatever. I was just happy to have made it to Superbia in one piece. And I probably wasn’t going to interact much with Erica, anyway, so I didn’t have to worry about her.
So why did I feel the way that I do whenever I wake up from my nightmare?




CHAPTER EIGHT


I was jolted awake by the limousine abruptly stopping, accidentally hitting my head against the headrest of my seat. 
“Are you all right, Miss Jason?” said the driver, his long, middle-aged Japanese face peering at me.
Rubbing the back of my head, I said, “I’m okay, Nomura. I just sort of dozed off for a moment.”
Nomura, the driver, nodded. “I see. Did you get enough sleep last night?”
I hesitated. I’d had the nightmare again last night, which seemed weird because I usually only experienced it once a week after taking my Super Pill dosage. It had definitely interrupted my sleep, not helped by the fact that I didn’t know what brought it on. Perhaps the stress from the airplane hijacking had gotten to me worse than I thought?
But I hadn’t told Nomura, my guide and bodyguard, about it and wasn’t sure I trusted him with that information yet. So I said, in a normal tone, “No, I didn’t. I don’t sleep well in beds I’m not used to.”
“I see,” said Nomura, nodding once. He turned his attention back to the road. “Sorry for stopping so abruptly. I just didn’t notice the red light until the last minute.”
I glanced out the windshield. The stoplight, which looked a bit old-fashioned to me, was indeed red. A family was crossing the intersection, pushing a carriage with a sleeping baby in it. The couple was clearly chattering to themselves and reminded me a bit of Mom and Dad, while the baby, from what I could see of it, reminded me of my baby brother Ronny.
Rubbing the sleep out of my eyes, I looked out the windows at the streets of Ira all around us.
Earlier this morning, Tetsu Nomura had come to pick me up from the Hospital. He informed me that he worked for the President and that he was my assigned bodyguard until I left the Institute. Having my own bodyguard seemed weird at first, but then Nomura explained that President Marcus was still worried about my safety. Guess it made sense, but I still wasn’t sure how I felt about having a bodyguard.
Not that I could really complain. Nomura had been an absolute gentleman so far. Plus, the limo in which he picked me up was probably the fanciest car I’d ever had the pleasure of riding in. Rich dark leather seats, plenty of legroom in the back for me to stretch, and even Wi-Fi for Internet use. It also seemed to have a million cup holders, which would have been more useful for me if I’d had a cup. It smelled really good, too, like fresh mahogany. The smell was probably artificial, but it was still nice.
Ira itself seemed like a nice city. Though a good deal smaller than most American cities at about 500,000 (which was apparently half the total population of Superbia in general), the streets were wide and clean, the people generally polite and well-mannered, and there were trees planted at regular intervals along the streets to provide some natural beauty. Tall buildings surrounded us on every side, looking like a smooth mixture between old-fashion traditionalist architecture and modernist style. It created a unique look for the city, much more unique than most American cities I’d visited.
Another thing that set Ira apart from American cities?
There were supers everywhere. And I do mean everywhere.
Overhead, a trio of businessmen flew by, apparently discussing a business deal of some sort. On the right side of the street, a sewage worker simply thrust his hand forward and the sidewalk split cleanly in half, allowing him and a handful of other sewage workers to enter the sewers easily. A government worker wearing a hard hat tapped a street lamp that looked out of commission, causing a bit of electricity to spark through his fingers and into the lamp itself. The lamp glowed brilliantly when the worker did that, who simply nodded and made his way down to the next street lamp.
A wizened Arabic man wearing robes sat in a booth near the entrance to what looked like a park, the sign of his business saying ‘TEN DOLLARS TO HAVE THE GREAT MINDSEER READ YOUR MIND OR LEVITATE YOUR CHILDREN!’
A few feet down from the ‘Great Mindseer’ was a street musician, a young man who was playing the guitar for a small crowd of onlookers. The young man didn’t just play the guitar, though. His ‘guitar’ kept changing shape, from guitar to drum to flute and every other instrument you could think of. I’d never seen a super with the power to transform an instrument, but given how much money was in the hat at his feet, that guy was obviously talented at it.
Statues and posters of President Marcus were scattered everywhere. Bronze statues of President Marcus seemed to stand at every street corner and in every park. In downtown Ira, I’d seen public TV screens depicting President Marcus’ interview with Mark Dane, though some of the news stations also reported on the Guardians’ attack on the airplane. Plus, I was pretty sure I’d seen some people wearing t-shirts with the President’s face on them, with the title ‘DRAGON KING’ emblazoned underneath.
“Impressed?” said Nomura as the stoplight turned green and the limo resumed heading down the street.
“Hmm?” I said, looking at Nomura. “Oh, yes. Ira is definitely different from any American city I’ve visited.”
Nomura chuckled. “It’s not quite as big as, say, Dallas or New York City, but what it lacks in size it makes up for in character.”
“Character is definitely the word I’d use for it,” I said. I leaned closer and said, “Why are there so many statues and posters of President Marcus everywhere if you don’t mind me asking?”
“Well, because he is the founder and leader of our nation, naturally,” said Nomura without looking at me. “It’s like asking why Americans have so many monuments to George Washington and the other Founding Fathers of the US.”
“I suppose that makes sense,” I said, “but there definitely seem to be a lot.”
“President Marcus is extremely popular with the people,” said Nomura. “He has a ninety percent approval rate from the Superbian population and works closely with both the Military Tribunal and the Citizens Council to ensure that the people are heard and Superbia’s problems are addressed adequately.”
“How many elections has he won?” I said.
“None,” said Nomura, shaking his head. “Superbia is not a democracy. Well, not a complete democracy, anyway. The Citizens Council is voted in by the population, but the office of the President is for life. Should President Marcus perish or resign, his son, Barrett, would succeed him as president.”
Weird. I had joked that Barrett being the son of President Marcus made him Superbian royalty, but it looked like my joke wasn’t entirely off the mark. And I wasn’t quite sure I liked the idea of a ‘President for life,’ even a good president. Probably ‘cause I was from America, though at least their Citizens Council was elected, so the people of Superbia had some way to make their voice heard in government.
“It sounds like Superbia is a bit more authoritarian than America,” I said. “I wonder why that is.”
“It may sound that way, but actually, Superbia is freer than America,” Nomura insisted. “Especially for supers. Freedom of speech, religion, and so on are enshrined in the Superbian Constitution, which takes many cues from your own American Constitution, though adapted for the needs of supers, of course.”
“That’s nice to hear,” I said, “although I would like to know exactly what parts of the Constitution need to be ‘adapted’ for supers.”
“Freedom of speech, for example,” said Nomura with a wave of his hand. “Anti-super bigotry is not protected by the Superbian Constitution. In fact, Superbia is one of the few countries in the world to ban anti-super bigotry under hate speech laws.”
I nodded. That fit with what I learned about Superbia from Barrett. They did not seem to tolerate bigotry against supers very much, if at all.
Still, I said, “I get it, but personally, I like American free speech better. I don’t like anti-super bigotry any more than you do, but I feel like America handles it better.”
Nomura snorted. “Yeah. Which is why you guys have the Guardians of Humanity and we do not.”
I bit my lower lip. Nomura had a point, but I didn’t think American freedom of speech caused hate groups to flourish.
I didn’t get to say that, though, because Nomura suddenly said, “Ah, here we are! The Institute.”
Surprised, I looked out the window to see what Nomura was pointing at and my jaw dropped at the sight.
The International Superbian Institute of Superhuman Training was a beautiful campus with the same kind of traditionalist and modernist style architecture that defined the rest of the city. A large, old-fashioned castle rose in the center of the campus, while tall stone walls, with spikes on the top, surrounded the campus, separating it from the rest of the city easily.
Hundreds of students entered through the front gates, which were wide and made of wrought iron and down in a classical style. A couple of burly men wearing crimson armor stood on either side of the gates, holding out some type of scanner device over each student. Despite how many students there were, the lines were moving pretty quickly from what I could see. It seemed like the Institute students were used to whatever scanning process they were undergoing. I thought it looked a bit invasive, though.
“You can get out here,” said Nomura, looking over his shoulder at me. “Given how your first class is starting in half an hour, you have no time to lose.”
“Wait, you mean you’re not going in with me?” I said in alarm, looking at Nomura. “But I thought you were my bodyguard.”
“I am,” Nomura assured me, “it’s just that there’s no need for me to accompany you into campus. The Institute is one of the most secure facilities in the country, second only to Castle Superbia itself. The security guards who patrol the Institute’s grounds are the elite of the elite. You will be perfectly safe even without me by your side.”
I rubbed the back of my neck. “When will I see you again?”
“Tomorrow,” said Nomura. “I have some errands to run first, but I will come by the Institute first thing tomorrow morning to check on you. Oh, and don’t worry about your luggage. We had your luggage sent straight to your dorm after we got you off the plane. All of your possessions are still in your bags.”
I nodded. “Fair enough. Is there anything I need to enter campus? Because I see those guards scanning the students and I’m not sure what they’re doing.”
“Oh, of course,” said Nomura, snapping his fingers. “Thanks for the reminder. Here. Take this.”
Nomura pulled a laminated card out of his pocket and handed it to me. I took the card and looked down at it, seeing my picture smiling back up at me with my name written on it, surrounded by a bright blue border that stood out quite well against the black leather seats of the limo.
“What’s this?” I said, looking up at Nomura.
“Your Student Card,” said Nomura. “Every student has one. It’s your main form of identity while you’re attending the Institute. It’s proof that you are an Institute student and that you can be let onto campus legally. It has a myriad of other uses as well, but that’s the most pertinent one for your current situation.”
“So I just show those guards my Student Card and they’ll let me in, no questions asked?” I said as I turned my card around. “Reminds me of the Team Watches from the Academy. Wonder why Superbia doesn’t have an equivalent device.”
“Because it’s quite unnecessary,” said Nomura. “Your Student Card will let you do everything you want on campus. Without it, you can’t do anything, so don’t lose it. And if you do lose it or have it stolen, you can apply for a new one at the admissions office near your dorm. Got it?”
I nodded. I still thought it would have been more convenient to have a Team Watch for identification, but then again, the Institute, in general, seemed lower-tech than the Academy. Heck, my acceptance letter this summer came in the form of an actual paper letter that came in a physical envelope through the USPS. I didn’t know that people even sent letters anymore, yet Superbia apparently did.
“If you want,” said Nomura, holding out a hand, “I could give you a boost to make you feel better.”
Snapped out of my thoughts, I looked at Nomura and said, “What?”
“Never mind,” said Nomura with a shake of his head. “We’ll talk later. Good luck!”
Puzzled by Nomura’s comment, I nonetheless stepped out of the limo onto the curb. As soon as I was on the sidewalk, the limo sped off, with Nomura waving back at me through the mirror. I waved back at him until the limo turned the corner up ahead and vanished.
With Nomura gone, it meant I had no choice but to join the line of students forming at the gates. Taking a deep breath to calm myself, I joined the back of the right-hand line, getting behind a tall guy who looked like he played basketball, although the extra arms sprouting out of either side of him was not what I’d call normal basketball player physique.
Just like I thought, the line didn’t linger. It moved at a brisk, almost machine-like pace. Pretty soon, I reached the gates themselves and got my Student Card scanned and approved, allowing me to get past the harsh-looking security guards and onto the Institute campus itself.
The campus courtyard was surprisingly spacious, much more so than I was expecting. Hundreds of students walked to and from the different buildings on campus, though the vast majority seemed to be entering and exiting the main castle. Based on my research, the castle was the building where most of the Institute’s classes were taught.
Had to admit, I was really nervous. This was just like my first day at the Academy two years ago, only even worse because I was in a foreign country without even my younger brother by my side. I looked around for Barrett, but I didn’t see him. His advice to stay by the gates stuck in my mind, but I realized that he didn’t say when he would get to the gates.
It wasn’t all bad, though. Watching the students was kind of interesting because it looked like everyone had on some kind of uniform. It was a black-and-red uniform, a polo shirt and slacks for boys, a blouse and dress for girls. But their uniforms weren’t exactly, well, uniform. Some of them had one star on their shoulders, others had two, and still others had three. I suspected the stars represented some kind of hierarchy in the school, but it was impossible to tell. All I knew was that I was getting some dirty looks from the students for being in a t-shirt and jeans, even though I hadn’t even known there was a school uniform until I got here.
The sound of something metal crashing to the ground, caused by a yell, made me whip my head around rapidly to look for the source of the noise. I spotted the source of the disturbance on the other side of the courtyard, near the stairs to the castle.
A middle-aged man, wearing a simple red tunic, was on his knees on the grass. He was desperately trying to clean up what looked like a box of wrapped sandwiches, which had spilled out all over the grass near the pathway to the castle.
Most of the students ignored the middle-aged man, save for three girls who looked close to me in age. They were pointing and laughing at the old man, which was bad enough, but then I noticed how one girl kept flicking her finger and making the sandwiches bounce just outside of the middle-aged man’s reach.
“What’s the matter, norm?” said the girl who was flicking her finger in between laughter. “Can’t you do something as simple as picking up a dropped ham sandwich? God, you really are useless.”
The middle-aged man did not respond. He just looked like he was trying his best to gather up the sandwiches. I didn’t know who he was, but he looked like some kind of Institute staff member, perhaps a janitor or cafeteria worker. Seeing those girls mock him that way bothered me, but I wasn’t sure if I should step in or not. I didn’t see any teachers around, but then, I didn’t know who any of the teachers here were.
“Come on, Donny,” said another one of the girls with a sneer. “Work faster. Faster!”
The girl’s hair suddenly lashed out and whipped the middle-aged man in the face. The blow knocked him onto his side and left an awful bruise on his cheek. Donny still didn’t say anything, but he didn’t need to because the girls cackled like witches and the third girl said, “Nice shot, Becky! Right in the old smacker.”
I couldn’t believe what I just saw. They were openly assaulting a staff member because he had accidentally dropped their food and wasn’t picking it up fast enough? I didn’t care if it was my place to intervene or not. I couldn’t just stand here and let these girls treat that poor man however they wanted.
“Hey!” I shouted as I marched up to the girls. “What the heck do you think you’re doing?”
The second girl, Becky, looked at me with an unimpressed look on her face. “Oh? And who are you? Are you even a student here? Where’s your uniform?”
I held up my Student Card. “I may not have my uniform yet, but I do have my Student Card. Even if I wasn’t a student here, though, there’s no way I’d let you keep assaulting that guy.”
“And why do you care?” said Becky, rolling her eyes. “This is none of your business, no-star.”
“I’m pretty sure openly abusing an innocent man is everyone’s business, Becky,” I said, putting special emphasis on her name to make sure she knew how little I thought of her. “Leave him alone, now, or else I’ll make you leave him alone.”
Becky laughed mockingly. “Oh, you’ll make us, now? You clearly don’t know who we are or how things work around here, no-star. Allow me to demonstrate.”
Becky’s hair suddenly lashed out and wrapped around my wrists and ankles. Her hair lifted me into the air overhead, the strands tightening to suspend me in the sky. I struggled to break free of the hair but couldn’t even make them budge.
“My name is Becky,” said Becky, her eyes shining maliciously, “but you can call me Hairdo instead … assuming you can even still talk after I’m done with you.”




CHAPTER NINE


Okay, I hadn’t seen this coming. Becky’s power seemed to give her the ability to control and extend her hair to ridiculous lengths. It also, apparently, made her hair as strong as rope because that’s what it felt like on my ankles and wrists. It didn’t help that she was holding me upside down, causing all the blood to rush to my head and making me feel dizzy. 
Still, I wasn’t going to give up. I might not have known what Becky’s power was, but she didn’t know what mine was, either. Which meant I had the element of surprise on my side.
With a grunt, I summoned four knives made out of light and slashed through Becky’s hair without hesitation. My light knives cut through Becky’s hair as easily as a lawnmower through grass, causing Becky to cry out in surprise.
Without Becky’s hair to support me, I fell down toward the ground. I summoned a platform under my feet, however, and landed safely on top of it. Standing to my full height, I looked down at Becky with a grin on my face.
“My hair!” Becky said, clutching the broken strands of her hair. She glared up at me. “No one touches my hair. No one. Especially not no-stars.”
“Sorry for the haircut,” I said. I shrugged. “I just thought your hair was starting to look a little long. You’re much prettier with short hair. Anyone ever tell you that?”
Becky growled, almost snarled, but it was the first girl who stepped forward and said, “Don’t worry about her, Becky. I’ll teach this no-star what happens to no-stars who don’t respect three-stars.”
“Like I’m going to come down from up here,” I said, smiling at the girl. “Why don’t you try coming up here instead?”
The girl smirked. “Sounds like work. And I hate work.”
The girl snapped her fingers. A burst of wind came out of nowhere and struck me in the chest. The impact of the wind knocked me off my platform, which instantly dissipated under my feet, and I fell toward the ground. I landed hard on my back on the grass, the impact briefly dizzying me, although I could certainly hear Becky and her girlfriends laughing at me.
“Good one, Jo!” said the third girl, whose name I still didn’t know. “Knocked off her high horse!”
“It was nothing,” said the first girl, whose name was apparently Jo. “A big target like her is easy to hit.”
That earned another round of mocking laughter from the girls. But it just made me angry and helped drive all feelings of pain from my mind.
I rose to my feet and turned to face the girls. The girls stopped laughing when they saw me standing again, now sneering at me with ugly glares.
“Back up again so soon?” said Jo. “Guess your thick skull must have protected your tiny brain from the fall.”
“Nah,” I said, shaking my head as I dusted my shirt and pants off. “It was mostly that weak wind, which only knocked me off because my platform didn’t have any rails. Guess I can’t expect anything better from a girl who looks like you, though.”
Jo’s mocking sneer turned into an ugly scowl. “What’s that supposed to mean, no-star? That’s hardly the way to talk to your upperclassmen.”
“If you’re my upperclassmen, the Institute must not have very high standards,” I replied.
Joe growled, but Becky waved a hand dismissively. “It’s obvious that we’ll need to spend a little more time drilling this lesson into your head. Perhaps having an eager audience will help the lesson sink in.”
Startled, I looked around the courtyard and realized that a sizable crowd of students had gathered to watch our fight. I’d been so focused on fighting Becky and Jo that I hadn’t noticed the students watching us. No one was saying anything, but more than a few students were recording our fight on their phones or taking pictures with their phone’s camera. It did not look like anyone was going to stop us, though, and I still didn’t see any teachers. Even the security guards at the gates were not intervening, which seemed weird to me, but I didn’t have time to question that at the moment.
I turned my attention back to Becky and the girls. “I wouldn’t be so excited to have an audience if I were you. Unless you want everyone to see how you treat an innocent old man who’s just trying to do his job, that is.”
Becky laughed. “A doddering old fool is more like it, as my grandma would say. But honestly, you must be really ignorant if you think that us teasing a norm—especially a servant norm—will make people hate us.”
Before I could ask her what she meant, Becky stepped forward and shouted at the crowd, “Hey, everyone! This no-star—who doesn’t even have a uniform yet—got really offended when she saw us messing with old Donny here! Tell me, what do you think about that? Does that make us a bunch of mean bullies who need to be taught a lesson?”
As if on cue, the students burst into collective laughter. Quite a few of them pointed and jeered at me, while others were laughing so hard that they had to lean on their friends for support. Granted, I was used to not being very popular, but I’d never had a whole crowd laugh at me before like this. It was definitely surprising and threw me off balance.
“Huh?” I said. “Why is everyone laughing at me?”
“Because supers don’t defend norms,” Becky said. “Right Jo, Kylie?”
“Right, Becky,” said the third girl, whose name was apparently Kylie. “Everyone’s laughing at what an idiot you are. I mean, defending norms is one thing, but defending old Donny, of all people? You know how to pick ‘em, girl.”
“I-I don’t understand,” I stammered. “You guys were bullying him.”
“So?” said Kylie. She raised her hands. “But since Becky and Jo already had a crack at you, it’s my turn. Watch your step.”
Kylie twisted her hands. The ground underneath me abruptly transformed into quicksand, causing me to sink rapidly into it. I cried out in surprise and struggled to free myself, but with every move I made, I just sank in even deeper. And I was sinking fast. I was already up to my thighs and would be up to my waist soon enough.
More mocking laughter came from the students, while one male student yelled, “Stupid norm-lover! Take that!”
Frankly, I would have told that idiot where to shove it, but I was too busy trying not to sink into the quicksand to respawn to his stupidity. Thinking fast, I summoned a rope made of light and lassoed it around the nearest lamppost. Holding it tightly, I began to slowly but surely pull myself out of the quicksand back toward solid ground.
That was easier said than done, however. The quicksand seemed to follow me wherever I went. I wasn’t just sinking. The quicksand expanded in whatever direction I moved, slowing my progress. No matter where I moved or how hard I tried to pull myself out, the quicksand just became wider and stickier.
“Don’t even bother trying to escape from Kylie’s quicksand,” said Becky with a derisive laugh. “She can move it anywhere she pleases, meaning you can’t just pull yourself out.”
“But don’t worry, no-star” said Kylie, who sounded like she was trying to hold back her own laughter. “I won’t drown you. I’ll just bury you up to your neck and let Donny and the other servant norms dig you out later. It’s my way of welcoming you to the Institute.”
I held on tightly to my rope, despite knowing that Kylie was probably right. There was no way I was getting out of this quicksand on my own. But neither was I going to just sit back and let her bury me up to my neck, either.
Again, I still had some tricks up my sleeve, including one that I was sure would scare the pants off those girls.
Holding onto my rope with one hand, I thrust my hand out toward the girls. The light swirled and flashed behind them, causing the three girls to jump. That’s because Arthur, my Light Construct knight, stood behind them, sword and shield in hand. His sudden appearance made the girls scream, especially when Arthur slammed his shield into Kylie’s face, the blow sending her staggering backward a few feet.
It must have broken Kylie’s concentration because the quicksand started feeling solid to me. Quickly, I pulled myself out of the quicksand back onto solid ground, holding on tightly to the lamppost I’d lassoed. Looking over my shoulder, I was pleased to see the quicksand disappearing, leaving nothing except a patch of dirt.
“A puppet?” said Becky, looking at Arthur in disbelief. “Impossible. Only four-stars know how to make puppets!”
I grinned. “Pretty good for a ‘no-star,’ huh?”
“I’m not impressed,” said Jo. She cracked her knuckles and stood in front of Arthur, who looked down at her with his empty glowing eyes. “I’ve seen worse.”
Jo thrust her hands forward, unleashing a stream of wind that made Arthur skitter backward. But Arthur held his ground and slowly but surely began advancing toward her, causing fear to appear on Jo’s face once she realized that she couldn’t keep Arthur back.
Once Arthur got close enough, he slammed the handle of his sword onto Jo’s head, causing her to collapse onto the ground instantly. She didn’t move but was still breathing, fortunately, although a less merciful side of me said it was a pity she had survived.
Becky launched her hair at Arthur. But Arthur sidestepped her hair and slashed it with his sword, cutting it again and making Becky scream once more.
Kylie was still standing, though, and she thrust her fist forward. Quicksand appeared under Arthur’s feet, causing him to sink into it. Arthur struggled to free himself, but I dismissed him quickly and summoned a hammer in my hand. I rushed toward Kylie and slammed the hammer into the side of her head, knocking her down onto the ground.
But then Becky’s hair launched forward and wrapped around my wrists, jerking my arms to the side. Startled, I looked at Becky, who looked even angrier than before.
“You’ve got some nerve, no-star, beating up three-stars like us,” said Becky in an angry tone. “Normally, no-stars like you know their place and respect their superiors.”
“I’d respect y’all a bit more if you wouldn’t abuse someone just because they’re normal,” I said. “I don’t think that makes you my ‘superiors.’ ”
“We’re your superiors because we have more stars than you,” Becky snapped. “But what could I expect from a no-star like you?”
I bit my lower lip and dismissed my hammer. “I guess you could expect me to beat you.”
Two light knives appeared in my hands. With a twist of my wrists, the knives slashed through Becky’s hair, causing her to stagger backward as her hair retracted back to her head.
I wasn’t done yet, though. My knives turned into hammers and I rushed toward Becky. I swept her legs out from underneath her, causing her to fall onto the ground, and then I raised my right hammer over my head, intending to bring it down on her head.
But then a strong hand wrapped around my wrist and yanked me off the ground.
And I found myself face to face with a giant.




CHAPTER TEN


‘Giant’ was a bit of an exaggeration, but it wasn’t that far off. The man who held me with one hand was easily the biggest man I’d ever seen. With his long, dark hair that went down to his shoulders, piercing gray eyes, and chiseled chin, he looked kind of like a stereotypical barbarian, especially when I glanced down and noticed that he wore furs and leather armor. He even smelled a little feral, like someone who spent a lot of time outdoors. 
Not that I really had time to ponder how he smelled, though. He was easily ten-feet-tall and held me as if I weighed nothing. His strong jaw was twisted in a deep scowl and his eyes glared deeply into mine, causing me to go limp in his grasp.
“What is this?” said the man in a deep, rumbling voice that reminded me of a runaway train. “Students are not allowed to fight outside of class.”
I gulped. “Uh, I was just—”
“No excuses!” the man bellowed, his spittle hitting my face and making me cringe. His eyes scanned up and down my body. “Where’s your uniform?”
Why was everyone here so obsessed with uniforms?
That was what I would have said, but something told me that this man, whoever he was, wasn’t exactly appreciative of snark.
So I said, ignoring the pain in my shoulder from the stress of being held up with one arm, “I-I don’t have one yet. I’ve got a Student Card, though.”
I raised my Student Card. The man barely glanced at it and his scowl deepened even more.
“So you’re the foreign exchange student I’ve heard so much about,” said the man with a snarl. “The one from the Academy. Is this how you treat your fellow students on the first day of school back in America or are you just stupid?”
“What?” I said in alarm. I shook my head. “No, no, no, sir. I was just trying to defend—”
“She attacked us for no reason, Mr. Barbarian, sir,” said Becky. She had propped herself up on her palms, tears welling in the corners of her eyes. “My friends and I were just on our way to class when she attacked us out of nowhere. We did everything we could to defend ourselves, but she overpowered us.”
“What the heck?” I said. I looked at ‘Mr. Barbarian’ and said, “Sir, that’s completely wrong. These girls were bullying Donny, one of the janitors, and I tried to defend him. Just ask Donny.”
Mr. Barbarian snorted and glanced at Donny, who had finished gathering up the sandwiches by now, though he nearly jumped out of his shoes when Mr. Barbarian glanced at him. “You, servant norm. Is that true?”
Donny gulped. He said, in a thin, shaky voice, “S-She did try to defend me, but honestly, I deserved the mockery. I dropped all these sandwiches when I wasn’t supposed to. Really, she didn’t need to help me.”
“Didn’t need to—?” I sputtered. “But Donny, they were literally assaulting you!”
“I don’t care how the girls treated the servant,” Mr. Barbarian said, his grip on my arm tightening like a vice. “You clearly overstepped your boundaries, no-star. And you didn’t even have your uniform on. That alone is punishable, but picking a fight with your fellow students is simply ridiculous. Four weeks of detention.”
“Four weeks?” I repeated in horror. “For not wearing a uniform?”
“For disrupting school on your first day,” Mr. Barbarian replied. “Another week for arguing with me about it.”
My jaw dropped. “This has to be a joke.”
“It’s not,” said Mr. Barbarian. “Another week for thinking I’m joking.”
“What the—?” I said. “You can’t keep doing this.”
“As one of your teachers, I can,” said Mr. Barbarian. “And I will add another week if you keep arguing with me.”
“Actually, Mr. Barbarian, you do not have the right to punish Ashley in that way,” said a familiar, calm male voice from the crowd of students. “The Institute rules forbid you.”
Both Mr. Barbarian and I looked over to see the students parting to let another student through. My heart jumped with joy when I saw that it was Barrett, who walked up to Mr. Barbarian without a hint of fear in his step. The other students parted to let him through, looking at him with a mixture of awe and terror. Even Becky looked shocked to see Barrett here.
“Mr. Marcus?” said Mr. Barbarian, glaring at Barrett, though his glare seemed less intense than his glare toward me. “What are you doing here? Don’t you have class to go to?”
“I was on my way to class when I saw this crowd of students assembled around you,” Barrett replied. “So I came over to see what all the fuss was about. Imagine my surprise when I saw that Ashley was in the thick of it.”
“Barrett, thank God you’re here,” I said. I gestured at Mr. Barbarian. “Mr. Barbarian was trying to punish me for defending this old man from these girls who were bullying him with their powers. I seriously have done nothing wrong.”
“I am sure you haven’t, Ashley,” said Barrett with a nod, “which is why I have chosen to step in and defend you myself.”
Whispers and murmurs immediately spread through the assembled students. Although I couldn’t hear exactly what they were whispering about, it sounded like they were all surprised that the ‘no-star’ not only knew Barrett but was apparently friends with him. That’s when I noticed that Barrett had five stars on his uniform, the only one who had that many stars among the assembled students, who, as far as I could tell, were generally one- and two-stars, with an occasional three-star thrown in for good measure. I wondered if that was why the students let him through. It seemed like the stars correlated to some kind of ranking or hierarchy that all students were expected to respect, but heck if I know how it all worked.
“Just because you are the son of the President doesn’t mean you can stop me from punishing students who have broken the rules,” said Mr. Barbarian. His eyes flicked back to me. “Especially no-stars who picked a fight with three-stars.”
“I am aware of that, Mr. Barbarian,” said Barrett, folding his hands behind his back. “And I fully respect the authority of you and the other teachers at the Institute. But even teachers can overstep their boundaries, and I believe you just did that.”
Mr. Barbarian scowled. “How so?”
Barrett held up one finger. “First, you have not fully investigated the situation to the best of your ability. You have only taken the word of everyone involved, but done no independent investigation yourself. Per the Institute Teacher Guidelines, a teacher must do a thorough investigation of a situation before enacting harsh punishments on any of the students involved.”
Then Barrett held up a second finger. “Second, the Institute Teacher Guidelines also clarify that ‘no-stars’ are exempt from punishment save in severe circumstances, such as committing an actual crime like murder or rape. The most you can do to a no-star is mandate that they get their uniform and receive a star, but until then, you cannot put any punishment upon them because no-stars are technically not fully students yet.”
And then Barrett held up a third finger. “And thirdly and finally, foreign exchange students, such as Ashley, are exempt from excessive punishment. Even if she had a star and uniform, you would not be able to add extra weeks of detention to her as punishment for whatever crimes she may have committed. To escalate punishment for a foreign exchange student, you need to bring said student to the Institute Board and get a majority vote on it. After, of course, you explain the situation and your reasoning for giving out such a punishment in the first place.”
Mr. Barbarian’s brows furrowed. “Well, yes, that may be the case, but—”
“Yet even if you choose to ignore all of that, Mr. Barbarian,” Barrett continued without appearing to even notice that Mr. Barbarian had tried to say anything, “which I know you won’t, I would be perfectly willing to duel you in Ashley’s place. Indeed, we could duel here and now, if you wish. What do you say about that?”
Mr. Barbarian tensed at Barrett’s offer. “I … do not think that would be a prudent use of our time and energy. A duel on the first day of school is practically unheard of, especially between a teacher and student.”
“Excellent,” said Barrett with a nod. “I knew you were a reasonable man, Mr. Barbarian. Would you, then, please be willing to put Ashley down? I will make sure she gets her uniform and first star so she will be in compliance with Institute regulations. You have my word.”
Even I had to admit I was impressed. I always knew Barrett was smart, but he’d basically owned one of his teachers using nothing but the rules. I felt like Barrett would make a really good lawyer if he wanted to be, though his diplomacy skills were good, too. And I had to admit, he looked really hot in his Institute uniform, which helped.
Mr. Barbarian, however, did not immediately let me down. His grip on my arm actually tightened and I could see the muscles in his jaw working. For a moment, I was even afraid that Mr. Barbarian would just throw me and Barrett into detention.
Then, with surprising gentleness, Mr. Barbarian let me down onto the grass. He let go of my arm but didn’t look away from me. Locking eyes with me, Mr. Barbarian growled, “I’ll let you off this time, girl, but only because you don’t have your uniform and star. Should I catch you doing something like this again, however, and you are in your uniform and star … let’s just say there are no rules in the Institute Teacher Guidelines that could possibly protect you from the punishment I will inflict on you.”
I gulped and nodded quickly. “Yes, sir.”
Mr. Barbarian nodded once to show that he was satisfied with my answer. Then he abruptly looked around at all of the students and snapped, “What are you kids looking at? Don’t you have any classes to attend? Get out of here!”
Without hesitation, the crowd dispersed as the dozens of students rushed away, though they seemed more like they were just trying to get away from Mr. Barbarian than get to class.
Then Mr. Barbarian whirled around and glared at Becky, Jo, and Kylie, the latter two of whom had recovered by now. “That includes you three. Go!”
Becky, Jo, and Kylie didn’t even attempt to argue with Mr. Barbarian. They ran up the front steps of the castle, disappearing within like ghosts. Becky, however, did cast one last hateful glare at me over her shoulder before she entered the castle, which I took to mean she wasn’t going to forgive me for what I did to her.
With the students gone, Mr. Barbarian stomped over to Donny and grabbed his arm. “And you are coming with me. We’re going to discuss your future at the Institute with the Headmistress.”
An alarmed look appeared on Donny’s face when Mr. Barbarian said that, but he didn’t argue with Mr. Barbarian as the teacher dragged him up to the front steps of the castle. The two disappeared within the castle without looking over their shoulder at me, although I felt really bad for Donny and hoped that they didn’t treat him too harshly, given how he hadn’t done anything wrong, either.
“Ashley, are you okay?” said Barrett, walking up to me and looking me over. “Did those girls or Mr. Barbarian hurt you too much?”
I rubbed my shoulder. “My shoulder feels like it’s about to pop out, but other than that, I’m fine. Thanks for stepping in, by the way. You’re a lifesaver.”
“It’s not a problem,” said Barrett with a shake of his head. “Mr. Barbarian is well-known for having the shortest temper in the Institute, especially when it comes to students causing trouble outside of class. And especially if said student is from the Academy and isn’t wearing their uniform.” Barrett peered more closely at me. “By the way, where is your uniform? It’s odd that you don’t have it.”
I groaned. “Everyone’s been saying that to me all day, but I didn’t even know I needed a uniform until I got here. Or where I could even get one.”
“It should be back at your dorm,” said Barrett. “Likely hanging up in your closet. It will be a blouse and dress with your name etched into it. Should also have a star. Which dorm are you staying at?”
I blinked. “Er—”
Barrett sighed. “Look on the backside of your Student Card. It should have your dorm number printed there at the bottom.”
Curious, I flipped my Student Card over and saw a number at the bottom. “It says Dorm P33.”
Barrett nodded. “P33? That’s next door to the boys’ dorm. Come with me. I’ll show you the way there.”
With that, Barrett turned and walked to the eastern side of campus, forcing me to follow him. I had a million questions to ask about the Institute but somehow sensed that Barrett wouldn’t answer them until later.
That was fine. I had a feeling that any questions I had about the Academy would be full of swearing.
Lots and lots of swearing.




CHAPTER ELEVEN


I had to admit that I did feel a little self-conscious in my new Institute uniform. I wasn’t sure why, though. It was really conservative and not even remotely revealing. Plus, both the blouse and dress fit me almost perfectly. That was probably because I’d given the Institute my measurements before I got here. Apparently,  every Institute uniform was custom-made, which was why everyone’s uniforms fit them so well.
Although when I thought about it, it probably wasn’t the dress that made everyone look at me as Barrett and I walked together to our first class. It was probably a mixture of rumors about my fight with Becky and the girls spreading around campus and walking with Barrett himself, who, as far as I could tell, was the most popular and well-known student in the entire school.
Barrett, however, looked perfectly at ease in his Institute uniform. He walked past whispering students without so much as a pause and didn’t seem to pay even the slightest attention to the girls who looked at him with obvious desire and me with intense jealousy. Given how Barrett just stared down an actual teacher, I couldn’t blame the other students for keeping their distance.
“How do you like your uniform, Ash?” asked Barrett as we walked down the tree-lined path from Dorm P33 to the castle.
“It’s nice,” I said, glancing at my uniform. “Probably the nicest dress I’ve ever owned, honestly.”
Barrett chuckled. “No surprise. Institute uniforms are designed with quality in mind. Each uniform is individually tailored to fit the specifications of each student. No two uniforms are exactly the same and not just because the names are different, either.”
I glanced at my name on my uniform when Barrett said that. My name was monogrammed in a pretty cursive silver font right above my right breast. Additionally, I wore my Student Card around my neck with a simple necklace, which bounced against my chest as we walked. “The monogrammed names are a nice touch, I’ll admit.”
“They’re my favorite part,” said Barrett, patting his own monogrammed name. “I wish the Academy’s uniforms would have our names monogrammed. Oh, well. It’s nice to be home.”
I grimaced. “I’m kind of missing my own home right now.”
Barrett smiled sheepishly. “Apologies. I forgot that your first day at the Institute hasn’t exactly been positive. I can assure you that it’s not normally like this.”
“Gee, thanks,” I said in a sardonic tone. “Guess that means the Institute isn’t a military school, then?”
“It sort of is,” said Barrett, “but we do have a separate Military Academy on the opposite side of the island, where students who wish to join the Superbian Defense Force can enroll after they graduate from the Institute. But there are special courses you can take while at the Institute to increase your chances of getting accepted at the Military Academy, if you know that’s where you want to go when you graduate.”
I nodded. “Yeah, probably not my style. Although those girls could probably use it.”
Barrett grimaced himself. “ ‘Those girls,’ huh? I suppose you aren’t going to use their real names.”
“Why would I?” I said. I shook my head. “What a bunch of petty, vindictive little—”
“Language, Ash,” Barrett reprimanded me. “In the Institute, strict language rules are enforced, especially among the students. Coarse language has no place in the mouth of an honest Superbian, as Father always says.”
I bit my lower lip. “The point is, those girls are trouble. Are they always like that?”
“Becky has always been something of an alpha girl, I suppose is the politest way to put it,” said Barrett. “Ever since first grade, Becky has been the most popular—but petty and cruel—girl in any class. Probably because her parents, Henrik and Anita Ericsson, are two of the eleven Founders of Superbia.”
“Henrik?” I said. “As in, Mr. Henrik, the man who helped us defeat Slaughter on the airplane? She’s their daughter?”
“Their youngest, yes,” said Barrett, nodding. “She is the youngest of six sisters and is the last to graduate from the Institute, which she will do next year. The Ericssons are one of the largest Families in Superbia and have ties to almost every other Family due to marrying their daughters off to sons from the other Families.”
“Sounds pretty medieval to me,” I said. “Families marrying their kids off to kids from other families … feels kind of weird in the twenty-first century.”
“I can see how that might come across as strange to an outsider like yourself,” said Barrett. “But this is always how things have been done in Superbia. The Eleven Families, which the Ericssons and Marcuses are among, prefer to marry among themselves to ensure purity in the family blood, as well as to protect the integrity of Superbia’s ruling class from potential outside influence.”
“Outside influence, huh?” I said. “What does that mean?”
Barrett scratched his chin. “Superbia highly values its independence from other nations, as you might have gathered. We do not want to be unduly tangled with other nations or let normal nations have too much influence or power over us. Hence why the Eleven Families, who lead Superbia, tend to marry within themselves or occasionally with the general Superbian population. It’s an efficient system, even if sometimes does lead to lots of intrigue among the Families.”
“My research on Superbia never even mentioned that,” I said. I frowned. “Then again, you guys tend to be pretty good about keeping information about your culture from reaching the Internet.”
Barrett shrugged. “The outside world is not very friendly to supers. Best to control the flow of information to make sure we cannot be subverted from within. Or so Father always says.”
I nodded, though I wasn’t sure I exactly agreed with that. It sounded like President Marcus was more interested in controlling what the world thought about Superbia than anything, though I had to admit that Superbia seemed nice so far. Well, except for seeing a bunch of girls cruelly bullying a man just because he was a normal, anyway.
“What about the way those girls treated Donny?” I said. “Becky told me that it was normal for Superbian students to bully normals like that.”
Barrett grimaced. “It’s not quite as common as it used to be, but yes, the students do have a tendency to treat the servant norms with less respect than they would show to supers.”
“And what is a servant norm, anyway?” I said. “They called Donny that, but I don’t know what that term means.”
Barrett rubbed his chin. “You know how the Academy has a Janitorial Squad made up primarily of normals who clean and do the upkeep on the Academy campus, yes? The servant normals are basically the Institute’s version of the Janitorial Squad. Because normals cannot be faculty or students at the Institute, normals who wish to work at the Institute can only be janitors and the like. ‘Servant norms’ is what we call them for short.”
“Sounds a bit like slavery to me,” I said.
“It is not,” said Barrett emphatically. “Servant norms are paid the same wages as any other worker in Superbia. They do work long hours, true, but mostly because the Institute campus is so big and constantly needs work done on it to keep it in shape. Slavery is illegal in Superbia, just like in every other part of the world.”
I nodded again. “I guess slavery isn’t the right word for it, but it seems weird to me nonetheless.”
“Trust me, Ashley, it is a perfectly fair and just arrangement,” said Barrett. “Normals do not understand us or our culture, so why should they be allowed to teach us?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “I think Professor Hernandez is one of the Academy’s best teachers, despite not having any powers of his own. He understands neogenetics even better than most supers do.”
“Perhaps,” said Barrett. “His classes were interesting, but he is the exception rather than the rule. Mr. Sycamore’s classes are just as interesting, in my humble opinion, if not even more so, because he is an actual super.”
“Guess I’ll find out for myself later,” I said with a shrug. “Still, I’m not sure I’ve won over the other students. Everyone laughed at me when I said I was trying to defend Donny from the girls.”
“Ignore them,” Barrett said swiftly. “And don’t worry about Becky or her friends trying to get revenge. You might be a one-star and they a three-star, but I am a five-star. So long as you stay with me, not even Becky will try to touch you.”
“That’s nice to hear,” I said as we stopped at the foot of the stairs into the castle, stepping aside to let a gaggle of one-star students walk past us, “but would you mind explaining the stars thing to me? What does it mean and how does it affect my school performance?”
“You mean the Star Ranking System?” said Barrett. He slapped his forehead. “I keep forgetting that you are new here and that most people outside of Superbia have never heard of the Star Ranking System. Let me try to explain it as simply as I can.”
Barrett gestured at the five stars on his shoulder. “As you know, the Academy divides students into different years. First-years are newbies with little experience, knowledge, or control over their powers, while fourth-years are graduates who are, in many cases, almost as good as actual superheroes. That’s the system the Academy uses to divide and organize students based on their skill, age, and power level. And in general, it’s a good system.”
I nodded again. “So is the Star Ranking System how the Institute organizes students?”
“Exactly,” said Barrett, nodding encouragingly. “I once told you that the Institute is a full school system, covering kindergarten all the way up to twelfth grade and even offering some college classes for graduates who wish to pursue that path. It isn’t until you turn fourteen, however, that you are entered into the Star Ranking System.”
Hmm. That explained all of the really young kids I saw running around the Institute, many of whom were clearly not even close to being teenagers. “And how does that work?”
“Each star more or less corresponds to a student’s year,” said Barrett. He tapped the side of his head. “One-stars are equivalent to Academy first-years, two-stars to second-years, and so on. But it isn’t an exact one to one exchange. You can earn or lose more stars depending on your performance in school, with the absolute maximum being five-stars, of which there are very few students who have ever achieved that level. You get a new star automatically added to your collection every year, but it’s entirely possible to get up to three stars in your first year if you are exceptionally-talented or hard-working.”
I tried to wrap my mind around Barrett’s explanation. “So the more stars you have, the more experienced and skilled you are, right?”
“Generally, yes,” said Barrett. “One-stars are treated with minimal respect, while four- and especially five-stars are treated more or less like gods. It’s rare for one-star students to challenge three-star or higher students, much less fight three at once.”
“Is that why everyone is looking at me funny?” I said, glancing at the students who glared at me as they passed. “Because I bypassed the hierarchy or something?”
“More or less,” said Barrett with a shrug. “Even I was shocked to hear that a no-star like yourself challenged three three-stars at once. It takes balls to do that, as your younger brother might say.”
“And let me guess,” I said, brushing back my brown hair, “no-stars are basically the bottom of the barrel, right?”
“Spot on,” said Barrett. He resumed walking up the steps into the castle, with me following close behind. “But no-stars generally don’t factor into the system at all because they basically aren’t really students until they put on their uniform and receive their first star. Now that you have a star, you are officially a one-star, with the possibility to get more stars depending on your performance in school.”
Entering the castle, I briefly took notice of the red carpeting, the beautiful golden walls and chandelier hanging from the ceiling, and, of course, even more paintings of not just President Marcus, but the other Founders as well. There were a lot of students making their way up and down the castle hallways, but I was still more focused on my conversation with Barrett even as we went down the hallway to our left to our first class.
“Who assigns stars to students, if I may ask?” I said as we walked past a couple of four-star guys talking to each other.
“Headmistress Moira Jennings,” said Barrett without missing a beat. “She is the Headmistress of the entire Institute and is the judge of the Star Ranking System. A student can submit an application for more stars to her office and she will review the submission and decide from there if you deserve extra stars or not.”
“The Headmistress herself, huh?” I said. “Doesn’t she have anything better to do than look at submissions from students all day?”
Barrett chuckled nervously. “I wouldn’t badmouth the Headmistress in public if I were you, Ashley.”
“Why?” I said. “Does she have a temper like Mr. Barbarian?”
“No,” said Barret, shaking his head. “And that’s why she’s so scary.”
I considered asking Barrett to clarify what he meant by that but decided against it. I would probably see Headmistress Jennings myself later on at some point. Right now, I wanted to understand the Institute itself as best as I could before I start doing anything else.
“I see you have five stars,” I said. “Is it because you performed well?”
“Yes,” said Barrett, nodding. “Normally, I would only have three stars due to being in my third year. But thanks to my excellent performance in the Academy last year, I got an extra two stars at the start of the school year, which is really unusual.”
“Cool,” I said. “So how many students attend the Institute?”
Barrett’s eyes narrowed. “Overall? Over ten thousand. But for high school in particular? Two thousand.”
“Two thousand?” I repeated in alarm. “That’s twice as big as the Academy.”
“Well, Superbia does have more super children than America,” Barrett pointed out. “So it’s only logical that our school would have more students. Some years it is more, some years it is less, but two thousand is the general rule.”
I shook my head. “No wonder the Institute seems so much bigger than the Academy.”
“Oh, it is,” Barrett assured me. “The campus itself is twice as large as the Academy’s campus and has nothing but the best facilities for ensuring the training and development of young supers in the world. We have two gyms, for example, against the Academy’s one, plus nearly fifty teachers to teach a variety of classes.”
My head spun as Barrett rattled off the numbers. “Wow. I knew the Institute was big, but that’s huge.”
“Indeed,” said Barrett, “and, in my opinion, it results in a better educational environment than what the Academy has to offer. Although the Academy is good, too, better than I expected. There are other superhuman schools in Superbia where the other children go, but the Institute is the best.”
“At least the Academy doesn’t let students bully staff just because they’re normal,” I said.
Barrett’s lips tightened. “Perhaps. In any case, here is Mr. Sycamore’s Neogenetics class, which, according to our class schedule, is our first class of the day.”
I looked at the door we had stopped in front of. It was an ordinary wooden door with ‘NEOGENETICS’ written across the top and the name of the teacher, ‘HOWARD ‘BIOMAN’ SYCAMORE,’ written underneath it.
I reached the doorknob to open it, but Barrett grabbed my wrist and said, “Wait. Don’t touch that doorknob.”
I looked at Barrett, who wore an uncharacteristically serious expression on his face, in confusion. “Why? You said this is our first class, right?”
“It is,” said Barrett, “but notice that we are late. Ten minutes late, in fact. And Mr. Sycamore doesn’t appreciate tardy students.”
“But it’s because we needed to get my uniform,” I said. “Surely Mr. Sycamore would understand that.”
“You clearly have never met Mr. Sycamore, have you?” said Barrett. “He is one of the strictest teachers in the entire Institute. He has the highest standards for his students, both in academic work and their personal lives, and is harsh on anyone who fails to meet those high standards. Even harsher than Mr. Barbarian, who’s not exactly a gentle soul himself.”
I bit my lower lip. “What should we do, then?”
“Show great humility when you go inside,” Barrett said. “But don’t say anything. Let me do all the talking. Mr. Sycamore likes me better than most students, so he is more likely to listen to me than to you.”
Barrett looked and spoke so seriously when he said that that I had no choice but to believe him. “Okay. You do all the talking. I’ll just look cute.”
“Yes, you are good at that,” Barrett agreed.
Before I could register Barrett’s compliment, Barrett opened the door to Mr. Sycamore’s room … and we found ourselves staring down the barrel of a huge cannon.




CHAPTER TWELVE


Before either Barrett or I could react, the cannon fired. It didn’t fire a cannonball at us, however. It instead fired confetti, forcing Barrett and me to cover our faces to avoid getting the paper in our eyes. 
A singsong voice from within announced, “Looks like somebody is laaate!”
Blinking hard, I looked over the cannon to see a literal clown leaning against it. He looked like a stereotypical clown, complete with white face paint, a big, red rubber nose, and a multi-color wig that reminded me of a bowl of Skittles. He wore a baggy clown uniform that was the same colors as the Institute uniforms, while comically large shoes covered his feet. A large red bowtie hung around his neck.
“My, my,” said the clown with a soft chuckle. “Two tardy students? This year is off to just a most auspicious start, isn’t it?”
Dusting confetti off my shoulders, I said, “And who are—”
“My apologies, Mr. Sycamore,” Barrett cut in before I could finish my question. “Ashley simply needed to get her uniform and I had to help her find it. Please do not punish us too harshly for our tardiness.”
My eyes widened. That clown is Mr. Sycamore, supposedly one of the smartest neogeneticists in the world, even better than Professor Hernandez? He looked like a literal clown. This had to be a really bad joke.
Mr. Sycamore leaned against his cannon, a grin crossing his ruby red lips. “Hmmm, I suppose that’s understandable enough. I’ll let it slip just this one time, Barrett, but only because you are obviously a gentleman of the highest order, helping this one-star girl find her uniform. Such behavior is exactly the kind of behavior that the Institute seeks to instill in its students. Although I have to admit, I would have done the same if I were you, given how cute this girl is.”
I blushed when Mr. Sycamore said that, though I also felt a bit uncomfortable and confused more than anything. “Er, thanks, Mr. Sycamore.”
“You’re welcome, young lady,” said Mr. Sycamore. He turned his head to the side and squinted. “Excuse me, but does your monogram say Ashley Jason on it?”
I nodded. “Yeah, that’s me.”
Mr. Sycamore’s eyes narrowed. “Then you must be the American girl I’ve heard so much about. Several of my students were talking about a foreign exchange student from America picking fights with a couple of three-stars. You are prettier than they said, though.”
I blushed even more. “Thanks, Mr. Sycamore, but I promise not to start any fights in your class.”
“You better not,” said Mr. Sycamore with a laugh. “Otherwise, I would have to send you and Barrett to detention for six weeks for being tardy. And that wouldn’t be fun, now would it?”
I gulped. “N-No, sir, it wouldn’t.”
“Smart girl,” said Mr. Sycamore. “Oh, and I did receive an email from Dean about you.”
“Dean?” I said. “You mean Dean Hernandez, from the Academy?”
“That’s the one, though I haven’t seen him in years,” said Mr. Sycamore, shaking his head. “Good man, even though his work is usually sloppy.”
“It is?” I said. “What do you—”
“It doesn’t matter,” said Mr. Sycamore. He rolled the party cannon off to the side and nodded at us. “We were in the middle of a lesson when you entered, so please step inside and take your seats and do not interrupt me again.”
Feeling slightly embarrassed, I nonetheless followed Barrett into the classroom, which I discovered was laid out differently from Academy classrooms. The students sat at desks in a semicircle in front of Mr. Sycamore’s desk, which was covered in scientific equipment, while an old-fashioned blackboard covered in scientific equations hung from the wall behind the desk. As Barrett and I took our seats at the edge of the semicircle, Mr. Sycamore leaped back to the front of the class and immediately resumed his lecture. The other students barely acknowledged us, which made sense. Mr. Sycamore was definitely distracting, and not necessarily in a good way, either.
Leaning toward Barrett, I whispered, “Is Mr. Sycamore always, well—?”
“Dressed like a clown?” Barrett replied in an even lower whisper. “Yes. But don’t let his humorous appearance fool you. He’s one of the most well-regarded neogeneticists on the planet. He graduated with top honors from Yale, Harvard, and other universities and has a ton of honorary degrees from other universities for his contributions to neogenetics.”
My jaw dropped. “Wow. I knew he helped Professor Hernandez with the Neo-Plague, but I didn’t realize he was that good.”
“Like I said, Institute teachers are some of the best of the best,” Barrett replied. “That includes Mr. Barbarian, by the way, who is the Institute’s Combat teacher. We’ll be going to his class after lunch.”
I grimaced. “Great. He’ll have an opportunity to legally beat the stuffing out of me for defending Donny back there.”
“Don’t worry,” said Barrett. “I’ll make sure he doesn’t treat you unfairly. It will be—”
“Mr. Marcus, Miss Jason,” said Mr. Sycamore all of a sudden, causing us to start and look at him in surprise. “You are already on thin ice for being late. I do not appreciate you breaking that ice with your whispering.”
Barrett and I nodded and said, “Yes, sir.”
Mr. Sycamore nodded, his smile never leaving his face. “Very well. Anyway, with that interruption out of the way, let’s get back to today’s lesson. Or, really, it’s more of an introduction to this year’s study.”
Mr. Sycamore began pacing back and forth in front of the class very much like a stereotypical college professor. “As some of you might already know, my three-star Neogenetics class focuses primarily on superhuman diseases and genetic disorders, such as the Neo-Plague, power incontinence, Hernandez’s Disease, and several others. Although supers are a relatively young community, we already have a wealth of diseases and disorders unique to our specific biological makeup, with more being discovered all the time. It’s the fastest-growing sector of neogenetics for a reason and that’s because scientists all over the world are increasing our understanding of the super body with research every day.”
I flinched when Mr. Sycamore mentioned Hernandez’s Disease, but none of the other students reacted. Nor did Mr. Sycamore so much as glance at me when he said that. I recalled Professor Hernandez telling me that Mr. Sycamore was aware of my condition, but so far, at least, he didn’t seem to be treating me that much different from the other students. He seemed more upset that I was late and had been talking in class than that I had Hernandez’s Disease. Perhaps he knew that Hernandez’s Disease was not contagious. If he was as good a scientist as Professor Hernandez said he was, then it made sense.
But one of the other students, a short black boy with huge glasses, raised a hand, causing Mr. Sycamore to point at him and say, “Yes, Mr. Diaz?”
Diaz lowered his hand, a slightly frightened expression on his face. “Did you say we’re going to learn about Hernandez’s Disease today, sir?”
“Not today, but it’s part of this class’s curriculum,” said Mr. Sycamore, nodding. “Why?”
Diaz gulped. “W-We’re not going to study it directly, right? Because I’ve heard it’s contagious and I don’t want to catch it.”
I silently groaned and rubbed my forehead in frustration. Great. Even here, in a country literally full of supers, there were still idiots who thought you could get Hernandez’s Disease if someone so much as sneezed on you. Guess old myths really are hard to kill.
But Mr. Sycamore came to an abrupt stop when Diaz said that and practically glared at him. “Mr. Diaz, it is common knowledge by now that Hernandez’s Disease is not, in any way, shape, or form, contagious or communicable. It’s a genetic disorder that a tiny portion of the population is unfortunately born with. People with Hernandez’s Disease are no worse or more disease-ridden than any other supers. It is not the Neo-Plague, which actually was contagious.”
Mr. Sycamore sighed and looked at the class as a whole. “This is one of the reasons I feel the need to spend an entire year on superhuman diseases, or neo-diseases, as some call them. There is so much ignorance about neogenetics and neo-diseases, even among the superhuman community, that it’s one of the main reasons why research in this area has been limited. As the Institute’s neogenetics teacher and as a scientist, it is my sacred duty to eradicate ignorance where I find it and replace bias and superstition with the light of truth and facts.”
I breathed a sigh of relief, not even bothering to hide it. Honestly, I couldn’t believe Mr. Sycamore would just come out and say that to his class. Even Professor Hernandez, who understood my condition better than anyone, never spoke that honestly or bluntly to us about the realities of Hernandez’s Disease. It made me feel safer than ever in Mr. Sycamore’s class. Mr. Sycamore might have dressed up like a clown, but it seemed like he really did know his stuff.
The other students also looked at Mr. Sycamore with a mixture of surprise and respect. Guess a number of them hadn’t known that Hernandez’s Disease was not contagious. Still, the fact that they also looked interested filled me with hope. I had no plans to tell my condition to any of them just yet, but hopefully by the end of the year—or even the end of the semester—they would all know the truth and believe it firmly. I now found myself very interested in seeing what other things Mr. Sycamore was going to teach us.
Everyone except Diaz, who still looked worried. He even raised his hand again, causing Mr. Sycamore to once again point at him and say, “Yes, Mr. Diaz? Do you have any further questions about Hernandez’s Disease?”
“Sort of,” said Diaz anxiously. He tapped his pencil against the surface of his desk in what looked like a nervous tic. “It’s just that last year you taught us about how the Superbian government has declared that persons with certain diseases are always supposed to quarantine themselves, right? Usually in special government facilities created for that exact purpose?”
Mr. Sycamore nodded. “Quite true. Due to Superbia’s relatively small population, any communicable disease which can spread through the population must be dealt with swiftly. If these quarantine laws did not exist, Superbia’s population would be devastated by any even mildly strong contagious disease. Hence why I am in full support of them, despite knowing how controversial they are.”
“Yes, I know that, sir,” said Diaz. He gulped. “Last year you had us look up the list of diseases that can get you quarantined immediately and Hernandez’s Disease was on that list.”
I tensed, my eyes darting toward Mr. Sycamore, who had gone rather still himself. He was smiling, but it looked a bit forced now.
“Yes, I know all of the neo-diseases on the government’s list,” said Mr. Sycamore. “And I know that Hernandez’s Disease is one of them.”
“Yet if Hernandez’s Disease is not contagious, then why would the government include it on the list?” Diaz questioned. “Is the government still ignorant about the true nature of Hernandez’s Disease?”
“No,” said Mr. Sycamore, slowly and carefully choosing his words. “In addition to my duties as the neogenetics teacher of the Institute, I am also the top scientific adviser to President Franklin Marcus himself. I also regularly consult with the Citizens Council and Military Tribunal on scientific and medical matters relating to Superbia in particular and supers in general.”
That just made the inclusion of Hernandez’s Disease on the list even more bizarre to me.
Diaz must have been thinking the same thing, because he said, “So even though the government knows that Hernandez’s Disease is not contagious, you still let them include it on the list anyway? Do they just ignore your advice or—?”
“No,” said Mr. Sycamore, shaking his head. “President Marcus and the rest of the government usually listen very closely to my advice. You see, although Hernandez’s Disease is not contagious, it is nonetheless a health risk to the general superhuman population. Were a person with Hernandez’s Disease allowed to marry and reproduce, the disorder would likely get passed on to their children, and then their children’s children, and so forth. Current scientific models predict that Hernandez’s Disease could conceivably afflict up to ten percent of the superhuman population within three generations if people suffering from it were allowed to reproduce.”
I licked my lips nervously and held my pencil tightly. Barrett glanced at me with a reassuring smile, but it didn’t really help. I wasn’t liking where this conversation was going.
Diaz, though, apparently didn’t because he said, “So what, are Superbians who have Hernandez’s Disease supposed to remain quarantined for the rest of their lives and never interact with other human beings?”
“Not precisely,” said Mr. Sycamore. “Hernandez’s Disease-like symptoms have been known to show up in young supers whose bodies still haven’t fully adapted to their new powers. Hence, a person suffering from Hernandez’s Disease in Superbia is quarantined for up to six months after their powers manifest. If at the end of those six months, the person in question no longer shows any symptoms, they are declared cured by the government and allowed to return to society.”
My heart began beating fast. My throat became dry. An obvious question popped into my mind just then, but I couldn’t bring myself to ask it.
Diaz, however, apparently could, because he leaned forward and said, “So what happens once the six months are up and the person suffering from Hernandez’s Disease is still showing symptoms?”
Mr. Sycamore’s smile became positively ghoulish. “With no known or reliable cures or treatments for Hernandez’s Disease, the victim is executed by the government. Simple as that.”




CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Ashley, I am so sorry you had to hear that. Extremely sorry, in fact.” 
I looked up from my spaghetti. Barrett sat directly across from me at the lunchroom table, his burger and shrimp still steaming on his tray. He wore a very apologetic look on his face, his lips twisted into a frown that made me feel bad for him.
“It’s fine, Barrett,” I said as I sipped my bottled water, which tasted a lot fresher than the bottled water back at the Academy. “It isn’t like you made that law, after all.”
“I wasn’t apologizing for that,” said Barrett, shaking his head. “If I’d known ahead of time that Mr. Sycamore was going to say something like that, I would have warned you.”
“I said it’s fine,” I said. I rested my bottled water on the tray next to my spaghetti. “And I mean, they haven’t forced me to quarantine, right? So I’m probably okay.”
“Is that why you are gripping your fork hard enough to break it?” Barrett asked.
Startled, I looked down at my right hand and saw that I was indeed holding the fork so tightly that my knuckles were pure white. I dropped the metal fork onto the tray and took a deep breath. “Okay, so maybe I am a little worried, but like I said, it’s not your fault. You have nothing to apologize for.”
“I know,” said Barrett as he popped a shrimp into his mouth. “I just noticed how stressed you looked during this morning’s lesson. A rather awful way to start off your first class at the Institute.”
I chuckled bitterly. “Yeah. Everything was just peachy keen when I got here. It wasn’t like I got into a fight with those girls.”
I jerked a thumb toward a table on the other side of the cafeteria, where Becky, Jo, Kylie, and several other three-star girls were eating. They were laughing and chatting among themselves, seeming not to pay me any attention, though for some reason I thought they were talking about me. Probably just my imagination.
“Yes, I suppose your time at the Institute was off to a bad start even before our Neogenetics class,” Barrett conceded. “But I assure you that things will get better. You will definitely get a world-class superhuman education here at the Institute. There’s a reason why the foreign exchange program is so competitive. Super parents all over the world know that if their kids can get into the Institute, they will receive an education that no other super school in the world can give them.”
I couldn’t really disagree with that. Aside from the disturbing knowledge of what the Superbian government did to people with Hernandez’s Disease, the rest of Mr. Sycamore’s lesson had been fascinating. Thanks to him, I learned about a wide range of neo-diseases and conditions I hadn’t even known existed. The one that stood out to me the most was Power Multiplication Disorder, or PMD, a rare disease that caused a super to spontaneously develop new powers randomly and on the spot. Not to mention the homework assignments he gave us were actually interesting, even if they looked a good deal more complicated than the assignments that Professor Hernandez usually gave us at the Academy.
Our next two classes after that—Combat and Powers—had been equally fascinating. As Barrett had said, Mr. Barbarian was the Combat teacher, which was where I learned that his real name was Alan Volkov. Despite his obvious dislike of me, Mr. Barbarian was an excellent Combat teacher, showing us some pretty advanced fighting techniques, both powerless and powered ones, while correcting our forms and mistakes. The Powers class, taught by a French woman named Madeline ‘Madame Mud’ Pierre, was equally interesting if a bit harder to follow due to Madame Mud’s thick French accent.
“How competitive is the Superbian foreign exchange program, anyway?” I said as I picked up my fork again. “Like, how many students are accepted into it?”
“It varies depending on the year, but usually only three percent of applicants are accepted,” said Barrett.
I dropped my fork into my spaghetti in surprise. “Three percent? You mean I only had a three percent chance of being accepted when I applied last year?”
“Certainly,” said Barrett with a nod. “That’s why I was pleased when I heard you got accepted. It meant you went up against some of the best students from across the globe and won. It’s an accomplishment to be proud of because I know of several students in the Academy with amazing grades who applied but didn’t get accepted.”
I shook my head. “I’m grateful, don’t get me wrong, but I wonder why I was accepted. I’m not the best student in the Academy or even one of the best. Courtney’s got way better grades than I do, yet her application was rejected and she went to Blackwell instead.”
Barrett shrugged. “I’m not in charge of the foreign exchange student program, so I don’t know why. All I know is that you should consider yourself lucky to be here. After this year, you will be so far along in your studies that you will likely breeze through your fourth year at the Academy with ease.”
“The Institute is that good, huh?” said Ethan, sitting next to me with a half-eaten hot dog in hand. “I can believe it.”
Ethan’s abrupt appearance made me start. I nearly fell out of my seat, but caught myself at the last minute and looked at Ethan in surprise. “Ethan? How long have you been sitting here?”
Ethan took another bite out of his hot dog. “Two minutes.”
“And we didn’t notice you because—?” said Barrett.
Ethan shrugged. “My power makes people ignore or overlook me. Useful for getting around when I don’t want to talk to people, though sometimes I forget that people are ignoring me because I’m making them.”
I sighed and rubbed my forehead in frustration. “Next time, warn me, okay? Because I don’t like it when people sneak up on me like that.”
Of course, I wasn’t as frustrated as I seemed. I had worried that Ethan, who didn’t know about my condition, had overhead the first part of my conversation with Barrett about our Neogenetics class. If Ethan had only been here two minutes, then that meant he likely hadn’t heard about my condition.
“Okay,” said Ethan with a burp. He popped open his soda can and sipped it. “Mmm. The food here is pretty great.”
“Er, who are you, exactly?” said Barrett, looking at Ethan doubtfully. “I don’t seem to recall meeting you before.”
“Ethan Silver,” said Ethan without missing a beat. “Second-year student at the Blackwell Institution for Superhuman Excellence, Captain of the Omega Team, and part-time sidekick of the superhero Bait.”
“We met on the flight here,” I explained to a confused-looking Barrett. “Remember? He was the other student on the plane aside from me, though don’t ask me what ‘Omega Team’ is.”
“That’s the name of the school team I belong to,” said Ethan matter-of-factly. “Like the Academy, Blackwell has Teams that students are sorted into, except we only have three Teams rather than six. They’re Alpha Team, Beta Team, and Omega Team, and the leaders of said Teams are called Captains.”
“So you’re a second-year student, but you’re already the equivalent of a Top Student at your school?” I said in surprise. “That’s impressive.”
“It’s even more impressive when you consider that Blackwell is a five year school versus the Academy’s four years,” said Ethan. “But really, the Team Captain is voted on by the Team every year and anyone can be nominated and elected if they win enough votes. I just so happened to get enough votes this year to be elected Team Captain, though my Vice Captain has had to take my place while I’m at the Institute.”
“Interesting,” I said. “I don’t really know much about Blackwell, other than it’s the second biggest superhero school in America next to the Academy.”
Ethan took another bite out of his hot dog, a look of annoyance on his face. “Yes, most people don’t because we aren’t as famous—or infamous—as the Academy. Unlike the Academy, Blackwell is primarily a government-supported and run school. Lots of our students go on to become G-Men or work for the government in some capacity.”
“The G-Men, huh?” I said. “Do you guys apprentice under G-Men agents regularly?”
“Usually, yes,” said Ethan with a nod. “Last year was the first year none of us got to apprentice under G-Men agents, though. Apparently, Shade only wanted Academy students and I’m not sure why.”
Barrett looked at me with a smile. “Hey, Ashley, didn’t you and Sofia apprentice under Shade last year?”
Ethan nearly dropped his hot dog in surprise and looked at me. “What? You were one of Shade’s apprentices?”
I winced. “Yeah, but it wasn’t that—”
“Lucky dog,” said Ethan, shaking his head. “Everyone at Blackwell wants to apprentice under Shade, mostly because it’s a surefire way to get a job in the G-Men after you graduate. Apprenticing under the other agents can help, too, but Shade is the best.”
“Trust me, you weren’t missing out on much,” I said, shuddering. “Shade is kind of creepy.”
“Sure,” said Ethan skeptically. He sighed. “Oh, well. Apprenticing under Bait has been educational as well. He’s a good boss.”
“Bait?” Barrett repeated. “Are you referring to Jason ‘Bait’ Greggs, of the Tag Team Twins superhero team with his sister, Grace ‘Switch’ Greggs?”
“Of course,” said Ethan, sitting up a bit higher. “The very same. Surprised you heard of them. They aren’t very famous outside of America.”
“I’ve been interested in them for a few years now,” said Barrett excitedly. “Superhuman twins are rare enough, but superhuman twins who can swap powers and make each other stronger through physical proximity is unique. I’ve never met either of them in real life, though. What are they like?”
“Bait is pretty cool,” said Ethan, “but Switch is kind of, well, not. There’s a reason why Bait takes on apprentices but Switch doesn’t. I don’t think she likes kids very much.”
“It’s still fascinating,” said Barrett. “I would definitely like to meet them myself someday.”
“Maybe I could introduce you sometime,” said Ethan. He finished his hot dog and swallowed. “Probably not anytime soon, though. Bait is still in America and isn’t planning to visit Superbia anytime soon.”
“Not a problem,” said Barrett, shaking his head. “I’m a foreign exchange student to the Academy, so I will be back in America next year to wrap up my superhuman education. Perhaps we could arrange a meeting—”
“Ethan,” I said, interrupting Barrett, “is there any reason you decided to sit with us?”
Ethan stared at me like a deer caught in headlights. “Um, because you’re the only two students I know here? The Institute students aren’t too friendly to outsiders here, in case you haven’t noticed.”
I chuckled. “I may have noticed that.”
“What do you mean?” said Barrett, tilting his head to the side.
Ethan gestured at the tables full of students all around us. “I’m just saying that none of them looked at me particularly nicely when I asked if I could sit down. They don’t seem to like us foreign exchange students very much.”
Barrett sipped his water. “It’s not that we dislike you so much as we don’t know you. I am sure that as the year goes on and you and Ashley become more known, you will make more friends and become more accepted by the student body. Institute students can be hard to befriend, but once you win our trust, you win it for life.”
“Are you sure about that?” I said, glancing at Becky’s table again. “Because I’m pretty sure I ruined my reputation earlier.”
Barrett shook his head. “I’m loyal to you, remember? Even knowing your condition.”
“Condition?” Ethan repeated, looking at me in confusion. “What condition? Are you sick with something?”
Before I could come up with a way to deflect Ethan’s question, the speakers hanging from the corners of the ceiling suddenly blared and a woman’s authoritative voice bellowed, “Lunch ends in five minutes! Please finish your lunch now and line up at either exit of the cafeteria to head to class!”
Like they practiced this every day, all of the students in the cafeteria began finishing off their food and picking up their trays and dumping their trash in the nearest trash cans. They even dumped their trash in an orderly but efficient manner as well, going from the trash can to standing in line at the exits with surprising grace and fluidity. It was definitely different from how mealtimes at the Academy usually ended, which was always a mad scramble of the students to leave the cafeteria to get to their class on time.
Barrett also wolfed down what was left of his burgers and shrimp and stood up. “Come on, Ashley! You heard the Headmistress. We must get in line or we might get punished.”
“Really?” I said in bewilderment. “Is this how they do things at mealtimes at the Institute?”
“Yes,” said Barrett in a slightly impatient voice. “This is how we always do things. Now come on. We have no time to waste.”
I looked down at my half-eaten spaghetti and realized I wouldn’t be able to finish it. I stood up, tray in hands, and, waving goodbye to Ethan, followed Barrett over to the nearest trash can and got in line behind a few other students who were dumping their trash and unfinished lunch. It was amazing how quickly the students reacted when the Headmistress told everyone it was time to go, but I couldn’t complain. Ethan had very nearly learned about my condition and I couldn’t let him do that, not until I knew I could trust him with that knowledge.
Which brought me back to the thing which had troubled me before: The Superbian government’s execution of people with Hernandez’s Disease and how that would affect my time here in Superbia.
And considering I had a meeting with Mr. Sycamore tonight in his office … I was not looking forward to that conversation.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN


That night found Nomura and I walking down the hallways of the Institute’s main castle, going to the Teacher’s Wing, where the offices of the Institute teachers were located. Like the Academy, the Institute also had a curfew, but whereas the Academy’s curfew was ten at night, the Institute’s was nine. It was seven-thirty now, and Mr. Sycamore said our meeting likely wouldn’t last longer than thirty minutes, but I was still curious about what might happen to me if I was caught outside of curfew. Hopefully, I wouldn’t find out myself anytime soon. 
Gotta admit I was nervous about this meeting. Mr. Sycamore may not have outed me to his Neogenetics class, but he was aware of my condition. Yet he had stated the government’s way of dealing with people who suffer from Hernandez’s Disease as if it was just a common, everyday fact. I prayed that Mr. Sycamore would be able to explain to me why I didn’t need to worry about it.
“How was your first day at school, Miss Jason?” said Nomura as we walked. “What do you think about the Institute?”
Snapping out of my thoughts, I looked at Nomura blankly for a moment before my brain registered his questions. “It was fine. The classes were really good and I really learned a lot. The Institute seems like a good place to get a decent education.”
“Glad you agree,” said Nomura with a nod. “I didn’t attend school here because I moved to Superbia a couple of years ago, but my five-year-old son, Takeshi, is. He’s in the Institute’s kindergarten classes, however, so you probably won’t run into him.”
“I didn’t know you had a son,” I said. “Or that you weren’t from Superbia.”
“I am originally from Japan,” said Nomura. “Specifically, Tokyo. As far as normal countries go, Japan is one of the more progressive-minded on superhuman rights. They accepted supers fairly early on in the initial days of the First Generation, especially after Toku Squad, Japan’s first superhero team, defended Japan from artificial dinosaurs that a mad scientist unleashed on the country. In fact, my father, Silver Moon, was the founder of Toku Squad, though he passed away several years ago due to cancer.”
I bit my lower lip. “I’m sorry to hear that. I’ve heard of Toku Squad, though. I think my dad even helped them once when I was really young. Never met any of them, however.”
Nomura nodded. “I remember that well. It was when Toku Squad discovered that Japan’s main supervillain, Lord Darkness, had gotten his hands on a bunch of Pokacu corpses from the Second Invasion and turned them into an army of zombies he released on Japan. Bolt was visiting the NHA’s Japanese branch at the time but teamed up with Toku Squad to stop the zombie invasion. I was a teenager when it happened, but I remember it well due to the extensive news coverage of the event.”
I nodded. Although I’d found Nomura a bit strange before, I was starting to feel comfortable around him, especially now that I knew we had a connection in our past. “So why did you move from Japan to Superbia if Japan’s superhuman laws are so good?”
Nomura sighed and looked ahead. “I wanted to raise my son in a super society. I don’t hate normals—not at all—but when I was growing up under my dad’s care, I did face a lot of misunderstanding and discrimination from my peers for my powers. I didn’t want Takeshi to experience any of that, so I moved here a few years ago and haven’t looked back.”
“That’s interesting,” I said. “Do you like Superbia?”
“Of course,” said Nomura. “I don’t plan to leave. What about you? Do you like it here? Perhaps like it enough to stay?”
I looked at my feet as we walked. “I dunno about that. I’ve only been here a day. That’s not nearly enough time to decide if you like a place, in my opinion. Besides, I still need to complete my education first, which means going back to America next year to finish out my fourth year at the Academy.”
“True enough,” said Nomura with a nod, “but what about after you graduate? I think you would make an excellent addition to Superbia myself. I know that President Marcus does.”
“He does?” I said, looking at Nomura in surprise. “Why?”
Nomura shrugged. “I am not entirely sure, but I think he was impressed with your actions on the plane during the Guardian attack. Very few students would even think to react the way you did. Even if you didn’t stop the Guardians yourself, you still bought enough time for President Marcus and Barrett to save you all.”
“That’s probably ‘cause I have more experience fighting the Guardians than most students,” I said, “and supervillains, too.”
“You have?” said Nomura. “Which supervillains have you defeated?”
“Just Parasite,” I said. “If you’ve heard of him.”
Nomura pursed his lips. “I have. And I am grateful that he is an American problem rather than a Superbian problem. A super who only gets his powers from drinking the blood of other supers would be as deadly as a plague in Superbia, seeing as this country’s population is ninety-seven percent super. It would be like an all you can eat buffet for him.”
I shuddered as I imagined Parasite stalking the streets of Ira like a wolf stalking a forest for deer. “Yeah, that would be a disaster. Fortunately, Parasite is an American problem like you said, so—”
“We’re here,” said Nomura abruptly, stopping in front of a wooden door. “Mr. Sycamore’s office.”
Nomura was correct. The wooden door had Mr. Sycamore’s full name and super name engraved on the window. It also smelled strangely of chemicals—possibly ammonia—which was weird because I didn’t see any chemicals in the area. Maybe the servant norms had just recently cleaned it?
Nomura stepped aside and gestured for me to enter. “You can go in by yourself. I will wait out here.”
“You sure?” I said uncertainly. “You’re my bodyguard. I thought you were supposed to go with me everywhere.”
“Mr. Sycamore’s office is perfectly safe,” said Nomura with a wave of his hand. “And if anything does happen in there, I can enter in a flash. You are perfectly safe.”
I bit my lower lip but decided that Nomura’s reasoning made sense. With a final nod at him, I opened the door and stepped into Mr. Sycamore’s office.
My nostrils were immediately assaulted by a variety of chemicals. Mr. Sycamore’s office smelled like bleach, ammonia, and a whole bunch of other chemicals mixed together badly. It was so bad that I began to cough and nearly choke, my eyes watering.
“Miss Jason!” said Mr. Sycamore from the other side of the room. “Put on this mask, quickly!”
A gas mask landed at my feet, which I immediately snatched off the floor and put on my face. As soon as I secured the straps around the back of my head, I could suddenly breathe much easier and I couldn’t even smell the chemicals at all. My eyes stopped watering as well, letting me see Mr. Sycamore’s office more clearly than before.
Mr. Sycamore’s office looked more like a laboratory than an office. Bookshelves full of science textbooks and models of DNA strands stood against the walls, while a work desk with a variety of scientific equipment stood off to my right. Several open vials stood on the work desk, arranged in neat rows with proper labels on each of them. The chemical vials were labeled with their contents, among which were bleach, ammonia, and others, just like I thought.
Mr. Sycamore himself sat at the desk, his hands on a microscope. Although he wore a proper lab coat this time, his hair was still rainbow-colored, even if it was done up in a hairnet. He also wore a gas mask on his face similar to mine, but I could see his surprised eyes quite well through it.
More surprising than Mr. Sycamore himself, however, was Professor Hernandez standing next to him. Unlike Mr. Sycamore and me, however, Professor Hernandez had no safety equipment on at all. He didn’t even look bothered by the strong smells in the office, smiling and waving at me like he always did whenever he saw me back in the Academy.
“Professor Hernandez?” I said, looking at my Neogenetics professor in shock. “I didn’t know you had come to Superbia. When did you get here?”
Professor Hernandez chuckled. “I’m actually back home in my office in Washington. This is just a hologram. See?”
Professor Hernandez waved his hand through Mr. Sycamore’s head, passing harmlessly through it. Even so, Mr. Sycamore looked up at Professor Hernandez and snapped, “Would you stop doing that, Dean? It’s annoying even if it doesn’t hurt.”
“Sorry, Howard,” said Professor Hernandez, folding his hands behind his back. “I just needed to prove to Ashley that I’m not actually real. I wasn’t trying to annoy you, even if I did.”
Mr. Sycamore scowled, while Professor Hernandez wore a clearly unapologetic, mischievous smile on his lips. It was clear to me that the two of them had a strong rivalry. Professor Hernandez must have done that on purpose just to mess with Mr. Sycamore. It was kind of weird because Professor Hernandez had always struck me as being above that kind of pettiness. Had to admit, it was kind of amusing, though.
“Yes, well, please don’t do it again,” said Mr. Sycamore. He gestured toward me. “Please, Miss Jason, have a seat. I don’t have a ‘proper’ desk like most faculty, so we can talk here.”
Trying not to show how amused I was by how Professor Hernandez trolled Mr. Sycamore, I took a seat at the work desk. The metal chair in which I sat was uncomfortable and hard, but I didn’t care. I was more concerned with getting answers to my questions than my comfort.
I looked at Professor Hernandez first, or rather his hologram, which was so realistic that it looked like he was actually here. “So, uh, Professor Hernandez, is there something you want to talk to me about?”
Professor Hernandez folded his arms across his chest. “I just wanted to see how you’re adjusting to the Institute, of course. The news just broke the story about the Guardians’ attack on your flight. Glad to see you’re okay.”
“The story just broke today?” I said. “But the attack was yesterday.”
Mr. Sycamore cleared his throat. “Yes, but news in Superbia usually takes a bit of time to get out to the wider world due to our, er, isolation.”
“You mean your government massaging the message for the outside world,” said Professor Hernandez, flashing Mr. Sycamore a playful smile.
Mr. Sycamore just grunted. “However you want to put it, there is always a delay between the time a newsworthy event happens in Superbia and when the rest of the world knows about it. Just the way it is.”
I nodded, but deep down, I was troubled by Professor Hernandez’s seemingly playful jab. Despite the playful smile on his face, Professor Hernandez did not seem to be joking. It sounded like the Superbian government had tight control over what news did—and perhaps did not—leave Superbia and make it to the outside world.
Which was a chilling thought and made me a bit worried about what they were telling my parents.
“Okay,” I said, “but we all know the real reason I’m here: The Superbian laws about people who suffer from Hernandez’s Disease.”
Professor Hernandez frowned. His eyes darted to Mr. Sycamore and he said, “Don’t tell me you forgot to tell her about the laws until she stepped foot in your classroom, Howard.”
Mr. Sycamore raised his hands defensively. “I would have told her earlier, but the Guardians’ attack on the plane ruined all of my plans. I didn’t even get to see her until she stepped foot in my classroom. Otherwise, I would have spoken to her about them much sooner.”
I looked at Professor Hernandez in shock. “Wait a second. You mean you knew about Superbia’s laws for people who suffer from Hernandez’s Disease yet allowed me to come here anyway? What the heck.”
“I know,” said Professor Hernandez, “but it’s not as bad as it looks. You are actually exempt from the laws.”




CHAPTER FIFTEEN


“What do you mean, I’m exempt?” I said. “I don’t remember applying for an exemption.” 
Mr. Sycamore rolled his eyes. “There’s no need. You see, my Neogenetics class isn’t exactly a course on Superbian law. I didn’t get into all of the details and exemptions that go with the law. I didn’t really have time and I didn’t want to draw attention to condition, Ashley.”
I bit my lower lip. “Explain these exemptions to me, then.”
“Very well,” said Mr. Sycamore. “While not all of the exemptions are relevant, the most relevant exemption in the Hernandez’s Disease Quarantine Act of 2030 is that it doesn’t apply to adult supers who are visiting Superbia from other countries. If you are an adult super from another country who has had Hernandez’s Disease for at least a year, the Superbian government will not forcibly quarantine you in your home or execute you.”
“You fit all of the criteria for an exemption,” Professor Hernandez added. “So you were never in danger of getting killed or deported at all. Apologies for not mentioning this before, but it slipped my mind. Sorry.”
I bit my lower lip even harder. To say I was upset with both Professor Hernandez and Mr. Sycamore was the understatement of the year. On the other hand, now that I knew I was exempt, I felt a bit silly for getting so upset with them in the first place.
“I suppose that this is what you might call a failure to communicate,” said Mr. Sycamore dryly. “On both sides.”
“That’s one way to put it,” I said. I rubbed the back of my neck. “But still, the laws seem pretty messed up and I don’t get why there are exemptions.”
“Because Superbia cannot go around executing the citizens of other countries just because of a disease they have,” said Mr. Sycamore. “People are already prone to hate Superbia. There’s no reason to give them a legitimate reason for their hate.”
I nodded. “So why didn’t you mention the exemptions in class if you didn’t want to talk about it?”
“As I said, I didn’t want to draw attention to your condition,” said Mr. Sycamore. “Truthfully, I was trying to change the subject the entire time, but Diaz has a way of always asking questions. It’s a good trait for a student to have, even if it can be a bit inconvenient at times.”
“I see,” I said. I rubbed my arms. “I take it that Superbians also think Hernandez’s Disease is contagious.”
“While Superbians are generally more knowledgeable about Hernadez’s Disease than American supers, there is unfortunately still a lot of ignorance surrounding it, too,” said Mr. Sycamore with a sigh. “It’s frustrating, but it seems like no matter how many times I tell my students the facts, the next wave of students that follows is every bit as ignorant as the last one. Feels like fighting a losing battle sometimes.”
Then Mr. Sycamore snapped his fingers suddenly. “Oh, and I forgot to mention that supers who suffer from Hernandez’s Disease cannot become citizens of Superbia. Nor are they allowed to marry or reproduce with any Superbian citizens. As I said in class, this is to protect the genetic purity of the Superbian people.”
I nodded. I figured as much, but it was good to know, even though I currently had no plans to become a Superbian citizen. Perhaps Mr. Sycamore just wanted to be thorough or something.
“In any case, that’s not very relevant to your current situation,” said Mr. Sycamore as he lowered his hand. “For now, we’ll keep your condition a secret from the rest of the Institute. Which should be easy for you, because I understand that you have a lot of experience keeping your condition a secret from others.”
“Way too much,” I said with a sigh, “but I can do it. No problem.”
“Excellent,” said Mr. Sycamore. He glanced up at Professor Hernandez. “Dean, do you have anything you’d like to share with Ashley before I dismiss her?”
“Just some news,” said Professor Hernandez. He looked directly at me. “As you now know, Mr. Sycamore has been made fully aware of your medical condition and your situation. Instead of talking to me once a week, you will instead talk to Mr. Sycamore about your condition in person.”
“What?” I said. “Why? I can still call you on the phone, even if I can’t see you in person.”
“Because Mr. Sycamore has also been studying Hernandez’s Disease,” said Professor Hernandez. “You remember how I told you that I got much of my research on your condition from Howard? I wasn’t exaggerating.”
“Indeed,” said Mr. Sycamore. “Next to Dean, I am one of the world’s top researchers on the subject. I understand that Dean has been treating your condition with some success already, but Dean has told me he thinks he’s hit the end of what he can study on his own and would like a second opinion on your condition.”
I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. I didn’t like talking about my medical problems—especially my condition—with anyone other than my doctor, my parents, and Professor Hernandez. After all, I still didn’t know Mr. Sycamore all that well. Professor Hernandez seemed to trust him, but that didn’t mean I trusted him.
But I needed to be diplomatic about my discomfort, so I said, “What are you going to do to me? Experiment on me?”
“Not exactly,” said Mr. Sycamore, shaking his head. “It’s my job to make sure that you get your weekly Super Pill dosage and to record your reactions to the Pill. In fact, the newest batch of Super Pills just came in today.”
Mr. Sycamore pulled open a drawer under his desk and pulled out a small orange bottle full of green pills. I’d forgotten that Professor Hernandez had shipped my newest batch of Super Pills directly to Mr. Sycamore, but was glad that he did because I was almost out.
Pushing the bottle toward me, Mr. Sycamore said, “There are enough pills in that bottle to last ninety days. If you run out, just let me know and I can order some more.”
“Thanks,” I said as I took the bottle and put it in my purse. I looked up at Professor Hernandez. “But why do the Super Pills have to go to Mr. Sycamore first? Why not just ship them directly to me?”
“Government regulation,” said Professor Hernandez with a shrug. “Experimental drugs like the Super Pill cannot be shipped directly to either citizens or visitors like yourself through the Superbian Postal System. Instead, I have to mail my drugs directly to a qualified institution, like a pharmacy, or an individual like Mr. Sycamore, who, as the head medical adviser to the President, is the foremost medical and scientific authority in the country.”
“Do not worry,” said Mr. Sycamore. “You will never run out of your Super Pills while you are here. If you’re about to run out, I will order more from America immediately and get them to you as soon as possible.”
I nodded in relief. “Sounds good to me. Is there anything different about this batch of Super Pills that I need to know about?”
“They’re basically the same as the last batch you took,” said Professor Hernandez. He held up a finger. “But, based on your feedback, I removed an ingredient that’s been known to cause nightmares in the dreams of people who take it. This should hopefully stop your recurring nightmare entirely.”
“Recurring nightmare?” said Mr. Sycamore, glancing at Professor Hernandez questioningly. “You did not mention to me the Super Pill causes recurring nightmares in Ashley.”
Professor Hernandez folded his arms in front of his chest. “Well, we’re not sure what might be causing the nightmare. We only think it’s the Super Pill because the nightmare seems to recur with Ashley’s use of the Pill.”
“Interesting,” said Mr. Sycamore, stroking the chin of his mask. He looked at me. “You will have to tell me more about this nightmare at some point, Ashley. It sounds … fascinating.”
I didn’t like the way Mr. Sycamore said the word ‘fascinating.’ Nor did I like the intrigued way he looked at me. It made me feel like he was staring into my soul or that he wanted to eat me. Weird way to describe it, maybe, but I was just glad that Professor Hernandez was here with us, even in the form of a hologram.
“Hopefully, the Super Pill will take care of it,” I said. I glanced at Professor Hernandez. “One a week, right?”
“Right,” said Professor Hernandez, nodding. “As always, remember to report any side effects to Mr. Sycamore, who will then pass on your notes to me. Understood?”
I nodded again. “Gotcha.”
“Then I’d say it’s time for me to go,” said Professor Hernandez, glancing at his watch. “It’s getting late and I haven’t even had dinner—”
A loud crashing sound could be heard in the background suddenly, followed by a painful meow.
Professor Hernandez looked over his shoulder in annoyance. “For God’s sake, Einstein, that’s the third lamp you’ve broken this week! I swear you are the dumbest cat I’ve ever—”
“Er, you okay, prof?” I said.
Professor Hernandez looked back at me with an expression somewhere between anger and sheepishness. “I’m fine, but my lamp isn’t. I’ll see you later, Ashley, and give you a call tomorrow, Howard.”
With that, Professor Hernandez’s holographic form flickered and vanished, leaving Mr. Sycamore and I sitting by ourselves in his office.
Without Professor Hernandez’s presence, the office felt colder for some reason. Again, my instincts warned me against Mr. Sycamore, especially when he looked at me from behind his mask, his eyes still glittering with interest.
With a gulp, I stood up and said, “Thanks for giving me my Pills, Mr. Sycamore, but it’s getting late and I need to leave before curfew.”
Mr. Sycamore nodded once. “Yes … yes, that would be unfortunate. I have research of my own to return to, anyway. We will talk again in a week, but if you notice any abnormal side effects from this newest batch of Super Pills before then, feel free to let me know.”
I nodded again, turned, and walked toward the door. Just as I placed my hand on the doorknob, however, Mr. Sycamore said, “Ashley?”
I stopped and looked over my shoulder again, trying not to show my nerves. “Yes, Mr. Sycamore?”
Mr. Sycamore had not gotten up from his chair, but the way he looked at me still sent chills down my spine. “Can I have my extra gas mask back, please? It’s against Institute dress code to wear a gas mask in the halls of the Castle without permission.”
I breathed a sigh of relief. I’d thought he wanted something else, but I guess he just wanted me to return his extra mask.
As quickly as I could, I took my mask off and hung it on the doornail next to the door. “There you go, sir. Anything else?”
Mr. Sycamore was quiet for a couple more seconds before he slowly shook his head. “No. Good night, Ashley.”
I gulped. “Y-You, too, Mr. Sycamore.”
With that, I left the office, closing the door behind me without slamming it. Nomura, of course, was waiting for me when I stepped out of the office and he immediately began escorting me back to my dorm while asking me questions about how my meeting with Mr. Sycamore went.
I did my best to answer his questions, but I was still shaken by the experience. I couldn’t say why. Mr. Sycamore was a little creepy, but Professor Hernandez trusted him and he seemed to care about my condition.
So why did I get the feeling that I was now in the hands of a mad scientist?




CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Another interesting difference between the Academy and the Institute? 
Their dorm policies.
Whereas every single student in the Academy was required to move into their dorms of their respective Team, the Institute allowed students to stay home with their parents instead of at the dorms if they wished. This was apparently the way it was done up to high school. Once most students reached high school age, they would typically stay in the campus dorms full-time, though there was still a healthy percentage of students who chose to stay home instead.
Obviously, I had no choice but to stay in a dorm. And unlike the Academy dorms, the Institute only housed two students per dorm. Thus, when Nomura escorted me back to my dorm after visiting Mr. Sycamore, it was to discover that my dorm was empty. I had no idea who my roommate was going to be, but Nomura mentioned that my roommate wouldn’t be joining me until a day or so later. That seemed odd to me, but I didn’t mind. I hadn’t gotten a moment of privacy since I arrived in Superbia, so getting one night’s sleep all to myself was nice.
Besides, I was too tired to question it. When Nomura left, I took my first pill from the newest batch of Super Pills, showered and put on my pajamas, and fell asleep practically the moment my head hit the pillow.
I wish I hadn’t. Because as soon as I fell asleep, I found myself there again.
I was back in my nightmare. I found myself standing in a dark forest, illuminated only by the thin beams of moonlight peeking through the tangled tree branches and leaves overhead. My heart rate shot up as I realized, with a jolt, that it wasn’t the Super Pills that caused me to experience this nightmare. Either that, or Professor Hernandez had removed the wrong ingredient from the Super Pills.
In any case, terror rose up with me, making it harder for me to breathe. I still didn’t see it, but then, I never saw the woman-like monster that haunted my nightmare until it was too late for me to do anything about it. I usually didn’t even see it until I was backed up against the cliff scared out of my wits.
“I see you.”
That was its voice. Its unnaturally high, malicious voice. It was how I imagined a hyena would sound if it could talk. Only it was infinitely scarier than any hyena.
Without another thought, I ran as fast as I could. I ran through the forest, rushing through bush and bramble as I tried to outrun the monster. Now I could hear it tearing through the forest behind me while laughing its head off. The laughter was new, I realized, but it was a distant realization, even subconscious to some extent.
Because my conscious mind was focused on one thing and one thing only: Survival.
“I see you.”
Eyes and faces began to appear on the trees again, which seemed a little earlier than usual. But again, my fear-addled mind was in no shape to consider any changes to my nightmare. All I knew was that the trees had the faces of monsters, and ugly ones, too, sneering and growling at me like lions.
Then, up ahead, I saw a light in the trees. It was a dim light, barely visible in the oppressive darkness of the forest, but I didn’t care. I just charged forward and burst out of the forest, expecting to find myself at the cliff again.
Instead, I found myself standing in a clearing somewhere in the forest. The oval-shaped clearing was about thirty feet by thirty feet, open and quite empty. The dead, gray grass crunched under my shoes as I walked. In the center of the clearing, a pond of crystal clear water stood. The pond couldn’t have been more than half a foot deep if that, yet the clearness of the water made me feel calm and relaxed.
I had no idea where this clearing was. In all of the past iterations of the nightmare, I’d never seen this particular pond or clearing before. Yet I didn’t think to analyze it too deeply. The clearing was much more quiet and peaceful than the forest. I could no longer see the demonic faces on the trees all around me, at least not from here. The sky overhead was unobstructed, too, allowing me to see the shining stars and moon for the first time since I’d started having the nightmare.
My throat was parched all of a sudden. I felt like I hadn’t had anything to drink in days, even though I drunk a cup of water before going to bed. Even so, the thirst was irresistible. With the pond being the only obvious water source in the forest, I walked across the dead grass until I got the edge of the pond.
Kneeling down at the edge of the pond, I scooped up some of the cold, clean water in my hands and sipped it. The water was wonderfully refreshing on my parched lips and throat. I closed my eyes, enjoying the cool liquid as it entered my mouth and went into my body. It was easily the best water I’d ever tasted, which should have confused me because pond water wasn’t usually known for its cleanness. Then again, this was a dream. Anything could happen in a dream.
Sighing in relief, I opened my eyes to see my face reflected perfectly in the pond. It was like staring into a mirror.
And standing above me, his reflection also perfectly clear in the pond, was Parasite.
I whirled around just in time for Parasite to grab the collar of my shirt and lift me off the ground. I tried to summon a light hammer, but for some reason, my powers wouldn’t work. Apparently, I was powerless in my nightmare.
Parasite looked at me with his normal sneer in his eyes, which glared out from the eyeholes in his mask. “Ashley Jason. Long time, no see.”
I gasped. “Y-You’re not real. You’re just a part of this nightmare. You don’t exist.”
Parasite chuckled. “You still believe that? For being the granddaughter of Genius, the smartest superhero ever, you really are dumb.”
Parasite’s left hand transformed into a sword and he stabbed it into my stomach. Horrific pain exploded out of my stomach as Parasite’s sword arm went in deeper and deeper. I screamed, but my body refused to respond to my commands. It was like I’d lost control of my whole body here, which was probably another part of the nightmare.
Parasite ripped his sword out of my stomach and brought me closer, his lips whispering into my ear, “I’m real, all right. As real as you are. And this time, I am going to get you.”
“N-No,” I whispered back, barely able to speak due to the pain in my stomach. “This is a n-nightmare … just a nightmare …”
Parasite chuckled. “And that makes this fake? Look at the pond. Look at it.”
With a shudder, I looked over my shoulder and felt my heart fall into my stomach.
The clean, clear water of the pond was gone. It was now full of blood, the blood so thick that I couldn’t see the bottom of the pond anymore. It was the same shade of red as my blood, which leaked off of my pants onto the pond below. The thick stink of copper and blood entered my nostrils, making my stomach churn at the scent.
“I-Impossible,” I said. “I haven’t been b-bleeding that l-long …”
“You’re right,” said Parasite. “The pond of blood is a nightmare. But I’m not. As you’ll find out very shortly.”
With that, Parasite tossed me unceremoniously into the bloody pond. I fell into the pond with a splash. I struggled to stay afloat, but every movement I made just made my stomach wound hurt worse than ever. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t do anything except sink lower and lower into the pond. The blood began to cover my body. It filled my mouth and my vision started going dark. My lungs filled with my own blood and I could no longer breathe, no longer think, no longer move. Just wait until I drowned in my own blood.
A hand burst through the blood and grabbed my neck. The hand ripped me out of the blood pond, making me gasp and cough. Blinking rapidly, I said, “Who—”
My question died in my throat when I found myself face to face with the unnatural, woman-like creature that was always hunting me in my nightmare. Its upside-down female face broke into a hungry smile and it said, in its usual high-pitched voice, “I see you!”
Then its mouth opened up wide and the creature devoured me in one gulp.
I screamed, my fists flying as I sat up. My fists hit something soft to my right, followed by a feminine voice crying out in pain. Thinking it was the female creature, I summoned a light hammer in my hand and brought it down on the creature’s head, which seemed to be somewhere to my left.
But my hammer struck something solid and an unfamiliar, German female voice said, “Watch it, psycho! Put the hammer down before I put you down.”
Panting hard, I rubbed my eyes and looked around at my surroundings in confusion.
I was back in my Institute dorm room. I was no longer in the dark forest, which meant that the nightmare was over. That particular realization took me a few seconds to process. My mind was still sluggish from having awakened abruptly from the nightmare.
That’s why it also took me a couple of seconds to notice the morning light streaming through the windows and that I wasn’t actually alone.
Sitting on the floor next to my bed was a black-hair teenage girl I’d never seen before. She was a good deal fatter than me, though her long eyelashes were prettier than mine and she had her hair done in cute braids. She wore her Institute uniform, which fit her body well.
Her expression, however, was not very happy, made even unhappier by the black lipstick she wore. The nose ring didn’t help her look any friendlier, either.
I blinked and yawned. “Huh? Who are you?”
The girl’s lips twisted into an even angrier scowl. “ ‘Who are you’? A better bloody question is, who do you think I am? Some supervillain trying to kill you in your sleep?”
I rubbed my eyes. “Sorry. I was just having a really bad nightmare. I mistook you for a creature in my nightmare. A really scary creature.”
The girl scoffed. “Right. If this is what I can expect to experience every time my roommate has a nightmare, maybe I should get transferred to another dorm.”
I blinked. “Roommate? Is this your dorm, too?”
“Yes,” said the girl as she sat up, readjusting the hem of her dress. “And look at what you did. Nearly ruined my custom-made dress. I really should report you to the Headmistress.”
“Aren’t all Institute uniforms custom-made?” I said. “What makes your dress so special?”
The girl shook her head. “The point is, this is an awful way to start my time at the Institute. I should have listened to Momma and Pops and stayed home. At least then I wouldn’t have to worry about my roommate murdering me in my sleep.”
“It was an accident,” I said, trying not to sound too annoyed. “I already said I’m sorry.”
“Even so, I still won’t put up with this,” said the girl as she stood up, brushing off her legs. She glanced at her watch and sighed. “Well, it’s close to eight, anyway, which is breakfast time. I really only came here to get my dress. Because you were asleep, I figured I would just put on my uniform and talk to you later. Then you just went crazy and attacked me out of nowhere. It was a very upsetting experience.”
“Again, sorry,” I said. “What’s your name, anyway? I didn’t catch it.”
The girl stood up tall and proud. “Angela, Angela Wagner. But I prefer to be called Frankie.”
“Why?” I said. “Angela seems like a nice name.”
“I loathe it,” Frankie replied without missing a beat. “Anyway, what’s your name?”
“Ashley,” I said. “Ashley Jason. And before you ask, no, I don’t have a preferred nickname or anything like that.”
I expected Frankie to respond like most people who did when they heard my name and ask if I was Bolt’s daughter, but to my surprise, she just said, “Ashley is a fine name, I suppose. It was my grandfather’s name before he passed away.”
“Really?” I said. “That’s cool. Are you from Superbia?”
“Yes,” said Frankie. She stood straight and tall. “My parents moved to Superbia from Germany five years ago when I was twelve. I’ve been attending the Institute since we moved here, although this is the first year where I am staying in a dorm. You’re American, yes?”
“How did you know?” I said.
“Because only an American would think the proper response to a scary nightmare is to murder the nearest living being,” Frankie replied. “That’s why.”
I bit my lower lip. Frankie was getting on my nerves, but I knew that now was not the time to argue with her. I was still too disturbed by my nightmare to want to get into an argument with my new roommate. Especially because I suspected Frankie liked to argue.
Instead, I grabbed my phone on top of my Institute-issued laptop and glanced at the time, which showed that it was seven-thirty in the morning. “It’s morning already?”
“Yes,” said Frankie, looking at me curiously. “You Americans do understand how time works, right?”
“We do,” I said with a hint of irritation as I unlocked my phone and started scrolling through my phone’s email. “It’s just that my nightmare didn’t feel very long. Felt like it was just a few minutes, but I must have slept for nearly twelve hours.”
“Time does work differently in dreams than in real life,” Frankie replied matter-of-factly. “I once had a dream where I was kissing my boyfriend. It seemed to last hours, but when I woke up, it had only been about half an hour since I went to bed.”
“You have a boyfriend?” I said as I scrolled through my texts, seeing a few had come in last night, mostly from my parents and Jake asking if I was okay and how I was handling Institute life, though there was also a text from Courtney and another one from Cora.
“Of course,” said Frankie. “Richard and I are celebrating our two-month anniversary next week.”
I started and looked at Frankie in confusion. “Two-month anniversary? That seems a little, er, premature to me.”
“You wouldn’t understand,” said Frankie as she waved a hand at me dismissively. “Richard and I have true love, just like what I read in my romance novels. If you ever experience true love yourself someday, you will understand exactly what I’m talking about.”
“Uh-huh,” I said as I switched over to my news feed to see what was going on in the world. “I’m sure your relationship with Richard is just like Romeo and—”
I stopped speaking when my eyes landed on an image of Parasite staring up at me from the news feed. It looked like a picture taken from the Academy Auditorium’s security cameras because I could see the Omega Sentinel statue in the background as Parasite stood with his hands raised, clearly cackling.
More importantly than the picture, however, was the headline of the article, published in The Superbia Times, which read thus:
BREAKING: INFAMOUS INTERNATIONAL TERRORIST AND SUPERVILLAIN, RODRIGO ‘PARASITE’ MESA, HAS MURDERED JUDGE HENRIK ‘FLESH AND BLOOD’ ERICSSON!




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


IRA, SUPERBIA—The Chief of the Ira City Police Force has confirmed that Judge Henrik Ericsson, one of the Eleven Founders of Superbia, has been murdered by infamous international supervillain and terrorist, Rodrigo ‘Parasite’ Mesa. Judge Ericsson’s body was found in his Cape Street home earlier this morning at 2:00 AM when his wife, Anita Ericsson, found him dead in the living room with his throat ripped open. 
Mrs. Ericsson immediately called the police, who sent a team of investigators to the Ericssons’ home right away. Mrs. Ericsson told the investigators that she believed that Parasite killed her husband because she claimed to see him outside the living room window around the same time she found her husband’s body.
The police were able to confirm Parasite’s presence in the area by reviewing the Ericssons’ house security footage and receiving more eyewitness accounts from the Ericssons’ neighbors on either side. The Superbia Times personally reached out to Mrs. Ericsson for comment, though she has not yet responded to our inquiries.
“We can confirm that Judge Ericsson was indeed murdered by Parasite this morning shortly after midnight,” said Chief Jacob Otieno, Chief of the Ira City Police Force, at the police’s emergency press conference this morning. “After reviewing the evidence, I do not doubt that Parasite is the culprit of this heinous crime.”
Chief Otieno declined to go into detail on the investigation, though he claimed that the ICPF was working closely with the Superbian government to find and locate Parasite. He even suggested that the Superbian Knights might get involved, but wouldn’t say one way or another, insisting that it was President Marcus’ decision on whether to involve the Knights.
Rodrigo ‘Parasite’ Mesa is an infamous American supervillain and terrorist. He is most famous for holding the entire student body and faculty of the Theodore Jason Academy for Superhumans in America hostage almost two years ago, only to be foiled by the efforts of sixteen-year-old Ashley ‘Crafter’ Jason, the daughter of the famous American superheroes, Bolt and Blizzard. She is also attending the Institute as a foreign exchange student currently.
But Parasite evaded capture from the authorities thereafter and has not been seen or heard of since then. It was believed that Parasite was hiding somewhere in America, but it appears that Parasite has somehow crossed Superbia’s borders.
The Superbian government has made Parasite public enemy number one due to his powers, which allow him to steal the powers of other supers by drinking their blood. They also believe that Parasite may have an accomplice in the form of Joseph ‘Gentleman’ Jones, another former student of the Academy, though as yet there have been no confirmed sightings of Gentleman in Superbia.
“This naturally makes Parasite extremely dangerous,” President Franklin Marcus told this reporter on the phone an hour ago. “Superbia is basically an all-you-can-eat buffet to a monster like him. But do not despair. As President of Superbia, I will be working closely with the ICPF to ensure the speedy arrest and imprisonment of Parasite. You have my word.”
The Superbian government has put up a tip page on their website for anyone with information about Parasite’s whereabouts to submit to. All tips submitted through the website are anonymous and will only be read and seen by members of the Superbian government involved in this investigation.
-
That article was just the start of a crazy next three months. Shortly after the article was published, President Marcus announced that the Superbian Knights—apparently some sort of elite group of government supers who worked directly for the President himself—would be involved in the hunt for Parasite. He gave a press conference later that day with that announcement, as well as urging Superbian citizens not to fear or become panicked.
I wasn’t sure how well that worked, though. There was a definite sense of fear in the air among the students and faculty of the Institute. More than once I overheard the other students whispering furiously among themselves, wondering how Parasite got through Superbia’s tough border controls, where he was, and why he murdered Judge Ericsson. It reminded me all too heavily of my first year in the Academy, after Parasite sent his initial threat to the students. Back then, Parasite had been the number one issue on everyone’s minds. Guess history does repeat, after all.
This news disturbed me on multiple levels. First off, I had known Henrik. Yes, not very well, but I did meet him on my flight here. He had seemed like a decent guy and his wife, Anita, had seemed like such a sweet woman. I couldn’t believe that Parasite would murder such a decent man, but there was no denying it, especially when his funeral was broadcast throughout Superbia the next week.
The national mourning for Henrik took me by surprise. The Institute shut down for the entire day of his funeral to allow students and faculty alike time to watch it on TV and the Internet. The streets of Ira were packed with mourners who followed the funeral procession to the Ira City Cemetery, where Henrik was buried in a plot that had already been set aside for the Founders. I was not personally invited to the funeral, but Barrett was. I saw him and his dad on TV, sitting in the front row before Henrik’s casket next to Henrik’s wife and three teenage children, including Becky, who cried harder than anyone else in the family aside from Anita herself. Barrett didn’t cry, but I could tell, even on TV, that Barrett was as shaken by Henrik’s death as anyone.
Seeing how Superbia reacted to Henrik’s death helped me understand just how beloved the Eleven Founders of Superbia were. As expected, all Eleven Founders showed up to his funeral. They even got to sit up in the front row with his family and their families. Of course, they were now the Ten Founders of Superbia with Henrik dead, but still, it was fascinating to see the most powerful men and women in Superbia sitting together and crying like one big family.
I also got to see Headmistress Moira Jennings for the first time. First in an emergency speech she gave to the Institute students in the Hall, which was basically the Institute’s Auditorium, and then later on at Henrik’s funeral. Headmistress Jennings was apparently one of the Eleven Founders, having founded and created the Institute shortly after Superbia’s declaration of independence. She was a dark-haired, middle-aged Native American woman who had some of the sharpest features I’d ever seen on a woman. I didn’t get to see her up close, but even from a distance, she gave off such an aura of calm and control that I felt calm around her.
Even so, it was obvious to anyone who looked at Headmistress Jennings that she was devastated by Henrik’s death. She didn’t cry at his funeral, but she looked like she wanted to. Apparently, though, this was typical for her. She wasn’t called ‘Ice Queen’ just because she apparently had ice-related powers. She was generally not very emotional. I even heard rumors that she didn’t cry at the funeral of her own father, though I wasn’t sure if those rumors were true or not. She sat next to another one of the Founders, a strong-looking man with a scarred face and long beard.
In any case, the national mourning lasted a week. During that time, I got settled into the Institute, though it was hard to create a stable routine when everyone was so miserable and sad. I even had to comfort Barrett a few times, as Barrett apparently saw Henrik as an uncle of some sort. It made me feel bad for Barrett and wish I could do something to help him.
I even felt sorry for Becky. Though she and her siblings returned to school the day after the funeral, Becky no longer seemed as arrogant as she used to. Of course, we didn’t interact much, but her sadness was obvious even to me. It made our previous spat seem insignificant, so I tried not to give her a hard time.
But there was another, more personal reason for my fear, and it was quite simple: Parasite had entered my nightmares.
Why and how I didn’t know. I did speak to both Professor Hernandez and Mr. Sycamore about it. Mr. Sycamore speculated that Parasite might have some kind of power to enter the dreams of other people, while Professor Hernandez was still not entirely convinced that the Parasite in my dreams was the real Parasite. He pointed out that Parasite had not displayed the ability to enter dreams before and that no one had reported any supers with that kind of power getting killed recently.
Yet even Professor Hernandez couldn’t deny how odd it was I dreamed about Parasite on the same night he killed Henrik. That was what convinced me that Parasite had somehow entered my dreams and was coming after me next.
Professor Hernandez was also disappointed to learn that I was still having the nightmare, but told me that he would get back to working on a new formula for the Super Pill, one that would hopefully help stop my nightmare. It wouldn’t be ready for a long time, though, so in the meantime, both Professor Hernandez and Mr. Sycamore gave me orders to keep taking the Super Pills that I already had.
Honestly, I didn’t think the Super Pills had anything to do with my nightmares. Given Parasite’s presence in my dreams, I suspected that the nightmare itself might be Parasite’s way of attacking me. Perhaps he was even the source of it. It would certainly fit his MO. As far as I knew, he still hated me and wanted to kill me. Giving me bad nightmares wouldn’t kill me, but it would negatively affect my health. I did not know for sure if Parasite had a dream-related power, but that seemed likely to me.
The nightmare resumed during the next three months up until Christmas break, but Parasite was no longer in the nightmare. For that matter, there was no more public news of Parasite, either, at least as reported by the government.
As a result, I was finally able to fall into something of a daily routine at the Institute: Get up in the morning, shower, have breakfast, take my classes, take my Super Pill once a week, and then go to bed to repeat the next day.
The Institute classes were a lot harder than I expected. Although I may have been a one-star, I was given the same course load as three-star students because this would have been my third year at the Academy if the Academy hadn’t shut down. I found myself dealing with more and complex homework assignments than I did at the Academy, not helped by the ridiculously high standards that the Institute teachers had, standards I struggled to meet.
Still, the huge amount of homework I got kept me plenty busy until Christmas break when I got some rather bad news that came out of nowhere …




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Sunday, December 22nd, 7:03 AM, 2037 … 
What?” I said into my phone. “What do you mean that all flights between America and Superbia have been canceled?”
“Hey, sis, don’t blame me,” said Jake’s voice over the phone, which sounded a bit deeper and huskier than I remembered. “I’m not the one in charge of the airlines.”
“Sorry, honey, but it’s true,” said Mom’s voice. “We just got the news today ourselves.”
“And it’s not just flights to America, either,” said Dad’s voice, which sounded slightly more distant than Mom and Jake’s voices. “According to the news, Marcus closed down all flights from Superbia to other countries. Apparently it’s because of Parasite.”
I ground my teeth. “Of course it’s because of Parasite. And how come you heard this before me? I’m literally in Superbia, but this is the first I’ve heard of it.”
“I know, right?” said Jake. “Probably ‘cause you’re always sleeping in.”
I shook my head. “Mom, Dad, can’t you, like, get Shade or someone to teleport me back home?”
“No can do, Ash,” said Dad. “Marcus also said that he’s forbidding all teleportation and other forms of transportation into Superbia from other countries. So you’re pretty much stuck until after Christmas, at the earliest.”
I sighed deeply and glanced at my bulging suitcase, which I’d packed with most of my possessions for my trip home. I’d been planning to head back to America for Christmas break, but it looked like I was going to have to spend it here at the Institute instead. Which was disappointing, because I’d been looking forward to seeing my family for the first time in months.
The news had broken this morning. President Marcus had announced that all flights in and out of Superbia were canceled. This was because the Superbian government had concluded that Parasite had likely entered the country via an airplane and that he was probably going to try to escape via plane.
And even worse, President Marcus hadn’t said when he would reopen all flights out of Superbia. He only said that the Superbian government was closely monitoring the situation and that they would keep the population informed and updated on the issue as they continued their investigation for Parasite.
It just made me more jealous of Jake, who, unlike me, actually did get to go home for Christmas break. That was because Jake had been transferred to Blackwell while the Academy was closed, and Blackwell was located in America, meaning that he definitely wasn’t affected by any Superbian travel bans. Even so, it meant that I was not going to see my family for a while, possibly not until spring break.
“Sucks to be you,” said Jake. “And I mean it really sucks. How does keeping Parasite in Superbia make sense? Wouldn’t Superbia be safer if Parasite left?”
“President Marcus has called Parasite a threat to all superhumans, not just Superbians,” I said. “He said he doesn’t want to endanger the global superhuman community if he can stop it.”
“Hasn’t the Superbian government been looking for Parasite for months?” said Jake. “Superbia’s a tiny country. It really shouldn’t be that hard to find one guy, especially a guy who isn’t even a citizen in the first place.”
“Parasite is extremely good at hiding, though,” I said, brushing back my long brown hair. “He’s been on the run from American authorities for, what, almost five years now? Plus, he’s probably still hanging out with Joey, whose illusion powers are pretty good.”
“Don’t mention that other idiot to me, either,” said Jake. “I still haven’t forgiven him for betraying us. Is he in Superbia, too?”
“No one knows for sure,” I said. “But I wouldn’t be surprised if he was”
“Wish I could be there myself to help kick his butt,” said Jake. “Unfortunately, I haven’t been able to figure out how to run on water yet. That’s one of the skills I’ve been trying to learn at Blackwell, but it’s harder than it looks.”
“Hey, Jake, I can’t do it, either,” said Dad. “And I’m one of the fastest supers alive.”
“Yeah, but you don’t specialize in super-speed like I do, Dad,” said Jake. “But I think I can do it. Just need to practice more is all.”
I chuckled. Even if I couldn’t see my family, it was nice to hear that things were still more or less normal at the house. At the same time, though, talking on the phone with them just wasn’t the same as actually being there in person.
“What are you going to do, honey?” Mom asked. “If you can’t visit us in America and we can’t visit you in Superbia, then what will you do?”
I sighed and looked at Frankie’s empty bed across from mine. “I don’t know, Mom. I guess I’ll just stay at the Institute. Probably for the best. Parasite still wants to kill me, but I don’t think he’s managed to enter the Institute campus yet. If I stay here, I’ll probably be safe.”
Dad sighed. “Wish I could be helping with the investigation, though it explains why the NHA and INJ were never able to find Parasite.”
Oh, right. I’d forgotten that Dad had been part of a task force assembled by the NHA and INJ to hunt down Parasite after he fled the Academy. “That task force is still around?”
“Mostly,” said Dad, “but we haven’t been that active recently due to a lack of leads on Parasite. I know we’ve said this before, but he really is good at hiding. Doesn’t help that Marcus won’t allow the NHA or INJ to enter Superbia and help, even though the Leadership Council has offered to help him with the capture of Parasite.”
“Really?” I said, tilting my head in surprise. “Why did President Marcus deny the help of the NHA?”
Dad grunted. “Superbians, in general, are skeptical of outside interference, as I’m sure you’ve gathered by now. President Marcus probably thinks that his Knights should be able to find Parasite on their own and don’t ‘need’ our help. It’s dumb, but it’s also what I’ve come to expect from Franklin.”
“Kevin,” said Mom sternly, “don’t be so rude. I’m sure President Marcus is doing his best.”
“What do you mean, Dad?” I said. “I know you’ve met President Marcus before, but I didn’t realize your opinion of him was that low.”
Dad sighed. “It’s just ideological differences, Ash. Franklin and I don’t see eye-to-eye on a lot of issues, which is why I’m surprised he approved your application to transfer to the Institute. As I’m sure you’ve seen by now, Superbian supers and American supers are different in a lot of ways.”
I nodded, thinking back to my first day at the Institute and how well that went. “I know what you’re talking about. Always thought it was just cultural differences, though.”
“To some extent, it is,” said Dad, “but like I said, it’s also ideological. We don’t agree on how supers and normals should relate to each other.”
I frowned and lay down on my bed to be more comfortable. “What do you mean? What don’t you two agree on?”
“To sum it up, I believe that supers must use our powers to help others,” said Dad. “That includes normals. It’s why I’m a superhero. I got the idea from my dad, who believed in supers using their powers for good. Maybe not every super needs to become a superhero, but I feel like we supers must use our power wisely and rightly. If someone is in trouble, whether super or normal, we need to help them.”
I nodded. I already knew that Dad believed that. He had drilled that idea into my and Jake’s heads for years that supers needed to use our powers to help others and never for selfish or immoral gain. “Are you saying that President Marcus doesn’t agree with that?”
“Franklin doesn’t,” Dad said. His sigh came over the phone. “He believes that supers are superior to normals and that we are under no obligation to help them. He is very … let’s say biased against normals due to his experiences with them. He thinks that supers should put aside our differences to protect ourselves from normals, who he sees as the real enemy.”
“Is that why they always say that there is neither superhero nor supervillain in Superbia, that everyone is just super?” I said. “Everyone here keeps saying that.”
“Yes,” said Dad. “Franklin himself told me that one time, which I’m sure is where that phrase came from. It perfectly sums up what Superbia is and why I want nothing to do with it.”
“What’s so wrong with that idea?” I said. “Isn’t it a good thing if supers can get along and not fight each other?”
“Because it’s not true,” said Dad. “Supers are not a monolith. That’s what Franklin doesn’t understand. Some are good and some are evil. Superheroes and supervillains exist for a reason. I mean, look at Parasite. He doesn’t believe in helping supers, despite being a super himself.”
I scratched my chin. “So you think that supers aren’t united because we’re not all the same.”
“Pretty much,” said Dad. “Unity is nice and all, but not if it means overlooking crimes committed by our fellow supers.”
I bit my lower lip. “Dad, I’m not quite sure that’s what President Marcus means—”
“It is,” Dad interrupted me. “I’ve spoken with him about this before. Granted, it’s been years since we last talked to each other, but nothing I’ve seen suggests that Franklin’s views on super-normal relations have changed much, if at all.”
“Yeah, Dad,” Jake piped up. “That does sound stupid. I’ve never liked the idea of no superheroes. I mean, who doesn’t want to be a superhero?”
“I don’t,” I said, looking up at the ceiling. “Or at least, I’m not sure I do.”
“Surely you don’t want to live in Superbia or something, do you?” said Jake incredulously. “I know it’s a nice country, but America has to be better.”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. People with Hernandez’s Disease can’t become Superbian citizens, anyway. I have no plans to move here myself. I just understand where President Marcus is coming from, although I’ll admit I don’t like his views on normals if that’s true.”
“Trust me, Ash, I told you the facts,” said Dad. He sighed himself. “But I suppose none of this matters as long as you’re in Superbia. Even though I wish you were here, I still think you should make the best of it.”
“Yeah, I will,” I said as I rubbed my forehead. “I don’t know what goes in the Institute during the holidays, though. There was a Christmas play for the elementary kids last week that was kind of cute, but with everyone home for the holidays, the Institute is empty. My roommate, Frankie, went back home to her parents yesterday, so I’m pretty much all alone here.”
“I know,” said Dad, “but I’m sure you will find something to do. And hey, you can always call and talk to us anytime. You could even talk to little Ronny, though he isn’t much of a conversationalist right now.”
“Ashy,” came Ronny’s cute voice over the phone. “Big sister.”
I smiled. “Yes, Ronny, it’s big sister Ashy.”
“Ashy!” said Ronny again, this time happier than before. “Ashy, Ashy!”
Dad chuckled. “See? We all miss you. Don’t worry, though. I was going to give you your Christmas present in person, but we can still ship it to you from America. Franklin did say that Superbia was still accepting packages and mail from other countries, although I have no idea how long it will take for your gift to get there.”
I smiled. “Sounds good, Dad. Anyway, I’ll let you guys go. No need to stay on the phone with me all day. Like I said, I’ll find something to do. Maybe go to the park or something.”
“Sounds like a plan,” said Dad. “Talk to you later, Ash. Merry Christmas.”
“Merry Christmas,” I replied and hung up the phone.
Sighing, I lay my phone on my bed next to my legs but didn’t get up. Despite what I said to Dad, I didn’t really intend to go to the park. I was just bummed that I wouldn’t get to see my family, which would make this the very first Christmas I ever spent without them. It didn’t help that this news had come out of nowhere. If I’d known ahead of time that President Marcus was going to close the airports, then I could have at least prepared for it. As it was, I was now stranded in the Institute all by myself with nothing to do.
Merry Christmas, indeed.
My phone beeped all of a sudden and I held it up to see that I got a text from Barrett. Curious, I opened the text and read its contents:
Hi, Ashley. This is Barrett. Sorry that you can’t go home to visit your family this Christmas. Father regrets that you are stuck here until the travel ban is lifted, but he thinks it’s for the best.
If you don’t have any plans for Christmas break, you are more than welcome to come to Castle Superbia and spend it with me and my family. I know how lonely it can get at the Institute, especially with most of the students having gone home for the holidays. At the very least, you could have dinner with us tonight. We’d be more than happy to have you, especially Father.
Just text me back and let me know if you want to stay with us and I’ll send Nomura to pick you up from the Institute tonight.
Merry Christmas,
Barrett
I smiled when I read that text. It was awfully sweet of Barrett to invite me over to his house for the holidays. He was right. Even though it had only been a day since most of the other students had left, the Institute already felt lonely and empty. Especially after my phone call with my family, which made me feel lonelier than ever.
But I also recalled what Dad just told me about President Marcus. Odd coincidence that Barrett would invite me over for dinner right after I just finished talking with Dad about his dad.
I still wasn’t sure if Dad was right about President Marcus’ views or not. President Marcus himself struck me as a gentleman and even a hero in some respects, even if he wasn’t a formal superhero. Granted, Superbians, in general, seemed to hold a low view of normals, but perhaps President Marcus was different. He might have liked supers a little better than normals, but so what? That was hardly a crime. Besides, President Marcus had made some good points in his interview with Mark Dane about how supers needed to protect each other.
Still, I had to admit I was a little hesitant to answer Barrett’s text. But what else was I supposed to do? I didn’t have any other plans for Christmas break and I definitely didn’t intend to spend the next two weeks entirely by myself.
So I sent Barrett a quick text:
I’d love to have dinner with you and your family! Just tell me when Nomura is coming by so I can get myself ready.
As I hit ‘send,’ a sense of relief washed over me. I wouldn’t have to spend Christmas all by myself this year, after all.
But at the same time, a small voice in the back of my head warned me that I would regret this.
I ignored it, though. What was there to regret? Spending time with one of my best friends and his family?
Everything would be fine. There was nothing for me to worry about.
Although in retrospect, I kind of wish I did listen to that little voice.
Because then I might have been a little better prepared for what awaited me at Castle Superbia.




CHAPTER NINETEEN


Hours later, the limo drove up to Castle Superbia and I looked out the window at the castle itself. 
This was the closest I’d ever been to Castle Superbia before, and it was even more impressive up close than from afar. The huge golden dragon statue on top of the Castle looked even more intimidating and beautiful up close. It was almost life-sized, although I was fairly sure that Barrett’s dragon form wasn’t that big. Perhaps it was based on President Marcus’ dragon form, which I had yet to see in person.
Small stone statues of dragons lined the pathway. The statues varied considerably in style and design, ranging from generic Western dragons that were basically lizards with wings to slim Eastern dragons that reminded me of winged snakes. Beautiful flower beds, still in bloom despite the cold December weather, stood in rows between the statues.
The driveway was paved smoothly. It stopped at the steps up to Castle Superbia, steps that appeared to be made out of silver, or so it looked to me. A red carpet stretched from the doors of the castle to the front steps, while the doors themselves were protected on either side by golden dragon statues similar in design to the one on the top of the castle. Guess President Marcus must have been even more obsessed with dragons than I thought.
Nervously, I looked down at my red dress. Not knowing what I should wear tonight, I’d decided to put on my rarely-worn red formal dress. I’d gotten it a few years ago before I went to the Academy, thinking I would need to wear it at some point. I never did, but I was glad I’d brought it with me to Superbia. I didn’t want to show up to what was obviously going to be a fancy dinner in a t-shirt and jeans. My fluffy black coat went well with it and kept me warm.
Stopping at the front steps, Nomura stepped out of the limo and opened the car door for me. Cold winter air entered the vehicle, making me shiver slightly as I stepped out of the limo’s warm interior. I drew my warm coat more tightly around me, looking around at the fancy-looking castle in awe.
“Ashley!” said Barrett’s loud voice all of a sudden. “So glad you are here!”
Startled, I looked down to see Barrett walking down the stairs toward me. He wore a stunning black suit with a fiery red tie. Barrett always looked handsome, but I thought he looked especially handsome tonight.
Unfortunately, Barrett was not alone. Erica, President Marcus’ bodyguard, followed silently behind him, wearing the same outfit she wore the first time I saw her. Again, something about Erica sent a chill up my spine that had nothing to do with the cold air.
But I ignored it to focus on Barrett. I smiled as Barrett drew closer and said, “Merry Christmas, Barrett! How are you doing?”
“Merry Christmas as well, Ash,” said Barrett, coming to a stop before me. “And I am well, thank you for asking. When I heard the doorbell in the castle, I knew it had to be you and I am pleased to say that I was correct.”
“Well, I’m just glad to be here,” I said as I stretched my limbs. “Better than sitting in my dorm all by myself stewing in my loneliness.”
“Certainly,” said Barrett. “But I promise you that tonight will be a wonderful night. The Castle chef has made an excellent Christmas dinner. You can’t smell it from here, but I can assure you that it is to die for. We will all be eating well tonight, as we always do at Christmas.”
My stomach growled when Barrett said that, prompting me to say, “I hope so. I’m pretty hungry myself.”
Barrett nodded. He looked at Nomura and said, “Would you like to come inside and eat as well, Nomura?”
But Nomura shook his head. “Thanks for the offer, Barrett, but I need to park the limo and join the Castle Guardsmen to keep the Castle safe.”
I looked around in surprise. “I don’t remember seeing any Guardsmen protecting the Castle.”
“Because they are very stealthy,” said Barrett. “You couldn’t see them even if you wanted. But it doesn’t matter. It’s getting cold, so let’s go inside.”
Barrett turned around and walked up the stairs. I followed him as quickly as I could, doing my best to keep up with his longer strides. Erica fell into line behind us, which made me feel pretty nervous, but I didn’t look back at her to avoid drawing suspicion upon myself. That meant I couldn’t look back to say goodbye to Nomura, either, but I did hear the limo’s engine purring as he drove off to find a good parking spot.
We entered through the front doors of the Castle and the change in temperature was immediate. It was incredibly warm in here, making me feel like I’d walked into a kitchen with a wood stove. The hallways of Castle Superbia were wide and beautiful, with marble floors, columns, and even ceiling reflecting the light from the crystal chandeliers above. Paintings of the Eleven Founders—including, I noticed with a twinge of sadness, Henrik—hung from the walls, illuminated partially by the dragon-shaped torches set in between them, though there were also paintings of other people I didn’t recognize.
“Wow,” I said as Barrett, Erica, and I walked. “Your dad sure likes dragons, doesn’t he?”
“Father is something of a dragophile, yes,” said Barrett in a slightly embarrassed tone. “But I can’t blame him. Dragons are really cool and he turns into a dragon, just like me. Though between you and me, Dad’s dragon form is much bigger and more powerful than mine.”
“I gathered as much,” I said. “Even so, the dragon torches seem a bit much, wouldn’t you say?”
“Castle Superbia was designed and built by President Marcus himself,” said Erica behind me suddenly, her tone low and yet sharp. “It is not your place to criticize his design decisions, girl.”
I looked over my shoulder at Erica in shock. It was the first time I’d ever heard her talk and, although she whispered more than shouted, it felt like getting slapped in the face.
Barrett, however, just waved at Erica dismissively and said, “Thanks for defending Father’s honor, Erica, but Ashley is allowed to have her own opinion, even if you don’t agree with it.”
Erica said nothing to that, and with her sunglasses on, it was hard to tell what she was thinking. But I got the distinct impression that she was annoyed at Barrett telling her to leave me alone, although I appreciated it. Especially because Erica still gave me the creeps.
We eventually reached Castle Superbia’s dining room, which put my parents’ dining room to shame. It was a huge chamber of a room with an absolutely massive crystal chandelier hanging from the ceiling, looking big enough to hold five people at once. Off to the side, a huge part of the floor stood wide open, making it look kind of like a ballroom dance floor, while to my right was the dining room table itself, a long, oak table and a tablecloth with dragon designs tossed over it. The places were already set, with sparkling silverware, plates, and crystalline glass cups set at five of the spots on the table. The table looked like it could seat at least fifty people, making me wonder if President Marcus regularly threw huge banquets or had a ton of guests over for some reason.
The table was not empty. Seated at the head of the table, in a dark gray coat very similar to Barrett’s, was President Marcus himself. Again, his similarities with his son were striking. He really did look like an older version of Barrett, though his hair was combed back in contrast to Barrett’s curly hair. As usual, he oozed power just sitting there, deep in discussion with a man I had never seen before, though he looked familiar.
This man was short but bulky. He wore a dark blue suit, his face covered in scars, while his beard was long enough that it went down to his chest. The man didn’t even glance at me as Barrett and I entered the dining room. He was deep in conversation with President Marcus, though I couldn’t hear what they were saying.
Seated in between President Marcus and the other man was a pretty Chinese woman who I had also never seen before. She was not participating in their conversation herself, petting a cute calico kitten that was snoozing in her lap. The Chinese woman, did, however, seem to be listening intently to President Marcus’ conversation with the unknown man, her sharp eyes focused on every detail.
But she was also the first one to notice Barrett and I enter the room. She nudged President Marcus gently, who looked at us and smiled. The other man also looked at us, but he seemed far less pleased to see us, based on the way he curled his lips.
“Ah, Ashley,” said President Marcus as Barrett, Erica, and I approached the table. “It pleases me to see that you made it here safe and sound. Please, take a seat. A spot at the table has already been prepared for you.”
President Marcus gestured at two seats near the head of the table that were indeed prepared for us. I expected Barrett to sit at the spot nearest his father while I got the other, but to my surprise, Barrett took the seat further from President Marcus while leaving the closer one empty. Slightly confused by this arrangement, I took my seat nonetheless, putting me on President Marcus’ right side, directly opposite the Chinese woman, who sat on his left. Barrett sat on my right, opposite the familiar man on the other side of the table, who still didn’t look happy to see us.
“Again, I must apologize for the inconvenience that my actions have caused you,” said President Marcus. He put his hands together. “Barry has informed me that you were planning to head back to America to spend Christmas with your family. I hope you will be happy with spending it with us instead.”
“Oh, no, sir, I’m not that upset,” I said. “I mean, I do miss my family, but this is better than the alternative. I was telling Barrett that it’s better than staying in my dorm all by myself at the Institute for two weeks.”
“Too true,” President Marcus agreed. “Even so, I did this for the safety of Superbia and the global superhuman community. If we can put an end to Parasite’s terrorism and crimes here, then that will make the world a safer place for superhumans in general.”
I nodded politely. “So when will the airlines reopen?”
“Likely after Christmas,” said President Marcus. “But until then, I suggest enjoying yourself, starting tonight with dinner cooked by one of the world’s greatest chefs.”
The unfamiliar man snorted all of a sudden. “Assuming Parasite doesn’t attack tonight.”
I looked at the unfamiliar man with a start. “Wait, is Parasite going to attack Castle Superbia tonight? How come I’ve never heard of this?”
“Because it is not true,” said President Marcus. He shot the unnamed man a hard look. “We’ve discussed this already, Charles. Even if Parasite was dumb enough to attack Castle Superbia tonight, he wouldn’t be able to make it past the Guardsmen. Or you, for that matter.”
The man, apparently named Charles, grunted. “They believed Parasite couldn’t enter the Academy in America, either, and yet look what happened.”
“Wait, who are you and why do you think Parasite is going to attack Castle Superbia?” I said to Charles.
“Forgive me for my rudeness,” said President Marcus, tapping his forehead with his finger. “Ashley, please meet Sir Charles ‘Wind Reaper’ Gaol, the General of the Superbian Knights. Charles, please meet Ashley ‘Crafter’ Jason, who I am sure you know much about already.”
Sir Charles nodded and looked at me directly, his eyes connecting with mine. “Yes. I’ve read your report. I know exactly who you are.”
“Er,” I said, feeling a little unsure all of a sudden, “that’s, um—”
“Charles,” said President Marcus in a light yet reprimanding tone. “Remember your manners. Ashley is our special guest tonight and for the next two weeks until school starts up again. Please be more polite.”
“Yes, Mr. President,” said Sir Charles. “My concern is simply for the safety and security of both you and Superbia as a whole.”
“I know that,” said President Marcus, “but being rude to honored guests keeps me neither safe nor secure.”
Sir Charles closed his mouth. He looked almost embarrassed when President Marcus said that. He looked at me again, this time with a softer gaze, and said, “Nice to meet you, Miss Jason.”
“Er—” I said again until President Marcus interrupted me.
“Apologies for not giving you a better introduction to Sir Charles,” said President Marcus. He nodded at Sir Charles. “Sir Charles here has been leading the Parasite investigation for the past three months or so. It was on his advice that I closed down the airports. He is one of my trusted advisers and friends, being also one of the Eleven Founders.”
Ah. I thought Sir Charles looked familiar. He was the man I’d seen at Henrik’s funeral sitting next to Headmistress Jennings. Even his suit was the same.
“Sir Charles simply believes that Parasite is aiming to kill the Eleven Founders,” President Marcus explained. “Right, Charles?”
“I do,” said Sir Charles, nodding. “Though we have yet to locate Parasite, the theory seems plausible. Hence, we’ve upped the security around the remaining ten Founders, including President Marcus and myself, to keep us safe from Parasite.”
I frowned. “Why would Parasite want to kill all Eleven Founders of Superbia? What does he have to gain from it? Your powers?”
“Possibly,” said Sir Charles. “The Eleven Founders all have incredibly powerful powers. Henrik, for example, could morph his skin into whatever shape he wanted, while you are already quite familiar with President Marcus’ powers. In the hands of a maniac like Parasite, he would be nigh-unstoppable.”
I scratched my chin. “Did it ever occur to you that Parasite might actually be after me? He did swear to get revenge on me when I beat him the first time.”
“That’s another possibility,” said Sir Charles. “Yet if that is the case, then why did Parasite kill Henrik first? Why not go after you directly?”
I opened my mouth to talk about my nightmare, but then the Chinese woman shook her head and said, “Why are we talking about something as awful as Parasite? It’s Christmas. We should be eating good food and having a good time together.”
President Marcus reached out and rubbed the woman’s thigh. “Apologies, Julia. You know how obsessed Sir Charles gets with his work.”
“Julia?” I said. “Is that your name?”
The Chinese woman nodded and smiled at me. “Yes. Julia Marcus. I am Franklin’s wife and Barrett’s mother. Nice to meet you. Barry has told me a lot about you.”
Barrett sighed in exasperation. “Mother, must you call me by that embarrassing nickname? It’s bad enough when Father does, but—”
Julia laughed. “I get it. You are too old to be loved by your mom. What a good son you are.”
Barrett bit his lower lip. “Mother, it’s not like—”
Julia laughed again. “No, I understand, Barry. I’m just pulling your leg. Isn’t that right, Jeffry?”
‘Jeffry’ was apparently the name of the calico kitten in Julia’s lap. The kitten merely mewed softly before curling up in a tighter ball, causing Julia to chuckle.
I smiled. I was already liking Julia and I hadn’t known her for even a minute. She seemed really nice.
Then Julia looked up at me and said, “So … when are you and Barrett getting married?”




CHAPTER TWENTY


My jaw dropped and I felt like I’d gotten slapped in the face. “What? Married?” 
“Sure,” said Julia in a carefree voice. “When will the wedding be? As the wife of the President of Superbia, I have a very full calendar and need to know ahead of time when—”
“Mother,” said Barrett firmly, his face scarlet. “Please stop with your joking. It’s not appropriate.”
Julia flashed Barrett a mischievous smile. “So long as your mother can call you Barry. Deal?”
Barrett sighed so deeply that I thought he’d never stop. “Fine.”
“I still don’t get it,” I said. “Who said anything about marriage?”
“Mother has a very strange sense of humor,” Barrett explained hurriedly. “She’s always teasing me about girls and marriage and stuff. Pay her no heed.”
“There you go again,” said Julia in a fake hurt voice, “telling people not to listen to your wise old mother. What a good son you are.”
Now I was really confused and I wasn’t sure whether I should ask Barrett or Julia to explain.
But then the double doors to the kitchens swung open and a huge carriage filled with delicious-smelling food came rolling out, pushed out by a couple of waiters. All my questions about Julia’s strange sense of humor went out the window the second one of the waiters placed a steaming bowl of potato soup with cheese in it in front of me.
The rest of the evening was spent eating dinner and getting to know the Marcuses. Even Sir Charles turned out to be more of a conversationalist than I first thought, telling me stories about various military exploits he had led the Superbian Knights on. In particular, he told me a story about the final island in the Superbian Islands that he and his Knights needed to conquer, which was already home to a tribe of supers who apparently wanted nothing to do with Superbia. It was a fascinating story, even though I could tell that Sir Charles glossed over most of the gory bits.
And not for my benefit, either. I think it was mostly for Julia. Julia probably contributed upwards of sixty percent of the conversation. She showed off her kitten, Jeffry, to me, who was easily the softest and cutest kitten ever. Julia did not strike me as someone who enjoyed hearing daring tales with lots of blood and death in them, though you’d be surprised at how Sir Charles’ tales captivated her as well.
When dinner was over, I was really tired, so I was happy when President Marcus announced that he and Julia were retiring to bed for the night. Sir Charles mentioned that he needed to get home to his family, while Barrett also wanted to go to sleep.
Luckily, I did not need to venture out into the cold and take the hour-long drive back to my Institute dorm. One of President Marcus’ servant norms showed me to one of the dozen or so guest rooms that Castle Superbia had. It was way fancier and nicer than my dorm room in the Institute, with a big four-poster bed with red curtains, beautiful white sheets, a private bathroom, and even a balcony overlooking the courtyard and Ira as a whole. With soft shag carpeting and a crackling fireplace, the room was cozy and warm.
Fortunately, my belongings had also been transported to Castle Superbia, so I had all my clothes, possessions, and everything else. That included my Super Pills, which filled me with relief when I opened my bag and found my undisturbed bottle of Pills right where I’d left it.
I chuckled when I glanced through the glass doors at the balcony outside. This was definitely better than spending Christmas by myself in the Institute for sure.
A knock at the door suddenly interrupted my thoughts. I walked over to the door and said, “Who is it?”
“Ashley, it’s me,” said Barrett’s slightly muffled voice on the other side of the door. “Can I come in? I would like to talk with you about something.”
I frowned, wondering what would bring Barrett to my room so late at night like this.
Nonetheless, I nodded and said, “Sure. Come on in.”
I opened the door and found Barrett standing in the hallway outside. He looked slightly surprised when I opened the door, but relaxed quickly. He was frowning, though, making me wonder if he was upset about something.
“Thank you,” said Barrett as he stepped into my room. “I apologize for bothering you so late at night. I hope I didn’t wake you.”
“No, I haven’t gone to bed yet,” I said. I gestured at my dress. “See? I’m still in my dress.”
Barrett nodded. “Okay. I just wanted to apologize for Mother’s behavior this evening.”
I tilted my head to the side as I closed the door. “What do you mean? She seemed perfectly nice.”
Barrett scratched the back of his head. “Her joking about marriage. I was worried it might have offended you.”
I chuckled. “Don’t worry, Barrett. I know your mom was joking. I mean, I guess it did kind of come out of nowhere, but I’m not offended or anything like that.”
Barrett rubbed his hands together uncertainly. “That is good to hear. It was hard to tell earlier during all of the conversation, but I’m glad you are not offended.”
“Why would I be?” I said. “Although, I have to admit I found it a weird question to ask. She does know we’re just friends, right?”
Barrett stiffened slightly when I said that. “She does, yes. But Mother has been on me about any girl I happen to know who is close to me in age. She is obsessed with making sure I get married to the ‘right’ girl, although given the number of women she’s attempted to pair me with, her standards don’t seem that high.”
“Oh,” I said. “So she just knows that we’re close in age, friendly, and single and she thinks that means we’re supposed to be together?”
Barrett laughed. “When you put it that way, yes.”
I rubbed my arm. “I’m sure she just cares about your future. My mom can be pretty overbearing sometimes, too, but I know she has my best interests at heart.”
“I know,” said Barrett, “but she is just so embarrassing sometimes. Father wants me to get married, too, but he’s less obnoxious about it.” He sighed and looked at his shoes. “Not that I will get a say one way or another. I’m likely going to get married to whoever my parents choose, which will probably be one of the daughters of the other Founders.”
“You won’t get a choice in the matter?” I questioned.
“No,” said Barrett, shaking his head. “Not every marriage in Superbia is arranged, but many of them are. And it’s mostly among the higher class. Poor people usually have more freedom in marrying who they want.”
I folded my arms across my chest. “Sounds miserable to me.”
Barrett shrugged. “It’s not the worst. I’ve seen plenty of good marriages result from arrangements like that. Still, I can’t say I am looking forward to it. I would like a bit of choice in who I get to be with, but I also want to do what is best for Superbia as a whole.”
“Because you’re going to succeed your father someday as President, right?” I said. “So naturally, your parents want to make sure you pick a good woman to be your wife.”
Barrett looked at me in surprise. “Yes, but how did you figure that out so quickly?”
“It’s pretty obvious,” I said. “Your dad is basically a king, even if his title is technically President. I mean, he calls himself Dragon King, for Pete’s Sake, and you’re Dragon Prince. The whole dynamic is pretty obvious to anyone paying attention.”
“True,” said Barrett. “And I don’t mind it. Like I said, it’s important to fulfill my duty to Superbia. Superbia needs strong leadership and they need to know that the line of succession is stable.”
I took a step toward Barrett for reasons I couldn’t entirely articulate. “So why aren’t you happy about it?”
Barrett licked his lips. He looked away from me, his hands folded in front of him. “It’s a big responsibility. Granted, it won’t be something I need to deal with myself until I’m much older, but still. Running a nation—even one as small as Superbia—is a big task. I see how it wears on Father every day and I can’t imagine doing it myself.”
“Honestly, your father looks pretty good for a national leader,” I said. “I don’t think he has any gray hairs in his head at all.”
“Father simply has good genes,” said Barrett. He ran a hand through his hair. “Which I’ve been told I inherited from him.”
“You definitely have,” I said without thinking. “Sometimes you look more like his cute younger brother than his son.”
I suddenly realized what I said when Barrett looked at me in confusion. “Cute? You think I’m cute?”
Uh-oh. Where had that come from? I hadn’t meant to say cute. I needed to change the topic. Fast. Didn’t help that he looked cute when he was confused.
Thinking quickly, I said, “Er, Barrett, can I ask you something about Superbia? About your father?”
Barrett nodded, despite still looking a little puzzled. “Go ahead.”
I fingered a strand of my hair. “Earlier this morning, I was talking with my dad about the differences between Superbian and American supers. He said that American supers generally believe we should use our powers to protect normals, while Superbians believe we shouldn’t. Is that true?”
Barrett’s eyes narrowed and his lip twitched slightly. “That is a simplified way to put it, but yes, that is accurate.”
My jaw dropped. “Wow. I didn’t expect such a blunt answer.”
“I see no need to hide anything from you, Ashley,” said Barrett. “I am sure you are smart enough to figure that out on your own, anyway. But yes, Superbians generally don’t see the need to use our powers to protect normals.”
“Why?” I said. “Don’t we, as supers, have a duty to use our powers to protect normals and keep them safe? Especially from other supers?”
Barrett seemed to be carefully considering his next words. “To some degree, yes. It is right for the strong to protect the weak. I certainly have a lot of respect and admiration for superheroes like what you have in America and around the world. They often represent the best in supers. I wouldn’t mind being a superhero myself someday, to be honest. But it’s not that simple.”
“What do you mean?” I said. “I know you are supposed to succeed your father as President of Superbia when you’re older, so I can see how that would be hard to balance with being a superhero, but I don’t see where the conflict lies.”
Barrett sighed. “I know what it looks like. People often accuse Superbians of being superhuman supremacists, but they don’t get that what we want is for our kind to live and flourish. Because not all normals like us.”
“I know that,” I said. “But I also know that most normals are decent people who actually like supers.”
Barrett eyed me carefully. “Are you sure about that, Ash? Indeed, most normals do not hate us nearly as much as the Guardians of Humanity do, but there are normals out there who hate us nonetheless. Let me show you something.”
Barrett walked over to the balcony, pushing open the glass doors gently. A cold breeze came through, making me shiver when it touched the exposed portions of my skin. Nonetheless, I followed Barrett onto the balcony and leaned against the stone railing.
Ira spread out underneath us, blinking with Christmas lights. Light snow was falling from the sky, making me shiver when it touched my skin. Then Barrett suddenly took off his jacket and rested it on my shoulders. It was a bit too big for me, but it was warmer than my dress and kept the snow off me, at least.
Barrett, his white shirt now collecting snow on it, looked out over the city of Ira below. “Ashley, can you see the Institute from here?”
Puzzled, I peered out across the city and spotted the Institute’s main castle. “Yeah, I see it. Hard to miss an old-fashioned castle in the middle of a huge city.”
Barrett nodded without looking at me. “Tell me, Ashley, do you know what Superbia used to be called before the Eleven Founders turned it into a haven for supers?”
I shook my head. “No, what?”
Barrett looked at me. “Hope’s Cape. It was a tiny, uninhabited chain of islands that few knew of and even fewer cared about. But it was not entirely uninhabited.”
“Who lived on Hope’s Cape before the Superbians?” I said.
Barrett glanced at the Institute’s castle. “A normal scientist who called himself Science Master. On the spot where the Institute castle once stood, Science Master had built his own castle. Indeed, all of Ira is built on the slave camp where Science Master’s slaves worked.”
“Slave camp?” I said. “Who were his slaves?”
Barrett sighed. “Supers. Just like you and me.”
“He enslaved supers?” I said in shock. “Despite being a normal? How—?”
“He sprayed them with powerless gas regularly,” said Barrett, “as well as putting collars on their necks with powerless gas in them. Science Master committed countless horrific experiments on his superhuman slaves, who he kidnapped from all over the world. The ones who survived his experiments were made into slave laborers, often worked to death by their normal masters.”
“Oh my God,” I said, putting a hand on my mouth. “I had no idea that was in Superbia’s past.”
“Few do,” said Barrett. His grip on the railing tightened. “But we in Superbia are taught it as part of our national history. Although Science Master’s crimes were committed years before Superbia was founded, his actions were what led to the creation of Superbia as a state.”
“What happened to him?” I said. “Did anyone stop him?”
“Actually, someone did stop him,” said Barrett. He held up two fingers. “Two people, in fact. My father, Dragon King, and your father, Bolt.”
I stared at Barrett in shock. “Really? What happened?”
“I said already that Science Master was kidnapping supers from all over the world,” said Barrett, “though most of his slaves were American and British supers. This caused the US and UK governments to send their best supers to infiltrate Hope’s Cape and find out what Science Master was really doing there. The US sent Bolt, while the UK sent Dragon King.”
“Dad did say he met your father before,” I said, looking out across Ira thoughtfully. “That must be how they met each other.”
“Yes,” said Barrett with a nod. “Father, as you can imagine, was horrified by the way Science Master treated his slaves. Although the mission was merely to scout and return at a later date to rescue the slaves, Father couldn’t stand it. He attacked Science Master’s slave camp and, together with Bolt, killed Science Master, his minions, and destroyed his castle, turning it into a smoking ruin. They also freed the slaves and returned them to their rightful countries.”
“Your father killed them all?” I said.
Barrett nodded heavily. “Yes. In fact, that is how my parents met. Mother was the first slave that Father saved. She fell in love with him and the two got married the following year. That is why she is so loyal to him.”
“And then he built the Institute on the ruins of Science Master’s castle,” I said, glancing at the Institute’s castle. “I see.”
“Yes,” said Barrett, his lips curling into a grim smile. “Father sees it as poetic justice. Whereas Science Master had left his slaves dumb and uneducated, there was now a school—the best school in the world—dedicated solely to the education of supers. Science Master is likely rolling in his grave … if he hadn’t been reduced to a pile of burnt bones.”
I shook my head. “I didn’t know that. Any of that.”
“Few do,” said Barrett. “And then, six years later Father returned, along with ten other supers, to Hope’s Cape and founded Superbia. And the rest, as they say, is history.”
Barrett looked at me again, his expression hard. “That’s when Father realized that supers needed our own country. To provide us a haven where we could live safely from the persecution and oppression of normals. That’s why in Superbia, there is neither superhero nor supervillain, but we are all simply super.”
I had nothing to say to that. I hadn’t known the story of Superbia’s founding, or rather, the story before Superbia’s founding. It explained a lot of things, including the differences between American and Superbian supers.
But I was really surprised to learn of Dad’s involvement in that incident. Dad had never gone into detail on how he and President Marcus had met or come to know each other. Granted, it was a rather dark story, but I still found it strange that Dad never told us about it. Perhaps I would ask him about it the next time he called.
I leaned against the railing next to Barrett and touched his arm. “I’m sorry. Slaves … I can’t believe it.”
Barrett shrugged. “Science Master is dead and his legacy was destroyed. From the ashes of his slave camp rose Superbia, which is something I’m sure Science Master would hate. There’s nothing to apologize for. You simply didn’t know it.”
My hands balled into fists. “I wish I did, though. It explains so much.”
Barrett looked at me. “As I said, it’s not common knowledge outside of Superbia. But now you know. And hopefully, understand, as well.”
I looked into Barrett’s eyes and felt my breath escape my lungs. His gaze was intense as fire, but at the same time, comforting.
And before I knew—maybe even before Barrett knew it—I leaned forward and kissed him right on the lips.




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Barrett’s lips were warm and moist against mine. A heat I’d never felt before rose within me. I grabbed Barrett and he grabbed onto me. We held each other tightly for a moment, kissing firmly. His grip was shockingly strong, but I felt secure in it and wished he would hold me even closer. I wrapped my arms around him, my hands caressing his huge back. 
Then, like someone flipped on a switch, I pulled away from Barrett and broke out of his arms. His warmth was still on my lips, as was the warmth from his body, but despite that, I didn’t want to be near him right now.
Barrett seemed to feel the same. I could tell he wanted to grab me and hold me close again, but he cleared his throat and said, “Er, it’s getting late. I am sure you are tired. I need to go back to my room.”
I nodded shakily. “Y-Yeah. I need to go to your bed—I mean, my bed, too.”
Barrett nodded quickly and made his way past me back into my room.
Then, realizing I still had his jacket on, I ran in after him and said, “Barrett, don’t forget your jacket.”
I held out Barrett’s jacket to him, feeling its warmth leave my body as I removed it. Barrett took his jacket and, without looking directly at me, said, “Thanks. Mother would kill me if I lost this jacket. It belonged to her father.”
“Oh,” I said. “That’s … neat.”
Dang it. Why did I have to say something so stupid? I could have said something a lot better than ‘neat.’
Barrett, however, did not seem to notice what I said. He just slipped his jacket back on and left the room, closing the door behind him, almost slamming it shut. My heart ached to see him leave, but I didn’t run after him.
Instead, I closed the balcony doors, drew the curtains in front of it, and then fell down on my bed, still in my dress.
I couldn’t believe what just happened. Barrett and I kissed.
And it had felt so good.
I’d always thought Barrett was attractive, cute, even handsome. Yet it had never occurred to me that Barrett might feel the same way about me. Or that I would be the one to initiate a kiss between us. His lips had tasted so good and had been so warm. I suddenly missed having his large, powerful arms around me, holding me firmly against his chest.
I shook my head. There was no denying it now: I was in love with Barrett. And I suspected he felt the same about me.
So why did I let go of him and why was he so quick to leave my room? Did he just feel ashamed? Was it because his parents hadn’t arranged for us to be together? Was he worried that his parents might catch us kissing?
I had no idea. Mind-reading was not one of my powers.
All I knew was that I wanted Barrett and wanted him now.
-
I woke with a start in my room, blinking hard. It was almost pitch-black in my room and I was rather cold for some reason. A glance at my body showed that I had fallen asleep in my dress on top of my covers and a glance at the clock revealed that it was about midnight. I wondered why I woke up at such an ungodly hour but realized I needed to use the bathroom. Probably needed to shower and get into my pajamas, too. I had no idea what time the Marcuses usually got up, but Barrett struck me as a morning person, so I figured they would be waking up pretty early.
Yawning, I rose from the bed and stumbled toward the bathroom. I nearly tripped over my feet in the darkness but managed to find the bathroom, where I turned on the light. The sudden change in light temporarily blinded me, forcing me to blink rapidly to let my eyes adjust to the light.
Once my eyes finished adjusting to the light, I found myself staring into the bathroom mirror, which let me see just how messy my hair was. I looked like a complete mess.
It also let me see the masked man behind me, raising a sword.
I whirled around, summoning a light hammer in my hand, but when I turned around, the masked man was gone. Puzzled, I looked around the large bathroom, but I was the only person in here. Nor did I see anyone in my room outside.
I shook my head. It must have just been my imagination. Who knows what sort of delusions my half-asleep mind had made me see? I didn’t remember dreaming during my brief sleep, but my subconscious was probably still active anyway.
I turned around to face the mirror again and splashed water on my face. Wiping the water off my face with a fluffy, smooth hand towel, I felt much more awake and looked into the mirror again, sure I would see only my face.
And that was all I saw. Thank God.
“Long time, no see, Ashley,” said a familiar smooth voice behind me that I hadn’t heard in a while.
I looked over my shoulder just in time to see a sword come flying at my face. I ducked, falling to the bathroom floor and causing the sword to miss. When the sword hit the mirror, however, it dissipated into mist.
Before I could puzzle that, a figure stepped into the bathroom. He was tall and clearly well-built, wearing a fancy suit with a yellow bow tie. A top hat stood on his head, while he carried an empty sword sheath/cane in his right hand and a sword in his left. A short black cape went down from his shoulders to his back, while his dark eyes glared at me with amusement and hate.
I couldn’t believe it. “Joey? You can’t be here. Not now.”
Gentleman smirked. “Not surprised you remember me. You never forget your first crush.”
No doubt about it: The masked gentleman in front of me was Joseph ‘Gentleman’ Jones, my first crush in the Academy, former Top Student of Team Justice, and current ally of and best friends with Parasite, as well as a huge traitor to the Academy as a whole.
I scrambled to my feet, finding that my movement was limited due to Gentleman standing in the doorway. I couldn’t just run past him, not unless I wanted to get skewered on his cane sword.
Gentleman seemed to realize that because he held his sword before him in a casual yet dangerous way. He looked me up and down approvingly. “You’ve certainly matured since we last saw each other, though your dress looks a little wrinkled.”
I bit my lower lip. “What are you doing here, Joey? How did you get past security?”
Gentleman chuckled. “Security? Is that what they call those two drunks at the gates and their pathetically easy to avoid security cameras? Superbia must have a very different definition of ‘security’ than America does.”
“Guess so,” I said, “if you and Parasite got here.”
Gentleman leaned on his cane sheath. “I see you’ve already heard the news. Good for you. It means you’re not totally oblivious to your surroundings.”
“Kind of hard not to notice when Parasite murders a high-ranking government official and the country shuts down to mourn said official,” I said. “Although we didn’t know for sure that you were here, either.”
“You should have,” said Gentleman. “Parasite and I have spent the last two years on the run. We’ve had to rely on each other to survive. It was hard, let me tell you, but we managed it. And now, we have an entire country afraid of us.”
Then Gentleman took a step forward. “Frankly, though, I don’t give a darn about how Superbia feels about us. I came to Superbia with one goal: Kill you.”
I stepped back, despite knowing that there was nowhere for me to run. “Then why did you guys kill Henrik? And why are you targeting the other Eleven Founders?”
“The Boss told us to,” said Gentleman. “That’s why.”
“The Boss?” I said. “Who’s that?”
Gentleman smirked. “Parasite’s benefactor. You know, the one who the G-Men, NHA, INJ, Academy Board, and everyone else in the American superhuman community believe is Parasite’s supporter? I can confirm he exists, though I’ve never met him myself. He only communicates to us through intermediaries, temporary phone numbers and email addresses, and the occasional cryptic letter in the mail. Very mysterious fellow, this Boss is.”
“He’s giving you and Parasite orders, then?” I said.
“More or less,” said Gentleman. “The Boss isn’t very talkative, but he’s been communicating with us more than usual recently. But I’m not dumb. I can tell you’re trying to fish for information from me, information which you plan to give to the Superbian government to bust Parasite and me. I won’t fall for it.”
Gentleman took another step forward into the bathroom. I backed up again until I hit the glass shower. I looked over my shoulder to see the clear glass shower behind me, which impeded my movement. I suppose I could enter the shower, but that would just trap me and give me no room to fight Gentleman.
I looked at Gentleman defiantly. “So what if I was? You said I’m a smart girl. Don’t be surprised.”
“Oh, I’m not,” said Gentleman. “Mostly, I’m disappointed, though I really shouldn’t be. Girlish cleverness can only take a woman so far. It’s why you’re the only woman who has ever intrigued me. Nearly every other woman I’ve known has been too dim and slow to keep up with me. You are a credit to your gender.”
I grimaced. “Your name becomes more and more ironic with every word you speak.”
“Women are boring,” said Gentleman. “Men are much more interesting if you catch my drift. You should, seeing as you were slobbering all over Barrett earlier.”
I grinned. “Jealous?”
“No,” said Gentleman, shaking his head. “Not even remotely. Barrett isn’t my kind of guy. His obvious puppy dog love toward you fits you, however, because you are a very sentimental woman.”
“Is that meant to be an insult or something?” I said. “Barrett is a hundred times the man you would ever be. I can see why you wouldn’t like him. He’s too honest. Not like you.”
Gentleman laughed. “Honest? Don’t you see what he really wants from you? You must be blinded by hormones not to see the obvious.”
“The obvious?” I said. “What do you mean? That he’s in love with me?”
“I will tell you something I told you a long time ago, Ashley,” said Gentleman. “You’re a smart girl. Figure it out yourself.”
With that, Gentleman rushed forward. He moved inhumanly fast, his legs a blur. I summoned a light barrier to protect me, but to my shock, he passed through like it wasn’t there at all and stabbed me in the chest with his sword.
But his sword—indeed, his whole body—exploded into mist as soon as the tip of his blade touched my chest. Shocked, I fell down onto my hands and knees, my knees trembling.
“Wha—huh?” I said, looking around the bathroom in confusion. “Gentleman—?”
Gentleman appeared in the doorway again, his sword at his side as if he had never moved at all. “That was an illusion, Ashley. Just like this.”
“You mean you were an illusion the entire time?” I said. “But you looked so real …”
“Yes, the entire time,” said Gentleman. “I lied when I said I made it past security. I didn’t. I just created an illusionary clone of myself to torment you. The real me is still beyond the walls of Castle Superbia, controlling this illusion.”
My lips trembled. “But why? Why trick me like this?”
Gentleman smirked. “To destroy any illusion of safety that you may have left.”
With that, Gentleman turned and transformed into a cloud of mist, disappearing from my sight and leaving me alone on the floor of the bathroom, quivering with fear and uncertainty.




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


And then he tried to stab you?” said President Marcus the next morning, sitting across from me at the breakfast table. “But you don’t have any stab wounds on you …” 
“It was a trick, sir,” I said. “An illusion. Joey—Gentleman can conjure realistic illusions with his powers. The Gentleman I fought last night wasn’t even real.”
“I recall reading about Gentleman in Sir Charles’ report on Parasite,” said President Marcus as he cut into his sausage patty with his fork and knife cleanly and swiftly. Popping the bit of greasy patty in his mouth, President Marcus chewed and swallowed before saying, “But I hadn’t really grasped just how powerful his illusions were until you told me just now.”
I nodded and scratched behind the ears of Jeffry the kitten, who had chosen to sleep in my lap this morning. I wasn’t normally a big cat person, but I was still so shaken from my encounter with Gentleman last night that I needed a lot of comfort. And luckily for me, I’d managed to win over Jeffry during dinner the night before, so he was more than happy to curl up in my lap while I had breakfast. “Trust me, his illusions are even more powerful than that. He can create entire settings with his powers, complete with sight, smell, taste, sound, and even touch. He’s almost more dangerous than Parasite. Almost.”
Julia, who sat next to President Marcus, shook her head swiftly. “Here we were, worrying about this Parasite figure when it was this Gentleman person who we really should have been worried about.”
“Yet he technically did not get past security, Julia,” President Marcus pointed out. “As Ashley said, he simply projected an illusion of himself into the castle. That means that Castle Superbia’s Guardsmen did their job.”
“Perhaps,” said Julia, “but I still dislike the idea of even the illusion of a terrorist stalking the halls of our home. Something must be done about him, preferably as soon as possible.”
“That’s why the Guardsmen are searching the castle grounds, dear,” said President Marcus. “And the surrounding area. As well, Sir Charles has already posted an alert online for any Superbian citizens who may have information that could lead to Gentleman’s arrest.”
“Just like how they’ve been having really good luck finding Parasite, right?” I said, despite my best efforts not to be sarcastic.
President Marcus looked at me reprovingly. “Ashley, please show some respect to the Superbian Knights. They are the best of the best that the Superbian military has to offer. Trust me, they will find both Parasite and Gentleman eventually.”
“Sorry,” I said, rubbing Jeffry’s belly. “I’m still stressed out from last night. The more stressed I am, the more sarcastic I become.”
“Understandable,” said President Marcus, “but if I may, I would recommend not using such a tone around the Knights or Guardsmen. They may be obligated to protect you, but they also remember those who are ungrateful toward them. Just a hint.”
I nodded. “Yeah. I’ll keep that in mind next time I see one of the Guardsmen.”
“That’s nice and all, but what about this so-called ‘Boss’ who is apparently giving orders to Parasite and Gentleman?” said Julia, looking from me to President Marcus and back again. “I thought those two were working for themselves.”
“They are definitely not,” I said. “And honestly, I suspect Parasite has been working for the ‘Boss’ for several years now, at least since he left the Academy. The teachers have speculated that Parasite has only remained at large for as long as he has due to a mysterious benefactor, likely one not from America.”
President Marcus sipped his coffee and frowned. “You are not suggesting that their Boss is in Superbia, are you? Because I am certain we would know if there was a terrorist benefactor in our country.”
“I didn’t say he was in Superbia,” I said, shaking my head. “He could be anywhere. The point is that we now have proof that Parasite and Gentleman are working for someone else.”
“Assuming Gentleman wasn’t lying,” said President Marcus. “I would not be so quick to believe the words of an illusionist. Especially one like Gentleman, who already has a track record of deception and lies.”
“I don’t think he was lying this time,” I said. “Like I said, it explains how Parasite and Gentleman have remained active for so long. At this point, it’s just a matter of figuring out who he is, where he is, and, maybe more importantly, why he’s funding these two in the first place.”
“A mystery that Sir Charles and his Knights will likely uncover on their own at some point,” said President Marcus. “Assuming this ‘Boss’ is somewhere in Superbia, it should not be difficult for us to find him. The Superbian government has extensive financial information on every wealthy person in the country. I will see if I can have the Treasurer narrow down the selection to a likely suspect.”
President Marcus, without warning, pulled out his phone and quickly texted something to someone. His phone vibrated, perhaps a sign that he had received a response.
Whatever the response was, President Marcus appeared satisfied with it because he nodded and put his phone away. “There. I informed Jonathan Ahmed, the Treasurer of Superbia, to get started on analyzing the tax returns and financial information on all individuals who are in the top tax bracket. In a few weeks, I am sure we will have a possible candidate, if not the culprit himself.”
My jaw dropped. “Wow. You don’t waste time.”
“Wasting time is not the Superbian way, Ashley,” President Marcus replied. “When someone threatens my country, I must protect it by any means necessary.”
President Marcus said that last sentence with a hint of bloodlust in his voice. Once again, I found myself happy to be on his good side. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to have President Marcus as an enemy. I would ask the Guardians who he killed on the plane, but, well, they were dead, so I couldn’t.
“By the way, Ashley, did Gentleman mention anything about the Founders?” President Marcus inquired. “For example, did he say whether he and Parasite are trying to kill the others?”
“He made it sound like he didn’t know what Parasite was doing,” I said. “He said that he and Parasite were working separately. Gentleman is trying to kill me, while Parasite is targeting the Founders.”
“Fascinating,” said President Marcus. “Well, at least now we know for sure that Parasite is trying to kill the Founders. That’s good information to have. It will help Sir Charles catch him, I’m sure.”
“I’d increase the security on the Founders, myself,” I said. I sighed. “And maybe me, too, though I’m not sure what you can do to protect me from Gentleman’s illusions.”
Julia looked around worriedly all of a sudden. “If Gentleman is after you, then maybe he will try to harm us, as well. Has anyone seen Barrett this morning?”
“Barrett is out helping the Guardsmen search the surrounding area for Gentleman,” President Marcus said as he cut into his sausage patty again. “He volunteered to go out and help. Apparently, he has some kind of personal vendetta against Gentleman, at least from what I was able to gather.”
I said nothing as President Marcus and Julia talked. I merely scratched behind Jeffry’s ears, trying not to act weird, but it was hard not to when they mentioned Barrett.
Just mentioning Barrett made me feel all kinds of strange emotions. I remembered our discussion last night, the passionate kiss and embrace we shared, and then his ashamed expression when he left me. I remembered Gentleman taunting me, claiming that Barrett didn’t love me and only wanted me for his own reasons.
I didn’t understand what that meant. Barrett and I were still friends, and maybe something more. How could Gentleman know what Barrett ‘really’ wanted from me?
Even so, that was the only bit of information I had not given to either Sir Charles or President Marcus about my bathroom encounter last night. I heavily suspected that Barrett’s shame came from the fact that most marriages in Superbia were arranged. Obviously, the two of us were not even remotely close to marriage yet, even if we were attracted to each other. Perhaps Barrett felt guilty for kissing a girl who his parents had not approved of him being with, despite his mom’s jokes about our marriage.
But I was no mind reader. For all I knew, Barrett might have had completely different reasons for reacting the way that he did. I just wish he would talk to me about them. That was probably the real reason Barrett was hunting down Gentleman, aside from his personal vendetta against him for betraying the Academy and nearly killing me.
It was also a convenient excuse not to talk to me about our relationship. Which was very annoying, now that I thought about it. It was also kind of funny, though. Barrett was willing to go toe-to-toe with superhuman serial killers but was afraid of talking about his feelings with me. Typical guy thing.
“Ashley,” said President Marcus, causing me to snap out of my thoughts and look at him. “Are you all right? You went very quiet all of a sudden.”
“What?” I said as I stroked Jeffry’s hair. “It’s nothing. Just … er, thinking about how Gentleman will probably keep messing with me with his illusions, something I don’t have any defense against.”
That was a lie, obviously, but not entirely. After my encounter with Gentleman, I had worried about how I was going to defend myself going forward. Gentleman’s illusions couldn’t be fought even with my light powers.
“Surely you could use your power over light to disrupt his illusions?” President Marcus said as he popped another bit of sausage into his mouth.
“They are illusions, not holograms,” I said, tapping the side of my head. “It’s based entirely on the mind. My powers are completely ineffective against his illusions.”
President Marcus nodded thoughtfully. “Mind-based, hmm? Yes, those are tricky powers to defend against, especially if you lack mental powers yourself. But not impossible.”
I looked at President Marcus in confusion. “Not impossible? What do you mean by that? Do you know of a way to defend my mind from mental attacks?”
President Marcus tapped his chin, perhaps carefully choosing his next words. “Due to my position as President of Superbia, I’ve learned of many different ways to defend myself. That includes mental attacks, as those are the most insidious and hardest to defend against.”
I leaned forward eagerly. “You mean you are willing to teach me mental self-defense techniques? That’s really generous of you. You don’t have to do it, honestly, because I know how busy you are—”
“Oh, I’m not going to teach you,” said President Marcus, shaking his head. “Truthfully, I’m not a very good teacher, and the techniques I speak of can’t be taught by those without mental powers. Do you remember Mind Games, Ashley?”
I searched my memory for that name. “You mean the guy who stopped the plane from crashing into your home?”
President Marcus smiled. “Exactly. Aside from being one of the Eleven Founders, Mind Games is the most powerful telekinetic user in the world. What truly makes him unique, however, is his study of neo-psychology.”
I tilted my head to the side. “Neo-psychology? What’s that?”
“To sum it up, neo-psychology is to psychology what neogenetics is to genetics,” said President Marcus. “It’s the study of the super mind, which Mind Games believes is fundamentally different from the normal mind. He believes that our psychology gives us certain advantages over normals, such as an ability to develop defenses against mental attacks which normals can’t protect themselves from at all.”
“I’ve heard of neogenetics before, but never neo-psychology,” I said. “Is it new?”
“Mind Games is actually the founder of the discipline,” President Marcus explained. “Before founding Superbia, Mind Games was a psychologist from China who specialized in helping supers with their mental problems. He created neo-psychology because he felt like normal psychology inadequately explained the various mental issues he encountered while counseling supers.”
“Mind Games knows his stuff,” said Julia. “He helped me deal with the trauma of being enslaved by Science Master. He’s also the leader of Superbia’s Neo-Psychology Research Center, where he trains Superbians who wish to become neo-psychologists.”
“That’s interesting,” I said. “So you think Mind Games can teach me how to defend my mind from mental attacks?”
“I don’t merely believe that he can,” said President Marcus. He tapped his forehead. “I know that he can. I can even arrange a meeting with him if you want. Trust me, he’s the real deal.”
I bit my lower lip. Neo-psychology sounded strange to me, but at the same time, it was hard to argue with it. I always thought of supers and normals more or less had the same psychology, but if our genetics were different enough to require an entirely separate field of study, then why not our minds? At the very least, I could learn how to defend myself mentally, which would hopefully make it harder for Gentleman to attack me in the future.
“Okay,” I said as I stroked Jeffry’s back, earning an appreciative purr as a response. “I’d like to meet Mind Games and learn mental self-defense techniques from him.”
“Excellent,” said President Marcus. “I will give him a call later today and let him know. I will keep you in the loop on when Mind Games will be available. He is a busy man, as you might have guessed, but I am certain he will be able to fit you into his schedule.”
“Hope so,” I said, “because I can only take getting randomly attacked like that once.”
“Worry not, Ashley,” said President Marcus. “Once Mind Games takes you under his tutelage, you will never have to worry about mental attacks from Gentleman or anyone else ever again.”
I nodded and returned my attention to Jeffry as President Marcus and Julia began discussing their plans for the day. I didn’t pay them that much attention. I was mostly thinking about Mind Games and his training.
I had no idea at all what mental self-defense training entailed, but aside from the obvious fact that it would help me see through Gentleman’s illusions, another potential question came to mind:
What if Gentleman was somehow responsible for my nightmare as well?




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


The rest of Christmas break passed without too much excitement. Sir Charles and the Castle Guardsmen reported that Gentleman was nowhere to be found, either on the Castle grounds or in the general area around the Castle. That’s what Nomura told me when he showed up after breakfast because he had apparently been helping the Guardsmen out of a sense of guilt. Nomura felt that, as my bodyguard, he had failed to protect me from Gentleman and so wanted to do whatever he could to make up for that. 
In fact, that was one of the new security measures put in place while I stayed at Castle Superbia. Nomura stayed outside my door during the night or occasionally spend the night on the balcony. He didn’t seem to mind the lack of sleep. Actually, Nomura never seemed tired, period, now that I thought about it. It occurred to me that I had never found out what Nomura’s powers were. Perhaps he could get by with less sleep than most people? That would explain a lot.
Barrett stopped hiding from me after a while, but we never had a moment alone together after our romantic encounter that night. Barrett would always make sure that his mom, dad, or even one of the servant norms was around anytime we were together. He was pretty good at making it seem natural and not forced, but I wasn’t fooled. Barrett just didn’t want to talk with me about what happened between us that night. Again, I didn’t understand why, other than because of cultural differences.
But who gives a rip about cultural differences? Honestly, I just wanted to be with Barrett. And I knew that he wanted to be with me. So why were we not spending time together every chance we could get? It made no sense to me, but then, guys were generally a mystery to me, despite having two younger brothers. Or maybe I just wanted to believe that there had to be some guys out there who were more emotionally mature than Jake. I was an optimist at heart, after all.
Regardless, Christmas break was still fun, especially when I found out that the Marcuses would apparently cut down the huge oak trees around their castle and use one of those as a Christmas tree. They went all out when it came to Christmas decoration, though President Marcus made it sound like it was mostly Julia who was obsessed with decorating. That was how I learned that Superbians apparently put dragons on their Christmas trees rather than stars, which seemed like a weird tradition until I remembered how much President Marcus was obsessed with dragons. Must have trickled down to the rest of society.
My Christmas gift from my family arrived as well. It was a big box of Christmas chocolates that I couldn’t find in Superbia. It was a nice reminder of home, making me miss it more than ever, despite knowing why the airlines were closed.
That was why I was a bit disappointed to go back to school in early January. The Marcuses now felt a little bit like extended family. They certainly treated me as one of their own. In fact, they even got me a nice gift, a cute pink scarf with reindeer designs on it, for Christmas, which was really sweet of them. President Marcus himself even told me that I was welcomed back to Castle Superbia anytime I wanted.
It made me wonder, again, why Dad apparently did not trust President Marcus. How could you not trust such a nice man? Granted, most politicians were idiots, but President Marcus seemed like one of the few good ones. I wasn’t quite ready to sing his praises as one of his loyal citizens, but I could see why he was really popular with the Superbian public.
When school started up again in January, however, I hit the ground running. The teachers gave us even more homework than before. Our classes became harder and the teachers pushed us more than ever. It seemed like I didn’t get a chance to rest because there was always something to do.
Barrett and I still had most of the same classes, but like in Castle Superbia, Barrett was also good at making sure we never had much alone time. During class, he would listen harder and more attentively than any of the other students, prompting more than one teacher to praise him for his listening. Mr. Barbarian, in particular, would praise Barrett for listening to and applying the criticisms of his fighting style, which I can’t blame him for. Although Mr. Barbarian might have been a harsh teacher, he was an even better Combat teacher than Sea Sister.
Again, it was a little frustrating to never get alone time with Barrett, but given how busy I was, I wasn’t sure I would have much alone time with him even if he wasn’t avoiding me. Besides, I did have a few bigger things than our relationship to worry about: Namely, Parasite and Gentleman.
The two villains were still at large. In fact, the Superbian Knights had now put up bounties for Parasite and Gentleman on the Superbian government’s website. They were offering a million dollars, each, for the capture of Parasite and Gentleman, and half a million each for any information or tips on their current whereabouts. I didn’t hear any news about the Treasurer’s audits of the rich to find out who the Boss was, but I assumed it must not have gone all that well if they had to put up bounties for the villains to encourage Superbian bounty hunters to take them down.
Fortunately, neither Parasite nor Gentleman made any further attacks on me after my bathroom encounter in Castle Superbia in December. Perhaps that was due to the increase in security around the Institute. I learned that the Institute had hired telepaths to provide a ‘mental defense’ of the school. They didn’t specify who they were defending the school from, but they were obviously worried about Gentleman. You rarely saw the telepaths, though. They seemed really good at sneaking around and hiding from others, almost like ninja.
In any case, I mentioned my theory about the nightmare being caused by Gentleman to Mr. Sycamore. Mr. Sycamore, however, seemed skeptical about the idea, especially when I mentioned that Gentleman’s powers did not, as far as we know, extend into the world of dreams. It was still far more likely that Parasite had stolen a power that let him enter a person’s dreams, though we had no proof of that, either.
Regardless, the nightmare did not go away, but Parasite also stopped making appearances. The nightmare went back to normal, which was reassuring in its own way, in the way that a return to normalcy was usually reassuring. The absence of Parasite did make me wonder, but maybe Parasite was so focused on keeping his head down that he didn’t have time to torment me in my nightmares.
Even so, I was glad when I received a call from Mind Games’ secretary, a woman named Barbara Jordan, in mid-January to schedule a self-defense appointment with Mind Games for sometime in February. What made this even better was that Mind Games was giving me these lessons for free. Normally, he charged a hefty fee to anyone who wanted to learn mental self-defense techniques from him, but because President Marcus had personally asked him to teach me, he was willing to waive the fee entirely.
And so it was, on February 21st, that I found myself entering the Neo-Psychology Research Center to take my first mental self-defense lessons …




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Sunday, February 21st, 1:03 PM, 2038 … 
The Neo-Psychology Research Center was an impressive building. Like most buildings in Ira, its style was a mixture of modernist and traditional design. Square like a box, but with windows and decorative gargoyles that gave it a Victorian-style feeling, the Neo-Psychology Research Center looked unique even among the buildings of Ira. A small garden and walking path stood off to the right, where a pond with ducks stood, the ducks quacking happily as Nomura and I walked past them to the front doors of the Research Center.
“This is the place?” I said as we passed a sign that read Neo-Psychology Research Center, Ira, Superbia. “It’s quite … interesting.”
Nomura nodded. “Mind Games personally designed it himself, or so I heard. That’s probably why it looks so, er, ‘interesting.’ I’ve actually never visited here myself.”
“You haven’t?” I said. “So this is a new experience for you, too.”
“More or less,” said Nomura. “But I’ve always wanted to visit. Neo-psychology is fascinating, and learning mental self-defense techniques has always been a goal of mine. It’s just hard to find teachers and even harder to find teachers who you can afford to pay.”
“Is mental self-defense normally expensive to learn?” I said.
“Very,” said Nomura, rubbing his forehead. “That’s why I’m a little jealous of you, to be honest, because you’re getting it for free from Mind Games himself.”
I nodded as the doors slid open before us, allowing us to enter without hesitation.
The lobby was fairly open, with plenty of sofas, chairs, and tables to sit at. On the walls were pictures of the Research Center staff, including one of Mind Games himself. The lobby smelled of lemons, a scent that I could not identify the source of, though I assumed it was probably the lingering odor from the cleaners.
There weren’t too many people in the lobby. A young woman with big eyes sat in one of the recliners next to an older man who had to be her dad, while a middle-aged woman with an ereader device of some sort sat by herself. A nervous-looking young man sat at the complete opposite end of the lobby, typing on a computer. He did glance up when we entered, but then returned his attention to his work when he saw who we were. Perhaps he was waiting for someone else.
Regardless, Nomura and I walked up to the front desk, where the receptionist—a middle-aged black woman apparently named Barbara Jordan—sat typing at a computer. She looked at us as we approached, however, and, smiling, said, “Hello. Is there anything I can help you with?”
“Yes,” I said, walking up to the desk. “My name is Ashley Jason and I—”
“She is my student,” said an old, raspy voice to my left. “No need to worry about her, Barb.”
Startled, I looked to my left to see a short Asian man, with skin so dry it looked like paper, standing at my elbow. He was even shorter than me, clad in brilliant purple robes that looked completely out of place in the modern Research Center. His hard green eyes were focused on the receptionist, however, and not me, though I sensed he was well aware of my presence even if he wasn’t looking at me.
“Mr. Chang, sir,” said Barb, looking slightly startled herself. “I didn’t see you there.”
“It’s fine, Barb,” said Mind Games in a soft voice. He nodded at me. “The girl is one of my students. No need to check her in. I will take her where she needs to be myself.”
“Yes, sir, Mr. Chang,” said Barb with a nod. “I will let you do that while I get back to work.”
Barb immediately returned her attention to her computer without so much as a glance at me or Nomura. She almost seemed afraid of us, or maybe she was afraid of ‘Mr. Chang,’ who I was pretty certain was Mind Games.
That was confirmed when Mr. Chang looked at me and said, “Hello, Ashley Jason. I am Shun Chang, but you probably know me better by my super name, Mind Games.”
“Uh, hi, Mr. Chang,” I said. “Er, Mr. Mind Games—?”
“Mind Games will be fine,” said Mind Games. “I prefer my super name, anyway, for I am a super first and Chinese second.”
“Sure,” I said, “er, Mind Games. Sounds good.”
“Then what are we waiting for?” said Mind Games. “Come. Oh, and your bodyguard may accompany us, too, if he wishes.”
Nomura said nothing to that, but he followed Mind Games and me down the hallway toward the elevator. Stopping in front of the elevator, Mind Games pressed a button and the elevator opened, allowing all three of us to step inside. With a glance, Mind Games pressed another button and the elevator began descending, at least according to the decreasing numbers on the display above the doors.
As the elevator descended, I looked at Mind Games. “Where are we going?”
“To my private training arena below the Research Center,” Mind Games replied without looking at me. He pointed at the floor. “It is also my private office where I go to relax when I get tired of talking to people. Which is often, because I am not a people person.”
I chuckled. “A psychologist who doesn’t like people? Seems kind of funny to me.”
“The mind is a fascinating thing,” said Mind Games, again without looking at me. “Especially the super mind, which is a totally different animal from the normal mind. But people are not just minds, much to my disgust, and I get tired of them easily. Just like you, who does not trust people in general.”
“What?” I said, looking at Mind Games in surprise. “How do you know I don’t trust people?”
Mind Games finally looked up at me, an unimpressed look in his eyes. “You’re an open book. You obviously have trust issues, developed partly from your natural antisocial tendencies, but enhanced by your condition. You worry that others, especially supers, will reject you first due to your condition, so you reject them first and are very careful about who you trust and let into your life. Yet clearly, you are a respectful and mature individual, most likely caused by having to mind an immature younger sibling, and you are loyal to those who you do know and have let into your life, whether family or friends.”
My jaw dropped. “Did you just psychoanalyze me right now?”
“Yes,” said Mind Games. He looked away from me again, however, a bored expression on his face. “As I said, you are an open book. I wouldn’t have even considered teaching you if Franklin had not asked me to. Still, having an open mind is not necessarily a bad thing. It will make teaching you mental self-defense techniques a little easier.”
I wasn’t sure what to say to that. I had not expected Mind Games to psychoanalyze me on the spot. And he didn’t even have telepathy. I guess he really was a good psychologist, after all. Perhaps neo-psychology was a more legitimate field of study than I thought.
Feeling a bit off-guard, I said, “That’s good to know. I was really impressed with how you stopped that plane I was on that almost collided with Castle Superbia.”
“That was quite easy,” said Mind Games, “but thanks for the compliment. The reason I was able to show up so quickly is because I was already in Castle Superbia when the plane’s pilot sent out an SOS. Frank and I came up with a plan where Frank and Barrett would kill the Guardians and I would use my considerable mental fortitude to prevent the plane itself from crashing into the castle. Given the strict time limit we were working under, it’s a surprise the plan worked as well as it did.”
I blinked. “You talk a lot, you know that?”
“No, normally I am very quiet,” said Mind Games, “but I can talk a lot if necessary. Lord knows I’ve had to deliver too many public presentations on psychology when I was a young man, especially in psych school. I am happy those days are behind me, though I do miss them sometimes, even if only because my body was younger and faster back then.”
I opened my mouth to respond to that when the elevator slowed down and came to a stop all of a sudden. A second later, a ding could be heard and the elevator doors opened. Mind Games walked out of the elevator, his short legs moving quickly. Nomura and I followed a moment later, my head rotating as I tried to take in our new surroundings.
When Mind Games described the Research Center’s basement level as a ‘training arena,’ I’d expected to find a cleared-out space with plenty of room to move, similar to the Academy’s Stadium or Gym. Perhaps there might even be some free weights to use to build some muscle.
Instead, it looked like a psychologist’s office. The walls were lined with thick books—generally on psychology, from what I could tell—and the floor was solid wood. A recliner sat in the middle of the room, next to a reclining sofa, like what you’d see in a stereotypical therapist’s office. An old-looking wooden desk with Chinese characters on it stood at the back of the room, where Mind Games was already shuffling through papers, apparently looking for something. The room smelled like old books, making me feel a bit like I’d walked into a library. There were no windows, but there was a small chandelier hanging from the ceiling and candles on tall sticks scattered around the room, though they weren’t burning at the moment.
“This is your training arena?” I said, looking at the bookshelves on either side of the room. “Looks more like an office.”
Mind Games looked up at me with a frown. “What were you expecting? A sandy arena with stands like a Roman coliseum? A standard training gym, complete with weights and machines? None of that will help you train the mind, which is what we are going to do here. Have a seat on the couch.”
Feeling a little embarrassed, I nonetheless lay down on the sofa. Nomura took up a spot near the elevator doors, his hands folded in front of him. He looked really excited to be here, almost bouncing on the balls of his feet. Made sense, given how Nomura just told me he wished he could learn mental self-defense techniques. He was probably hoping to pick up a few tips just from auditing my training session.
Mind Games was in the chair next to my couch instantly. He had a notepad and pencil in hand, looking like a cross between a wise old Chinese martial arts master and a modern-day psychologist. He scribbled a few notes on the pad before looking at me with his serious eyes. “So you wish to learn mental self-defense techniques, then?”
“Yes,” I said, feeling myself relax already, even though I still wasn’t entirely sure about Mind Games. “More specifically, I want to learn how to see through illusions.”
“See through illusions, hmmm?” said Mind Games as he scribbled notes on his pad. “That’s a tricky one to learn, but not impossible. I take it you are worried about Gentleman and Parasite.”
“Yeah,” I said. I looked at Mind Games worriedly. “Aren’t you worried about them, too? You’re one of the Founders. Parasite is targeting you guys.”
Mind Games laughed. “I am an old man, Ashley. I have faced far worse enemies than a couple of arrogant young brats. Besides, they could never get within a hundred feet of the Research Center without me feeling their minds.”
“Feeling their minds?” I said. “Aren’t you telekinetic, not telepathic?”
Mind Games shook his head. “Actually, I do have some minor telepathy, but it’s difficult to use. My actual powers, as I’ve learned over the years, are mind-related. It usually manifests as telekinesis, but with some effort, I can also read minds and do other things. I can’t create illusions, though, but I do have plenty of experience dealing with them.”
“Huh,” I said. “Everyone always says you’re just telekinetic.”
“Everyone is usually wrong,” said Mind Games. “Anyway, we should start our training session. I have some important research to return to and wish to use my time wisely.”
I gulped. “Okay, sir. I’m ready when you are.”
Mind Games nodded. He looked at his notepad again and scribbled more notes. “Mental self-defense is a complicated discipline. You can find thousands, even millions, of people who can teach you how to physically defend yourself, whether with weapons, powers, or your body. But very few can teach you how to defend your mind, which is why mental powers are considered some of the strongest.”
Mind Games looked at me. “Thus, learning mental self-defense is a bit different than physical self-defense. Physical movement will be less important than mental movement. And today, we will focus first on belief.”
I frowned. “Belief? Seriously? Are you going to tell me that I just need to believe in myself and I won’t get fooled by Gentleman’s illusions anymore?”
Mind Games chuckled. “It’s not about belief in yourself. It’s about a lack of belief in the things you see. In a word, learning not to trust your lying eyes.”
“You mean I shouldn’t trust my senses?” I said, tilting my head to the side. “But there’s nothing wrong with my senses.”
“Human senses are far from perfect,” said Mind Games. “They show us patterns that don’t exist, make us feel sensations that aren’t real, and can be fooled by convincing deceptions and frauds. That is how Gentleman’s illusions work. Or so I am assuming because I have not actually met him myself yet.”
“Hope you never do,” I said. “He’s not good company.”
“I gathered as much,” said Mind Games. “In any case, you need to learn to question what you see around you. If you find yourself in a seemingly impossible situation that cannot be explained rationally, you are likely in an illusion.”
“Makes sense,” I said. “But the problem is that most of these illusions are usually plausible situations. Like Gentleman cornering me in my bathroom, for instance.”
“That is why you need to focus on the parts that aren’t real,” said Mind Games, “the incongruent details that give the lie away. No illusion is ever perfect. Even the best illusions will have some detail that is off, something that isn’t quite right. And it is those incongruent details which you need to notice to see the truth.”
I folded my hands over my stomach. “I think I see where you’re going with this, but that’s not as easy as it sounds.”
“No, it’s not,” Mind Games agreed. “And you know why?”
I looked at Mind Games uncertainly. His expression was a little creepy if I was going to be honest, and I once again felt very nervous around him. I was just glad that Nomura was in the room with me at this point.
“Why?” I said.
Mind Games’ expression did not change. “Because this is an illusion.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Mind Games vanished into thin air. I sat upright and looked around for Mind Games, but couldn’t see him anywhere. Nomura was also looking around in confusion, his hand reaching to the gun at his side. 
“There’s no need to draw your gun, Nomura,” said Mind Games, his voice echoing in the room. “Neither you nor Ashley are in any danger. I’m simply training her.”
“Where are you?” I said, my head whipping around as I tried to see Mind Games, though he seemed to have completely disappeared. “I thought you could only use telekinesis.” I gulped. “Wait a second … is any of this even real? Did Gentleman somehow intercept us halfway to the Research Center and everything that’s happened since then is fake?”
Mind Games suddenly appeared in front of the elevator doors, his arms folded behind his back. “Don’t be so silly, Ashley. Gentleman only wishes he could be as powerful as I am. His powers may be great, but mine … mine are greater.”
Mind Games snapped his fingers and the bookshelves disappeared, revealing long, seemingly empty hallways on both sides. At this point, I stood up from the reclining sofa and stood in the middle of the room. Nomura joined me in the center of the room as well, his hand on his gun, despite Mind Games’ warnings.
“So no, Gentleman is not behind this,” said Mind Games, shaking his head. “This is simply my own powers at work, messing with both of your minds to make you see what I want you to see.”
Mind Games disappeared from the elevator and reappeared at his desk at the other end of the room. “You wanted me to train you, did you not, Ashley? This is your training. Let’s see if you can survive it.”
A sound like rushing water could be heard from somewhere down both empty hallways. The water sounded like it was getting closer, but I didn’t care about that right now.
“How are you doing this?” I said, lips trembling. “I thought you could only move things with your mind, not cast illusions.”
“Perhaps I lied,” said Mind Games. “Which would be another illusion, though what I need you to do now is look at the illusion within the illusion.”
“Illusion within the illusion?” I said. “What on earth are you talking about?”
“You’re about to find out,” said Mind Games, “and you are about to find out very soon.”
The rushing water became a roar and suddenly water could be seen barreling down toward us from either hallway. Not knowing what to do, I jumped backward and so did Nomura. We avoided the water just in time. The water flew out of the hallways and crashed into each other in a huge wet splash that splashed against the ceiling.
But the water didn’t stop there. It flowed together until it eventually formed a large ball in the center of the room, which was so clear that I could easily see Mind Games at his desk behind it. Then two arms burst out from either side of the water ball, followed by two large breasts covered with seashells. A long, fish-like tail extended out from underneath the water ball, while a head like that of a beautiful woman emerged from within.
In seconds, the water ball was gone. In its place floated a giant mermaid made out of water. She was much taller than me or Nomura, the crown on her head brushing against the ceiling. She held a trident made of water in her hands, while her cruel blue eyes looked down upon Nomura and me with disrespect and anger.
“Holy crap,” I said. “What is that?”
“My mermaid, Seashell,” said Mind Games in a lazy voice. “She is an illusion as well, in case you didn’t realize. Still, I wouldn’t recommend getting stabbed by her trident. Your mind is what makes everything real, including your pain.”
As if on cue, Seashell raised her trident and brought it down on Nomura and me. We jumped to either side, avoiding the trident, which slammed into and actually tore into the floor. Seashell, however, ripped her trident out of the wooden floor and turned her cruel gaze upon me, her eyes flashing with annoyance.
“What the—?” I said. I looked at Mind Games. “You said that was an illusion! How did it damage the floor if it doesn’t actually exist?”
Mind Games shrugged. “I don’t know. You tell me, Ashley.”
I bit my lower lip in frustration, but I wasn’t going to give up that easily. Mind Games had said something about finding the ‘illusion within the illusion.’ That had to be the key to it all, which was really frustrating because I didn’t know what that phrase meant.
Not that Seashell or Mind Games were going to give me a chance to figure it out, however. Seashell raised her trident again, only for Nomura to throw a coin from his wallet at her. Although the coin was small, it apparently annoyed Seashell enough to make her focus on him rather than me.
“Ashley!” said Nomura. He pointed at Mind Games. “If this is an illusion, then you need to take out Mind Games and everything should return to normal. I’ll keep Seashell busy.”
Although I was worried about how real these illusions were after seeing Seashell damage the floor, I nodded and ran toward Mind Games. Due to how big Seashell was, however, her tail was in the way, forcing me to summon a couple of steps made of light to jump off of. As the light steps flickered into existence, I noticed Seashell flicker slightly, which was weird, but I didn’t pay much attention to that detail.
Instead, I jumped off of the light steps over her tail. As soon as I landed on the floor, I rushed toward Mind Games, summoning a light hammer in my hands.
Mind Games had not moved an inch from his place behind his desk since Seashell’s appearance. He didn’t even look concerned to see me running toward him with a very thick, very heavy hammer in my hand. That alone set off several alarms in my head, forcing me to come to a stop in front of the desk before I could run straight into Mind Games.
Mind Games looked at me, a casual smile on his face. “What’s the matter, Ashley? Not going to hit me with your hammer and end the illusion?”
I raised my hammer, hesitated, and then lowered it. “No, I’m not.”
“Oh?” said Mind Games, tilting his head to the side, his expression reminding me of an owl. “Why not? I’m right here. I am totally defenseless.”
“No, you’re not,” I said, shaking my head. I pointed my hammer at him. “You’re not even real. You’re just another illusion. Hitting you wouldn’t solve anything.”
“Smart girl,” said Mind Games. “But knowing that I am an illusion is the first illusion. What is the illusion within the illusion?”
There was that phrase again. And I still didn’t know the answer. Behind me, I heard Nomura keeping Seashell distracted, but I knew he wouldn’t be able to keep her focused on him forever. Sooner or later, Seashell would come after me. Maybe that wouldn’t kill or even hurt me, but my instincts told me that I needed to avoid her trident as much as possible.
Yet Mind Games seemed as casual as ever. He did not seem very concerned regardless of what happened. Possibly it was because he was an illusion and not real, but that didn’t make much sense to me. Mind Games had to have some other reason for not being concerned, and it had to do with the illusion within the illusion.
So what was the illusion within the illusion?
My eyes darted around the room. Ever since I stepped into Mind Games’ office, I thought everything seemed a little … off. I mean, who builds an underground therapist’s office? That doesn’t make sense. Even if Mind Games only saw a few clients and really valued their privacy, it was still irrational. It would make more sense to build the room inside the Research Center, rather than below it.
And then there was Seashell’s flickering when I summoned those light steps. Now that I thought about it, I’d seen Mind Games’ desk flicker when I summoned my hammer. I had dismissed it as my eyes playing tricks on me, but now I realized that those flickers were extremely important clues.
The answer came to mind immediately, but as soon as it did, I heard a cry of surprise behind me and looked over my shoulder.
Seashell had Nomura cornered in the far corner of the office. She swung her trident in a wide arc, forcing Nomura to duck to avoid getting hit. Her trident tore through the wall, sending chunks of sheetrock falling onto Nomura and exposing the room’s wiring.
Nomura stood up, but Seashell thrust her trident at him. Nomura got caught between two of the Seashell’s three prongs, which embedded themselves into the wall behind him. Nomura backed up against the wall, but he was effectively trapped in her trident.
“So, Ashley?” said Mind Games, causing me to look at him again. “Do you know what the illusion within the illusion is now?”
I nodded. “Yes. It’s this room.”
“This room?” said Mind Games. He glanced at the office. “You think my office doesn’t exist?”
“It’s not that it doesn’t exist,” I said. “But this isn’t what it really looks like.”
“And how, pray tell, do you intend to prove that?” said Mind Games, steepling his fingers together. “Remember, I, too, am an illusion. If the real me were here, you might have been able to take me out. But because I’m just an illusion, there is no point in you attacking me.”
“That’s because I’m not going to attack you,” I said. My grip on my hammer tightened. “I am going to destroy this room.”
I thrust my hammer into the air and immediately began drawing upon the light in the area. Construct after Construct appeared in the air around me. Swords, spears, steps, arrows … every type of Construct I’d ever made. Light Armor formed on my body while Arthur, my puppet, materialized by my side, his hand on his sword. The strain of summoning so many Constructs at once made my heart palpitate, but I ignored the pain and just summoned more Constructs.
My theory was already starting to bear fruit. The office itself became more transparent and less substantial. The bookshelves looked less and less real, as did the floor, the ceiling, and the desk. Even Mind Games himself looked more insubstantial, though his surprised expression was still quite clear.
Seashell, too, began to dissipate. She wrenched her trident out of the wall and, whirling around to face me, charged at me with her trident held out in front of her. I didn’t try to dodge or move out of her way, however, because even as Seashell approached, her body became more and more transparent, until she disappeared into nothingness right before her trident could stab me.
As soon as Seashell disappeared, the entire office vanished. In its place was a dark, dank concrete room with fluorescent lights on the ceiling. It was shaped like a box and had some makeshift furniture. For example, the reclining sofa turned out to be an old beach chair, while the bookshelves were cheaper and older-looking, filled with old paperback novels rather than psychology textbooks.
The damage caused by Seashell had also disappeared, leaving the floor and walls as smooth as ever. Nomura pushed himself off the wall and looked around at our new surroundings uncertainly.
“What … what happened to the office?” said Nomura. He looked at me. “Was that an illusion, too?”
I nodded. “Sort of, but not an illusion of the mind. An illusion of light, if I’m not mistaken.”
“An illusion of light?” said Nomura, blinking in confusion. “Forgive my ignorance, but what does that mean?”
“It means Ashley passed the test,” said Mind Games’ voice, which came from a speaker hanging in the corner of the ceiling. “She discovered the illusion within the illusion.”
A portion of the wall to our left slid away, revealing a startlingly white room, its brightness contrasting harshly with the dark, dankness of our room. It was also much smaller, not much bigger than my dorm’s bathroom.
Two figures stood in the hidden room. One was Mind Games, who stood with his arms folded behind his back. A satisfied smiled was fixed on his lips as he looked at me and Nomura.
The other figure, however, was unfamiliar to me. She was a young woman in her twenties with skin as black as night. She wore some kind of strange helmet with what looked like a movie projector protruding out of the right eye socket. She wore a simple black bodysuit with a white spiral design on her chest.
“Mind Games?” said Nomura in surprise. His eyes narrowed. “Wait … how do we know you’re the real Mind Games and not another illusion?”
“I can prove that easily,” I said.
I flicked my finger. A tiny light hammer appeared above Mind Games and bonked him lightly on the top of the head. Mind Games rubbed his head, though he looked more amused than annoyed.
“I am the real thing, all right,” said Mind Games, “and most certainly not an illusion, as Ashley proved. Nor was my room an illusion, however, except in the loosest terms.”
Nomura frowned. “You mean all of that wasn’t an illusion? Then what was it?”
Mind Games nodded at me. “Ashley figured it out. She can explain.”
I nodded in return. “Mind Games is right. It wasn’t an illusion, not like the kind that Gentleman makes. It was a hologram. And that woman created it.”
I pointed at the mysterious woman standing next to Mind Games, who put her hands on her hips and tilted her head to the side. “And here I thought my holograms were so realistic. How did you see through them?”
“Holograms are just images made of light,” I replied. “I make light-based Constructs all the time. I noticed that every time I summoned a Construct, the office would flicker. So I assumed that the office itself was a hologram, which was why I summoned so many Constructs at once.”
As I said that, I dismissed every Construct I’d summoned, which was quite a bit. “The more Constructs I summon, the more light I need. And because I wasn’t being particularly efficient with these Constructs, you ran out of light faster than you could replenish it, which is how I was able to force you to lift the hologram.”
Nomura’s jaw dropped. “Are you sure you’re just a teenager, Ashley? Because that’s something even a lot of adults would have a hard time figuring out.”
“But it is also correct, more or less,” said Mind Games. “Very few ever see through Halo’s holograms on the first try, right, Halo?”
“Halo?” I said, addressing the woman. “Is that your name?”
“My super name, yeah,” said Halo. “But my real name is Barb.”
“Barb?” Nomura repeated. “As in, Barb the Research Center receptionist? But you look more like her daughter than her.”
Halo chuckled. “Holograms again. I made myself look like my mom to throw you guys off. Observe.”
Halo suddenly vanished, replaced by homely Barb, who waved at us happily for a moment before she was replaced by Halo again. “See? Quick and efficient.”
“Next you’re going to tell me that the Research Center itself is a hologram,” said Nomura, scratching the back of his head. “Right?”
“Wrong,” said Mind Games. “Halo’s holograms are only used in this room for this type of training. Everything you saw on the surface is quite real. We only had Halo pretend to be Barb to add to the challenge.”
“We were being tested from the moment we walked into the Research Center,” I said. I shook my head. “No, I was being tested.”
“But …” Nomura scratched the back of his head. “Mind Games’ illusions …”
“Were never actually illusions,” I said. “Mind Games was being truthful when he said he couldn’t create illusions of the mind. He really can’t. But he can use holograms, or someone else could, and therefore mimic the appearance of Gentleman-like illusions.”
Nomura stopped scratching his head. “Let me get this straight: Mind Games fooled us with fake illusions?”
“That is a very crude way of putting it, but yes,” said Mind Games. “As I told Ashley, that is the illusion within the illusion.”
“The illusion being the entire office,” I said. “And the illusion within it being the fact that it wasn’t a mental illusion at all. That’s why you and I both saw and experienced the same things, Nomura, which wouldn’t be possible if it was a mental illusion like what Gentleman creates.”
“Exactly,” said Mind Games. He clapped his hands. “You have passed your first test, Ashley. Congratulations. You will still need to practice and study more, but you clearly have the mental aptitude required to learn more advanced mental self-defense techniques.”
“Thanks,” I said. “Though I’m not sure how identifying holograms will translate to identifying illusions.”
“You will soon enough,” said Mind Games. He patted his belly. “In the meantime, it’s getting close to lunch. Let’s get something to eat and then we can resume your practice.”
I nodded and followed Mind Games and Halo toward the elevators. Nomura joined us, although I could tell that he was still quite confused himself.
I couldn’t blame him. It had been a tricky puzzle to solve, and I hadn’t even been entirely sure of it at first. It could have easily been wrong.
But now, I knew it had been correct. I just hoped it would be enough for when I fought Gentleman again, which would hopefully not be anytime soon.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


The rest of the training session went by much more quickly than the first half. After we got back from lunch, Mind Games went into more in-depth discussion on illusions and how they worked. Won’t say I understood all of it, but I did understand some. In particular, Mind Games gave me some good tips on spotting illusions and how to keep my cool even when my instincts were fooled by scary illusions. 
By the end of that first training session, my mind was pretty fried. I was normally an intellectual person, but this was too much thinking even for me. I now finally understood why Jake complained so much about schoolwork.
That was why I was glad I didn’t have to drive myself back to the Institute that afternoon. Nomura did, of course, easily making his way through the rush hour traffic like he did this every day. Which I realized he did, give how he lived in Ira and had to drive to the Institute every day to see me.
As we pulled up to the Institute gates, Nomura looked over his shoulder at me. “How do you feel, Ashley?”
I rubbed my forehead in exasperation. “Like my brain got a workout.”
Nomura chuckled. “Honestly, I feel the same way, and I didn’t even participate in most of the training. Mental self-defense is a lot more complicated than I thought. Perhaps I don’t need it after all.”
“You probably don’t,” I agreed, “seeing as Gentleman is not targeting you, although it wouldn’t hurt to know a thing or two about mental self-defense nonetheless.”
“No doubt,” Nomura agreed. “Anyway, you can get out here, Ash, and I’ll see you tomorrow.”
I frowned and glanced at my watch. “But it’s only four o’clock. Aren’t you supposed to stay with me until curfew?”
Nomura, however, shook his head as he tapped the steering wheel with one finger. “Normally, yes, but today is my son’s birthday and I want to make sure I get back in time for his birthday dinner. He spent most of the day with his mom, but we always have his birthday dinner together. It’s what I do to make sure I’m in his life.”
“You make it sound like you and your wife aren’t, er, together anymore,” I said.
Nomura laughed. “You can say divorced, Ashley. I’m an adult. I know what divorce is. I have way too much experience with it.”
“Oh, okay,” I said. “It’s just that I know that some people are really sensitive about it and—”
“I said it’s fine,” said Nomura with a casual wave. “Don’t worry about me. Worry about yourself. What happened between me and my ex-wife happened. Not your problem.”
I pursed my lips. I hadn’t known that Nomura was divorced, but it explained why he never talked about his wife despite always talking about his son. It made me feel sorry for him, but he was right that there wasn’t my problem. It certainly wasn’t any of my business.
Even so, I said, “Are you sure I’ll be okay without you? I mean, I am the target of two dangerous terrorists.”
“The Institute is well-defended from all avenues of attack,” Nomura said. He wagged a finger at me. “Whether mental or physical, you should be okay. You just need to walk from the curb to the gates. You’ll be fine.”
I was a lot less certain about that than Nomura, but at the same time, I knew I couldn’t argue with him. So I just nodded and jumped out of the limo, which sped away down the street a moment later as Nomura drove back to his home, wherever that was.
Sighing, I rubbed my forehead, my brain still feeling overwhelmed, and turned and walked up to the gates. After the guard scanned my Student Card, I passed through the gateway and breathed a sigh of relief when the gates closed shut firmly behind me. I knew that the gates wouldn’t be able to stop Parasite or Gentleman from attacking the Institute if they wanted, but it made me feel secure anyway.
The Institute courtyard was empty of people. Of course, that made sense. It was the weekend and the Institute, just like the Academy, had no school on the weekend. From what Frankie, my roommate, told me, most students left the Institute campus on the weekends to either visit family or explore Ira. School was also usually out on holidays, too, like Superbia Day, which was coming up at the end of May.
I considered going to the cafeteria to see if dinner was out yet, but decided to just go back to my dorm. My brain really was tired after working so hard today. I would take a quick nap in my bed and then maybe go see if I could find anyone to hang out with. Maybe I could even find Barrett. Just thinking about Barrett made my heart flutter and reminded me of his strong arms and soft lips when he kissed me on the balcony of my room back in—
“Miss Jason?” said a slightly timid, older voice behind me. “Hello?”
Snapping out of my pleasant memories, I turned around to find myself face-to-face with an older man with wispy white hair, a gray beard, and a red-and-yellow servant’s uniform. He stood with a slight hunchback, his nose long and pointed, if slightly droopy. His brown eyes, however, twinkled with life, though they looked nervous, especially with the way he rubbed his hands together.
I wasn’t sure who this man was. He seemed to be one of the servant norms, based on the uniform he wore. But I didn’t know which one he was. Then again, my interactions with the servant norms were limited, anyway, so that was probably why I didn’t recognize him.
“Yes?” I said. “Is there something you need?”
The servant norm shook his head. “No. I just wanted to thank you for helping me back in September.”
I blinked. “Helping you? How?”
“Do you not remember?” asked the man anxiously. “I was being bullied by three three-star girls and you saved me.”
Realization struck me like a sledgehammer across the face. “Donny! That’s your name, right? Sorry, I forgot. I’ve just been so busy since then that it kind of slipped my mind.”
“Not a problem, miss,” said Donny, though he still rubbed his hands together anxiously. “I should have thanked you earlier, but I was afraid. All I wanted to do was gather up those sandwiches and get away from the courtyard and the laughing students. I could have at least written you a thank-you note if nothing else.”
“That’s fine, man,” I said with a wave. “It was the right thing to do. Anyone would have done it in my situation.”
“But that’s just the thing, miss,” said Donny, a smile appearing on his face. “Most people wouldn’t have done that. It’s just unheard of in Superbia. None of the other students defended me. Nor have I ever heard of an Institute student defending a servant norm before. Like I said, it’s unheard of.”
I pursed my lips. “Well, I’m American, not Superbian. In America, supers defend normals, even from other supers.”
“I know that,” said Donny, nodding eagerly. “When I found out you were our American foreign exchange student, it suddenly made sense. I know where you come from, protecting a norm like me is no big deal, but here, it’s a very big deal. You’ve been the talk of the servant norms ever since then.”
I tilted my head to the side. “I have?”
“Oh, certainly,” said Donny. “For months, the servant norms have been secretly praising you for defending me. Have you never noticed how your dorm room is cleaner than most? Or how your laundry always seems to get done first while most of the other students have to wait?”
I scratched my chin. “Now that you mention it, yeah, I have noticed all that. I just thought you servant norms were just really hard workers.”
“We are,” said Donny, “but we work especially hard for you. You have given us hope, Miss Jason, hope that not all supers are cruel. You prove to us that superheroes are real and that sometimes they even attend this very school.”
I blushed slightly at Donny’s effusive praise. “That’s nice, Donny, but really, I didn’t do that much. Heck, I even got in trouble with a teacher. If it wasn’t for Barrett, I might have been expelled.”
“And so humble as well,” Donny said. “Truly, if any super deserves that name, it is you.”
I shrugged. “I’ll take the compliment, but I think President Marcus is more super than me. I mean, he took out all those Guardians and stopped my plane from crashing like it was nothing. Compared to that, three obnoxious, spoiled teenage girls don’t seem like a big deal.”
Donny licked his lips. He looked to the left and right quickly as if to make sure no one was eavesdropping on us, before leaning in and whispering, “Ah, that’s the other thing I wanted to talk to you about. I wanted to give you this.”
Donny thrust a USB drive into my hand. He put it in my hand so quickly that I didn’t even realize he did until I felt the small plastic device in my palm. I opened tried to look at the device more closely, but Donny closed my hand, causing me to look up at him.
“Don’t,” Donny said in a low whisper of a voice, so low I had to strain to hear. “You mustn’t look at that here. Wait until you get into your dorm. Then plug it into your computer and watch the video downloaded onto it.”
“Video?” I said. “What’s on this flash drive, exactly?”
“I can’t tell you,” said Donny, shaking his head. “Not here. And honestly, I am still unsure I should be giving you this. But I know you are a decent person, a true superhero like I said. Janet always tells me I am too trusting, especially of supers, but I think you are worthy of learning about this.”
“Can’t you at least give me a hint about what’s on this flash drive?” I said, keeping my fist closed tightly. “I don’t like inserting random flash drives with unknown contents into my computer.”
Donny bit his lower lip. He looked like he was arguing with himself about something, but then he finally said, “It’s the truth, Miss Jason. Or at least a glimpse of the truth.”
“The truth? About what?”
Donny looked even more conflicted, but then he finally said, “The truth about President Marcus, of course. And how he really runs Superbia. Trust me, you will want to watch it.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Where did you—”
“I can’t tell you where I got it,” said Donny. He raised a finger. “But if you want more information after seeing this video, come to The Super Bar tomorrow night at ten. It’s about two blocks east of campus, easily within walking distance but just as easy to overlook if you don’t know where it is. When you knock at the door, tell them Donny sent you.”
Okay, now I was starting to feel a little nervous. “Donny, I don’t understand. Why would I want to risk being caught after curfew to visit some seedy bar that I’m probably not even legally allowed to enter?”
“All will be made clear once you watch that video,” said Donny. “And if you do watch the video … watch it with the doors closed and windows shut. For your own safety. I would recommend headphones, too, just to be safe.”
“Er, okay,” I said. “I … I guess I’ll give it a look, then.”
“Good,” said Donny. “I mean, you should. I know you have been getting close to the President, but I just think you should know what his plans are. That’s all.”
“Plans?” I said. “What plans?”
“Again, you will see yourself soon enough,” said Donny. “In any case, I need to go back to work. Remember The Super Bar. Tomorrow night at ten. I will be there, but in case I’m not, I will see you on Monday. Okay?”
“Sure,” I said.
Donny nodded and then scurried off toward the front doors of the Castle. He disappeared through the front doors as quickly as he appeared, leaving me all alone in the courtyard of the Institute.
Puzzled, I glanced at the simple blue flash drive in my hand. It looked no different or special from any other flash drive, yet if Donny was to be believed, it apparently had incriminating footage of President Marcus himself.
And, despite my hesitation, I went to my dorm, where I fully intended to watch it.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


I sat in my bed in my dorm room, my school laptop on my lap. The windows were closed with the curtains drawn across them. The lights were off and the door was locked and closed. With Frankie gone for the weekend visiting her family and boyfriend, I had the dorm all to myself. 
I held Donny’s flash drive in my hand, the tiny blue device that supposedly showed the ‘truth’ about President Marcus. I had briefly considered throwing it out but decided against it.
Yes, Donny did not seem like a terribly intelligent man. I had no idea what his background was, whether he had gone to college or had any sort of education or schooling. He was a servant norm, which meant he probably spent more time cleaning toilets than doing mathematical equations.
But he had also seemed sincere. Donny struck me as the kind of man who would make a bad liar. And I couldn’t get his smile out of my head, the smile he made when he talked about how I was a ‘real’ superhero. It was more powerful when I remembered how few supers in Superbia treated servant norms like Donny with any dignity. To win the respect and trust of Donny—to the point where he was willing to give me some potentially dangerous information—was important, more so than even I realized if I was going to be honest.
That’s why I didn’t throw it out. But I hadn’t inserted it into my laptop, either.
Why?
Because I was scared.
Scared of what the flash drive might show me. Scared of what I might see on the video. Scared that Donny was being completely serious earlier when he said he couldn’t trust many people with this information.
And scared that it might very well show me a side of President Marcus I didn’t want to see, a side I didn’t want to believe existed. I loved the Marcuses a lot and considered them practically a second family. I considered Barrett, of course, something far more.
But Mom had always taught me not to live my life according to my fears. She and Dad would always tell me and Jake to live life courageously and to value the truth no matter what. Better to live life bravely than cowardly, or so Mom and Dad always said.
And Mom and Dad knew a thing about courage, given their superhero careers.
I shook my head. All right. I had nothing better to do. I just had to do this. Now. Before I lost the nerve.
Without further hesitation, I inserted the flash drive into my laptop. A box popped up on my screen, asking me if I wanted to play the video on the flash drive.
I briefly hesitated before clicking ‘YES.’
Then the laptop’s video player opened up, took a moment to buffer, and I suddenly found myself watching a surprisingly familiar scene to me.
It looked like a video of someone walking through the hallways of Castle Superbia. I recognized the hallways because of the dragon statues everywhere. Based on the moonlight streaming in through the windows, it had to be close to midnight.
The video recorder—whoever it was—seemed to be sneaking around the Castle. The person would take a few steps forward, stop, and then take a few more steps forward. I could hear their low breathing, which sounded like they were trying to keep it as quiet as possible. I didn’t think they were doing a very good job of it, although based on how no one seemed to have found them yet, perhaps they were sneakier than I thought.
In any case, the person recording the video stopped in front of a door. I’d never seen this door before. It was a tall, wooden door with, you guessed it, a dragon design etched into the surface. The eyes of the dragon design were painted red, which somehow made it look alive even on this video.
The spy pushed open the door just enough to sneak inside. The video went dark all of a sudden, making me think that it must have stopped recording, at least until a dim light turned on. The dim light didn’t show much. It looked like it was some kind of side room. Although I had spent two weeks in Castle Superbia, I had never entered this room. Or most of the rooms in the castle, for that matter. Given how Castle Superbia had nearly a hundred rooms, I doubted that even the Marcuses had visited them all, either.
The spy didn’t stop to look at the covered furniture, however. He moved forward carefully, each step given a great deal of thought. I wasn’t sure where he was going at first until I heard voices from somewhere up ahead. The spy came to an abrupt stop and seemed to listen himself for a moment before continuing his slow but careful walk.
Eventually, the spy came upon a door that was ajar at the end of the room. A sliver of light shove from the door, but the spy didn’t open it. Voices could be heard on the other side of the door, two voices which I didn’t immediately place, though they sounded awfully familiar.
“… an illegal gathering of servant norms was busted this evening,” said a familiar gruff voice that I recognized as Sir Charles’ voice. “Over fifty servant norms were found, along with a large amount of weaponry, chiefly guns and swords, which were confiscated. We even found a few barrels of powerless gas, though hardly enough to be a threat, and the cheap Russian kind, too.”
“Powerless gas?” a sharp, authoritative voice—President Marcus’ voice—responded. “Have we ever confiscated powerless gas from servant norms before?”
President Marcus suddenly appeared in the camera’s view. He looked worried and even anxious. His arms were folded behind his back and he seemed to be looking at someone just off-screen, probably Sir Charles.
“Only from individuals planning to assassinate you or the other Founders, sir,” said Sir Charles. “We’ve never found this much powerless gas in one place before. Not even the cheap Russian kind.”
President Marcus’ lips curled into a displeased frown. “Someone outside of Superbia must be funding them. None of the currently known rebel groups could ever afford several barrels of powerless gas, cheap or otherwise.”
“That is likely, sir,” said Sir Charles. “The rebels arrested tonight have refused to talk. Mind Games is working on extracting secrets from the minds of their leaders, but it’s not as easy as you would think. Their leader seems to have received mental self-defense training of some sort, though Mind Games assures me that he will break the leader’s mind by tomorrow morning.”
I grimaced. Mind Games broke someone’s mind? What did that even mean? Was that another way of killing someone or did that mean something worse?
President Marcus tilted his head to the side. “Mental self-defense? Are you sure about that? Because that is not something you get from normals.”
“It is what Mind Games thinks,” said Sir Charles, “though efforts on this front have been slowed down by Henrik.”
President Marcus’ lips suddenly twisted into a sneer. “What has Henrik done this time?”
“He insists on the rebels’ right to a fair trial and to be treated humanely while in prison,” said Sir Charles. “Due to his influence over the justice system as the Chief Judge, Henrik has been successful in slowing down our efforts to infiltrate and destroy these groups.”
President Marcus sighed. “That fool … letting his ideals once again get in the way of national security. It is why he makes a great Chief Judge, but also why he is a … problem sometimes.”
I didn’t like the way that President Marcus said the word ‘problem.’
Nor did Sir Charles, apparently, because he said, “A problem, sir?”
“Yes.” President Marcus turned away from Sir Charles, apparently thinking about his next words. “Henrik has been a problem recently. In the early days of Superbia, his ideas on justice, fairness, and equality before the law helped shape this nation into what it is today. But I wonder … perhaps his ideals are no longer necessary, now that Superbia is an established nation recognized by nearly every other country on the planet.”
“I agree that Henrik’s ideals can often be frustrating,” said Sir Charles, “but I would caution against speaking about him in such candid terms, sir. Henrik is popular not just with the people, but with the other Founders. Especially the servant norms. I often think that the only reason the servant norms have accepted their place in society is because of their faith in Henrik and his belief in equality under the law.”
“Very true,” said President Marcus. “As I said, I appreciated his ideals in the early days. But ideals, much like fashion trends, change as time goes on. Superbia, although still a young nation, is no longer as fragile as it once was. Supers outnumber normals here. Should the servant norms try to rise up, crushing them all would be incredibly easy. They are regularly bullied by the Institute students, after all. They would stand no chance against adults like you and me.”
“What are you suggesting, sir?” said Sir Charles. “Should we do something about the servant norms?”
President Marcus shook his head. “No. As I said, the servant norms can be dealt with quite easily, if necessary. They are mostly disorganized, uneducated, and frankly stupid normals. They are practically incapable of organizing and, even when they do organize, are easily found out due to the efforts of the Superbian Knights. Indeed, it might be amusing to fund them under a secret name, get the really rebellious ones to out themselves for us. Would save us much time and effort. Wouldn’t you agree, Charles?”
“I … suppose,” said Sir Charles hesitantly. “But I feel like your money should go to better areas of society than funding a fake rebellion.”
“True,” said President Marcus. “As always, your counsel is wise and worth listening to. It was simply idle speculation on my part. I have far more important things to do than fund a fake rebellion, anyway. As I said, the servant norms are not a problem and can be dealt with easily should the time come. But Henrik cannot.”
“Henrik, sir?” said Sir Charles. “Do you mean that we should do something about Henrik?”
President Marcus shrugged. “I am only saying that Henrik’s ideals are outdated. It is a new world, Charles. Equality before the law is a very nineteenth-century concept. Especially because we do not see that in many normal countries, where there are still laws discriminating against supers. If Superbia is to be a nation for all supers, our laws must reflect that, wouldn’t you agree?”
“Of course, sir,” said Sir Charles, “but you know that Henrik disagrees. If you plan to replace him, well, you know that isn’t an easy task. The other Founders might view it as a political coup and would side with Henrik against you.”
“Precisely,” said President Marcus. He tapped his chin, still without turning to face Sir Charles. “But who ever said anything about replacing Henrik? What if … what if Henrik were to be murdered in his home, say, by a known super serial killer? A tragic event that Henrik’s poor wife Anita and his neighbors witness, leaving no doubt that a righteous man had been tragically slain in his own home, pushing suspicion from me firmly onto the killer.”
I slapped my hand over my mouth to stifle a gasp. Even though I knew this was just a video and not real life, I didn’t want anyone in the hallway outside of my dorm to hear me.
Sir Charles also seemed surprised by President Marcus’ statement, because when he spoke, he sounded slightly uncertain. “That would be tragic, sir, and definitely would deflect suspicion off you. But there are no serial killers like that in Superbia. The Guardians of Humanity have members in many countries, but none in Superbia, thanks to our strict border controls.”
President Marcus turned around to face Sir Charles. His expression was now distinctly unsettling. A wicked grin had crossed his lips, while his eyes seemed to glow with vindictive excitement. Although he was physically still human, I thought the expression he now wore was distinctly dragon-like.
“I never said the killer would be a member of the Guardians of Humanity,” said President Marcus. “In the greater world—especially in America—most supers do not live in peace with each other. The supers who break the law and terrorize normals are called supervillains. Perhaps Henrik would be murdered by an American supervillain who sneaked into Superbia unawares.”
“That is a little bit more likely, sir,” said Sir Charles, “but as I said, our border controls are strong. Normals are obviously restricted from entering Superbia, but supervillains and criminals are as well.”
“True,” said President Marcus, “but there are ways around that, I am sure. No wall can keep out every illegal. Occasionally, someone climbs the wall and makes it over to the other side … and occasionally, they receive help from the guards themselves.”
Sir Charles made a strange grunt. “You aren’t telling me to—”
President Marcus held up a hand. “I’m not telling you to do anything, Sir Charles. But I know how frustrating you find Henrik’s idealistic crusade for equality under the law, which has put Superbians at risk. And I know how much you value the safety and security of Superbia from domestic and foreign threats. More importantly, you now know what is necessary to keep Superbia safe. It is up to you whether to do anything about it or not.”
Sir Charles was silent for a good long while, but then he said, in a subdued voice, “Yes, sir.”
President Marcus nodded. “Good. Let the chips fall where they may … but perhaps make sure to weight them a little first.”
With that, the video faded to black and stopped playing.
But I barely noticed. My mind was spinning from the implications of the video I just watched. It completely turned my understanding of President Marcus and his relationship with Henrik on its head.
There was only one conclusion I could draw from this video:
President Marcus had indirectly ordered the assassination of Henrik Ericsson.
Which meant that President Marcus was the Boss who had helped Parasite and Gentleman enter Superbia.




CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


An unusually cold breeze cut through the streets of Ira as I walked. My heavy coat kept me warm, but the wind did bite my cheeks, making me shiver slightly. I passed a couple of homeless normals lying in the doorways of houses and businesses while trying not to make eye contact with the Superbian citizens I passed. It helped that there were few people out tonight due to it being a Sunday night with unusually cold weather. Indeed, it was supposed to snow tonight, which would have excited me under normal circumstances. 
But these were not normal circumstances. At all.
My destination was The Super Bar that Donny had told me about. That was why I was out at nine-thirty at night, all by myself, wearing my heavy coat and going to a servant norm bar.
I had not told anyone—not even Barrett—where I was going or what I would be doing.
Because I was sure that I wasn’t allowed to go to this bar.
So why was I going to it?
Because I needed to know the truth about the video I saw.
Ever since yesterday, I’d spent a lot of time thinking about that video. My first reaction had been to deny that it was real. I mean, it was so easy to fake or edit video footage nowadays. Deepfakes had been a big problem in the mid to late 2020s, but even with the laws passed regulating the use of deepfakes, video editing technology had become so advanced that it made the deepfakes of the past look, well, fake by comparison. You didn’t even need to be a very skilled or talented video editor to take raw footage and turn it into something completely different.
But Donny did not strike me as a video editor of any talent. I couldn’t imagine that he had edited the footage. It was too smooth. There were no cuts between scenes or anything. If I had to guess, it had likely been recorded by one of Castle Superbia’s servant norms, though given how Castle Superbia had over a hundred servant norms, it was impossible to guess who.
The footage, then, was real. At least, it had an extremely high chance of being real. Perhaps one of Donny’s servant norm friends had edited the footage and gave it to Donny without telling him. Donny seemed naive enough that he would probably believe whatever one of his friends gave him, assuming he believed his friend gave it with good motives.
To be honest, even I thought that sounded like a weak excuse. I just didn’t want to believe that President Marcus—the man who had saved my life from the Guardians, whose son I was madly in love with, and who had treated me better than most people during my time in the Institute—was responsible, even if indirectly, for Henrik’s death.
I mean, it didn’t fit President Marcus’ character or what I understood of the Eleven Founders. According to Barrett, the Founders treated each other like a big, extended family. I’d seen as much proof at Henrik’s funeral, where the remaining ten Founders, President Marcus included, had attended, with many of them even weeping over Henrik’s death.
But President Marcus hadn’t cried. Or even looked all that sad, from what I could remember. At the time, I’d assumed President Marcus had perhaps mourned Henrik in private already, but in light of this video … maybe President Marcus hadn’t been sad at all. Maybe he had even been happy.
I shook my head. No. I didn’t want to believe it. I didn’t want to believe that Parasite and Gentleman killed Henrik Ericsson on President Marcus’ orders. I couldn’t accept it.
But I could only find the answers to my questions by going to The Super Bar, per Donny’s request.
From what little research I’d done on the place, it was actually a bar that mostly appealed to normals, including the Institute servant norms. That’s because its owner, Lars Owen, was a normal himself. The title was apparently left over from the last owner of the place, while Lars kept it simply for irony’s sake.
In any case, it wasn’t that hard to find. The Super Bar was located down a narrow alleyway, easy to miss if you weren’t paying attention. Above its alleyway entrance, a blinking holographic sign hovered, with the words ‘THE SUPER BAR, EST. 2029’ hovering above it. I looked up and down the alley briefly to make sure no one was around before I knocked on the door three times, per Donny’s advice.
I didn’t have to wait long. A second after I knocked on the door, a slat opened up near the top of the door and two eyes peered out at me. “What do you want?”
“I’m an Institute student,” I said. “I want to enter the bar.”
The two eyes narrowed. “If you’re an Institute student, you’re not twenty-one, which means you can’t drink. Get out of here.”
The slat closed shut, prompting me to step forward and say, “Hey, wait! Donny sent me.”
Like magic, the slat slid open again, allowing me to see the two eyes peering out, except now with interest. “Did you say that Donny sent you? Donny Miller?”
I rubbed the back of my head. I realized I didn’t actually know what Donny’s last name was. “Yeah, that’s him.”
“Then why didn’t you say so before?” the eyes asked.
The slat closed. I heard a series of locks being undone before the door swung open and the voice on the other side said, still unseen, “Get in. Quick. Don’t want the police seeing me letting a teenager into the bar.”
The darkness of The Super Bar seemed a little suspicious to me, but I was already committed to the bit, so I stepped inside. As soon as I crossed the threshold, the door closed and the eyes, now invisible thanks to the darkness, said, “Follow me. The party is about to begin.”
“Party?” I said, looking in the direction from which the voice had come. “What party? And why is it so dark in here?”
“Keep the Knights off us,” said the eyes. “Bars are supposed to close by ten on Sunday nights. Which is why we’re having a party, though a light would be helpful.”
A flashlight turned on suddenly, causing me to blink my eyes rapidly to adjust to the sudden brightness. Once they did, I found myself staring face to face with a short, almost midget middle-aged man with gray hair and a rather impressive gray mustache. The darkness made it hard to make out too many details about him, but his gaze was firm and fixed on me with a strange intensity.
“Come with me,” said the man. “Oh, and my name is Lars Owen. I own this place.”
With that, Lars turned and walked down the dark hallway. I followed him as quickly as I could, but because I was faster than Lars, I needed to slow down to avoid overtaking him. Not that I could walk past him, though. The hallway narrowed more and more the deeper we went into the building until we reached another door, which Lars opened and stepped through without hesitation. I looked around at the new room I’d entered.
This was certainly more like a bar than the initial hallway I had entered. About a dozen or so tables were scattered around the room, around small groups of people sat, talking and drinking. The room itself was rather warm and even slightly humid, causing me to feel hot in my heavy coat. Pretty much everyone had an alcoholic drink of some sort from what I could see, but my eyes were drawn to the poster hanging on the far right wall.
It was a poster of President Marcus, one of the propaganda posters I’d seen out in the streets of Ira. It was also covered in darts, however, with most of them fixed on the president’s face.
Over the bar itself, another poster of President Marcus hung, but this one had the word ‘DICTATOR’ scrawled across it in red spray paint.
In fact, now that I looked at it, the walls were covered in posters of not just President Marcus, but Superbia itself. Various propaganda posters in varying states of disfigurement ran along the walls of the bar. Even as I looked, one of the bar patrons smeared what looked like a booger over a poster that showed a sun shining over Superbia and had the words ‘LIGHT OF SUPERBIA’ on it.
“Ashley!” a voice called out to my right. “Ashley, please come over here!”
Startled, I looked to my right and saw Donny sitting at a table near the corner of the room. He did not sit alone, however. A woman who looked close to him in age sat on a stool beside him, while sitting opposite them was a young, bald man who didn’t look much older than me. The younger guy had a dragon tattoo running from the base of his neck to his ear. He wore a sleeveless shirt that showed off his surprisingly big muscles. His gaze shifted to me when Donny spoke, but he didn’t look even very happy to see me.
Still, I didn’t know anyone else in here, so I made my way over to Donny’s table and took the only available seat, which put me next to the bald guy. I didn’t make eye contact with the bald guy, though, being too afraid of him to want to look at him directly.
Instead, I looked at Donny and smiled. “Glad to see a familiar face. Felt kind of lonely when I came in here.”
“Understandable,” said Donny. He waved a hand. “This crowd isn’t exactly friendly to strangers. Especially if those strangers are supers.”
Donny said that last sentence in a whisper and even looked around when he said that as if to make sure no one was eavesdropping. But a cursory scan of the bar showed to me that none of the other bar patrons were paying any attention to us at all. Even the elderly man sitting by himself in the corner, who had eyed me very suspiciously when I entered with Lars, had returned his gaze to his beer, which he sipped from every now and then.
“This is the American super you told us about, dad?” said the bald guy next to me. His voice was surprisingly high-pitched despite his muscular form.
“Yes, Brad, this is her,” said Donny. “And please, call her by her actual name, Ashley Jason. She’s a friend and an ally to us normals.”
The woman looked at me uncertainly. “Well, I suppose if Donny trusts her, then I can, too. But please forgive me if I am formal with you. That’s just how I am toward strangers in general.”
“Not a problem,” I said, flashing her a smile despite my nerves. “But, um, who are you?”
“How rude of me,” said Donny, slapping his forehead. He put an arm around the woman’s shoulders and squeezed her tightly. “This is Janet, my wife. And the young man sitting next to you is Brad, our one and only son.”
“Okay,” I said. I looked at Janet and Brad uncertainly. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you two around campus before. Where do you work?”
Janet brushed back her long gray hair. “I am a servant norm for Headmistress Jennings, one of her personal servant norms at her house. That’s probably why you’ve never seen me before.”
I nodded and looked at Brad. “What about you, Brad? Where do you work?”
Brad grunted. “I don’t.”
I raised an eyebrow. “You don’t? What do you mean by that?”
Brad’s eyes darted to me. “That any of your business?”
I hesitated. “Um—”
“Brad,” said Donny in a warning voice. “What did I tell you about showing Ashley respect? I know how you feel about supers, but trust me, she’s one of the good ones. The American supers are actually nice to normals.”
Brad’s shoulders relaxed slightly when Donny said that, but I could tell he still didn’t trust me. He tore his gaze away from me and drunk his beer. “If you say so, Dad.”
“She’s the super who defended me from those girls,” Donny said. “I owe her my life. The least you can give her is some respect.”
Brad sighed and said, “Fine, Dad, whatever. I’ll show respect to the girl.” He glanced at me. “What can you do? Punch me hard enough to send me flying? Or maybe blast me with lasers from your eyes?”
I raised an eyebrow. “I could beat you if you keep talking to me like that.”
Brad actually looked surprised by my response. He stared at me, seemingly at a loss for words, before a small smile played across his lips. “Pretty good … for a super.”
“I’m sorry,” said Donny, leaning forward. “Brad is a bit blunt, which is fine sometimes, but—”
“No, it’s fine,” I said with a wave. “I don’t get hung up on that stuff. Besides, I know I could kick his butt if I had to.”
Brad stiffened beside me, perhaps trying to decide how to react, but it was Donny who said, “I wouldn’t recommend it. It took me a long time to convince Lars to let you into the bar and he will kick you out if you try to use your powers to harm anyone.”
I glanced at the bar itself, where Lars was busily filling glasses for a small group of young men who looked like they might be construction workers. “Are you friends with Lars?”
“I’ve known him for years,” Donny replied, “but don’t worry. He’s not much of a super fan, but as long as you behave yourself, you should be fine.”
I shifted awkwardly in my seat. “All right. Just don’t expect me to drink, okay? I’m underage.”
“I know,” said Donny. “But I’m sure you aren’t here because you want to drink. You’re here because of the video.”
“The video?” Brad’s eyes shifted to look at me. “What video?”
“Donny gave me a video showing President Marcus and Sir Charles talking about—” I said before Donny interrupted me.
“Shhh!” said Donny, holding a finger up to his lips. “Don’t say that aloud. Not even here.”
Brad’s eyes, however, widened considerably at what I said. “You saw that video? Dad gave it to you?”
I nodded. “Yeah. Why? Was he not supposed to?”
Brad looked at Donny in disapproval. “Yes. He wasn’t.”
Dad rubbed his arm. “What are you so worried about, Brad? I told you that I trust her. She needed to know about President Marcus’ true nature. She’s a friend of normals. Just like Henrik.”
“There are very few supers like Henrik, Dad,” said Brad with a scowl. “And I’m not yet convinced that this girl is one of them.”
“What are you guys talking about?” I said. “Is the video real after all? Not faked or edited or anything?”
“It is one hundred percent real,” Donny insisted. “And now that I’ve shared it with you, I hope you understand what President Marcus—and by extension, Superbia itself—actually is.”
“And what is it, exactly?” I said.
“A dictatorship,” said Brad. “One where supers are put on top and ‘norms,’ as they call us, are put on the bottom.”
Without warning, Brad looked at his watch and stood up. “Dang it. I almost lost track of the time. It’s about time for my speech.”
“Speech?” I said. “What speech?”
“It’s what I invited you here for, Ashley,” said Donny. “Brad is going to make a speech to the bar that will change everything.”
Before I could ask for clarification on what Donny meant, Brad ran off to the front of the bar, where he picked up a microphone and held it up. He tapped the mic a couple of times to test it before speaking into it, saying, “Welcome, everyone! The twenty-third meeting of the Normal Liberation Front is about to begin.”
The mood in the bar changed quickly. The chatter and laughter died down as nearly every eye in the place looked at Brad. Only the old man in the corner of the room seemed not to be paying Brad much, if any, attention, though he could have been listening and I just couldn’t tell.
Regardless, my attention was drawn to Brad and his speech. What was the Normal Liberation Front? I’d never heard of that before.
Brad, however, did not take any time to explain what the Normal Liberation Front was. Instead, he raised a hand and said, “To kick things off, I’m going to announce our agenda for tonight, which will cover this very important target.”
Without warning, Brad pulled a poster out of his back pocket and unfurled it. It was another President Marcus propaganda poster, with the word ‘DEAD’ spray-painted across it in big red lettering.
“Tonight, we will discuss the most important topic of our lives,” said Brad. “How to assassinate President Franklin Marcus … and free our kind from his rule.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


The bar patrons cheered loudly at Brad’s announcement. Even Donny and Janet cheered, but I didn’t. Not because I liked President Marcus—I wasn’t sure that I did—but because I was still conflicted on him and whether or not he needed to be stopped. I decided I would listen to Brad’s speech, at the very least, before I made any decisions. 
But I did lean toward Donny and whisper, “What’s the Normal Liberation Front?”
Donny looked at me and smiled. “The Normal Liberation Front, or NLF for short, is the group that many Superbian norms are a part of. It exists to fight for the rights and freedom of Superbian norms.”
“The Superbian government has labeled the NLF a terrorist organization,” Janet added, “which is false because we just want freedom for norms, not terrorism. President Marcus is simply afraid of any challenges to his power, no matter how mild.”
Brad waved his hand to silence everyone and said, “Yes, yes, I know how excited you all are. But we need to be calm and rational if we’re going to pull this off.”
“Oh, yeah?” one of the young men sitting at the bar snapped. “How do we know you’ll be able to assassinate President Marcus? Lots of people have tried to kill him over the years but none of them succeeded. What makes you think you’ll be any more successful?”
Brad didn’t look thrown off by the heckler’s remarks. In fact, Brad smiled and said, “Good question. Killing President Marcus—and freeing our people—is not something you can just blindly rush into. Indeed, with supers in general, you need to be very careful with how you approach them. President Marcus is a particularly difficult super to kill due to his strength and power. But he’s not a god. Even if he thinks he is.”
“Still not convinced you can do it, Brad,” said the same young man from before. “But … I’m willing to listen.”
“Good,” said Brad, nodding. “And you should listen to me. After all, I am the leader of the NLF. I don’t like throwing around my weight, but that title isn’t simply meant to stroke my ego, you know.”
Brad looked across the room at the other patrons again. “All of you know just how hard the NLF has been fighting against the Superbian government over the last four years. Since the founding of this organization, the NLF has grown to over three thousand members in the entire country, which is significant when you consider that there are thirty-thousand normals in Superbia in general. And our numbers keep growing and growing, which is why President Marcus has become worried about us.”
“He should be!” a young woman with spiky purple hair called. “All supers should fear the NLF!”
I cringed. I was getting Guardians of Humanity vibes from the NLF, making me wonder if the NLF was in any way connected with the Guardians’ hijacking of my plane.
“Only Superbians need fear us,” said Brad. “Still, I can’t disagree entirely with that premise. President Marcus should certainly fear us, which is why we are going to destroy him. So long as President Marcus fears us, then we are winning.”
Brad began pacing back and forth, still speaking into his microphone. “Most of you, I’m sure, have already seen the footage of President Marcus and Sir Charles, the Captain of the Superbian Knights, discussing the possible assassination of Judge Ericsson. That footage was taken by a spy within Castle Superbia approximately two weeks before Judge Ericsson’s murdered in his own home by the American supervillain Parasite. We had reason to believe that Judge Ericsson’s death was orchestrated by President Marcus, but now we have absolute proof.”
“Why haven’t we posted this video on the Internet already?” another young man asked. “We’ve all seen the footage. It’s incriminating. Even President Marcus would not be able to censor it, especially outside of Superbia.”
“It took us several days to determine if the footage was real or not,” Brad replied, coming to a stop in front of the bar where everyone could see him. “We didn’t want to post something that might be faked and ruin our credibility. But I can confirm that the footage is real. It is unedited. And it perfectly reflects President Marcus’ true opinion of Judge Ericsson.”
Surprised gasps spread across the room, including my own. A part of me still hoped that Brad might possibly be lying, but deep down, I knew he was telling the truth. That footage had been one hundred and ten percent real. And the implications were terrifying.
“But how does this play into our plan to kill President Marcus?” said a middle-aged man who I did not recognize. He wore a patch covering his right eye. “You can’t kill someone with incriminating footage.”
Brad smiled. “You’re right. The footage alone, even if posted on the Internet, won’t be enough to kill President Marcus. But the best way to fight fire is with fire, as the old saying goes. For our context, however, it means that we need a super to kill another super.”
“You mean we’re going to ask a super to kill President Marcus?” Lars asked from behind the bar, where he was quietly polishing a dark glass. “Impossible. No super would ever agree to kill President Marcus.”
“You are correct,” said Brad. “No Superbian super would ever even consider killing President Marcus. He is simply too popular with the Superbians. But an American super just might.”
“And which American super do you think would be willing to put their life on the line to kill President Marcus?” the spiky-haired girl demanded. “Maybe Parasite, but he’s obviously working for Marcus, so that’s not going to work.”
“But we have an American super right here, who is willing to help us deal with President Marcus once and for all,” said Brad. He looked at me. “Ashley Jason, please come up here. Now.”
I froze as every eye in the bar turned to look at me at once. It reminded me a little of the time I had infiltrated a Guardians meeting and had been hauled up on stage to be executed, only there was a lot less murderous rage on the faces of everyone looking at me. I did see a lot of skepticism and doubt, though, with a handful of openly hostile expressions on the faces of a few people.
“That girl is a super?” said the patch-eyed man with a grunt. “How did she get in here?”
“Because I allowed her,” said Lars firmly. “And if any of you object, talk to Donny. He invited her here, not me.”
I breathed a sigh of relief. It looked like none of the bar patrons, even the ones who really hated supers, dared to challenge Lars in his own bar. Guess their respect for Lars outweighed their hatred of supers.
I rose from my seat and walked up to Brad anyway. I didn’t want to, but with all of the social pressure on me, I also couldn’t say no. Not after I saw that video of President Marcus ordering Henrik’s assassination, anyway, even though I still had trouble figuring out how I felt about that.
Brad rested a large hand on my shoulder. “This girl is Ashley Jason. She is an American super and foreign exchange student from the Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans, which is the largest and most well-known super school in the United States. She is currently studying at the Institute, where she defended my father, Donny, from several students who had been bullying him. She was literally the only student who did.”
Evidently, Donny must have been more popular than even I realized, because the mood in the room changed when Brad said that. The mood shifted from skepticism, maybe even hostility, to cautious curiosity. It was obvious that they still weren’t entirely sold on me just yet, but they seemed to at least be willing to give me a chance.
“Ashley Jason is also the daughter of Bolt, the famous American superhero,” Brad continued. “But I’ve said enough. I think it’s time I let Ashley speak for herself, seeing as she is an adult.”
A hint of annoyance went through me when Brad said that. He had just called me a ‘kid’ earlier but now said I was an adult? Despite his brutish appearance, Brad seemed a bit more intelligent than he let on. Perhaps he was trying to butter me up.
Regardless, I took the mic and looked out over the small room. Although there were maybe two dozen or so people total in the bar, I felt a bit nervous speaking to a crowd I knew so little about.
But when my gaze shifted to Donny, Donny smiled and waved at me. Even Janet gave me a little wave, which helped me relax a little bit.
Looking out across the crowd again, I said, “Everything Brad said about me is true. And I would like to add that I don’t believe supers have a right to treat normals the way you norms are treated by the Superbian supers. In America, supers become superheroes precisely so we can protect normals from other supers, usually supervillains. We don’t lord our power over normals. We serve them.”
A few positive murmurs passed through the crowd and a handful of people even smiled. Still, the atmosphere was generally skeptical, meaning I would need to work on them a little bit harder before I could win them over.
“I came to Superbia because the Academy is currently closed down,” I continued. “I came here to continue my education. But, although I’ve never dreamed of becoming a superhero myself, I can’t just sit back and let President Marcus continue to rule the way he has. I knew Henrik before he died, although not very well, and I could tell he was a very kind soul who genuinely cared about the welfare of supers and normals alike. I am sure he must have been a great Chief Judge before his death.”
That seemed to help. The mood of the NLF was shifting now. While quite a few were still skeptical, I could see the gears turning in the heads of many. They were starting to realize that I could be trusted. And for some reason, that mattered to me a lot.
Taking a deep breath, I said, “But I don’t know if I can kill President Marcus.”
“Why not?” said Brad, causing me to look at him. “You saw the footage. You’ve seen how normals are treated under his rule. President Marcus must be overthrown.”
“I-I’m still not sure,” I said. I looked out across the crowd. “I realize that President Marcus is not the wise, benevolent ruler he makes himself out to be. But surely there must be a way to get him to resign or replaced, right?”
Brad laughed hollowly. “You know that’s impossible, Ashley. The President of Superbia, unlike the President of the United States, lacks checks and balances. We don’t even get to vote for our President. We only get to vote for the Citizen’s Council, but the Citizen’s Council is useless. Isn’t that right, my people?”
“Yeah!”
“Tell her, Brad!”
“The system is broken!”
Had to admit, their responses took me a bit by surprise. But at the same time, I found it hard to argue with them after seeing how President Marcus ruled. And if what they said is true, then there was no real legal way to get rid of President Marcus.
“That is why we speak of killing President Marcus,” said Brad. “He isn’t merely a terrible leader. He is a dictator, one who takes special delight in oppressing normals. The normals of Superbia have no legal recourse with which to defend ourselves. Our only choice is eternal servitude under President Marcus and his super government, or revolt and take what is rightfully ours.”
I bit my lower lip. The NLF still reminded me a little too much of the Guardians. On the other hand, they only seemed to want their freedom. They weren’t talking about killing all supers. They simply wanted to live their lives without fear of being oppressed or persecuted by the government. Frankly, as an American, I could sympathize with that.
They were really only talking about killing one man: President Marcus, who might well deserve it.
But what about Barrett? How would he respond if I tried to kill his dad?
I shook my head. Barrett didn’t understand how oppressive his father was. He didn’t see it. Probably due to how he was raised. Based on what he told me, Barrett had been raised largely away from the life of the average Superbian, whether super or normal. He likely couldn’t see how evil his dad was. And he had definitely not seen the footage of President Marcus plotting Henrik’s death. If he saw that … he might even join me.
I looked into Brad’s eyes. “All right. I’ll help you kill President Marcus.”
I looked out across the crowd. “In fact, I’ll not only help you kill President Marcus, but I’ll help bring true justice and equality to Superbia. I’ll avenge Henrik’s death and expose President Marcus for the monster that he really is.”
The crowd went silent at my proclamation. Many of them still seemed skeptical, but then one person started clapping, followed by another, and then nearly the entire bar—save for the old man in the corner—was applauding my speech. No one said anything, but the applause was all the confirmation I need to know that I had won them over.
Brad didn’t clap, but he leaned close to my ear and muttered, “Good speech, kid. Perhaps Dad’s right and you do have what it takes to free us.”
I didn’t respond to that. I simply smiled and waved at the NLF members, although somewhere in the back of my mind, a little voice told me I was going to regret this.
But I ignored it. I had to. I had no choice:
President Marcus needed to be stopped. And the only way to stop him was to kill him.




CHAPTER THIRTY


After that, life more or less returned to normal for me. Classes started back up on Monday and I dove back into them with renewed fervor, finishing all of my homework in record speed, doing more research than I ever had in my life, and generally learning more than I had before. The teachers began to take notice, especially Mr. Barbarian and Mr. Sycamore, who were both very happy with how my progress was coming along. It was interesting that Mr. Barbarian had changed his opinion on me, now often holding me up in his Combat class as a good example to the other students. 
In fact, I did so well that I earned another star not a week after I met with the Normal Liberation Front. That officially made me a two-star student, which did nothing for me academically because I stayed in the same classes as always.
But it did help me socially with the other students, I noticed. The two-star and higher students began treating me like a peer, while the one-star students treated me with respect and even honor. It was so weird to go from being treated as the oddball American student who liked normals a little too much to a respectable student, but there you go. Guess the Star Ranking System must have been really ingrained in Institute student culture.
The real reason I threw myself into my studies, though, was because I didn’t want to draw suspicion to myself. Now that I had committed to helping the NLF take out President Marcus, I wanted to make sure no one suspected me of plotting anything. I wanted to excel, socially and academically, so that the other students would think of me as one of them and not as that weird American girl anymore. That way, it would be easier for me to prepare to kill President Marcus.
Brad had even given me a date for the assassination of President Marcus: Sunday, May 30th, which was Superbia Day, that is, the day that Superbia was founded. It was also the last day of school. According to Barrett—who was finally talking to me again after avoiding me for so long—Superbia Day would start with a huge parade in downtown Ira, followed by the Superbian Festival of Independence afterward, and then our graduation ceremony in the evening.
In other words, it was going to be a huge, packed day with plenty of stuff to do.
So why did we pick that day to take out President Marcus?
President Marcus traditionally made public appearances on Superbia Day. Specifically, he would ride into downtown on a float carrying himself, Julia, and Barrett. The three of them would throw out candy for the kids and wave at the people. More importantly, however, was the fact that President Marcus traditionally picked one Institute student to ride with him, sort of as a way to let the country know that President Marcus valued the education of the young.
Much to my surprise, President Marcus had already chosen me to be his ‘parade student,’ as people called those kinds of students. Evidently, President Marcus was impressed with how I was coming along academically and wished to show me off to the people.
That’s actually why Barrett started talking to me again. He personally delivered the news to me one day in March at lunch. He made it sound like it was a great honor that I had been chosen, which I suppose it was, given how only one such student was picked a year. Nor did it take long for that news to spread through the Academy. I noticed that Becky and her group seemed to hate me more than ever, but frankly, I didn’t care about Becky.
What I cared about was using this opportunity to take out President Marcus. From what Barrett told me, it sounded like I would be sitting right next to or right behind President Marcus. True, President Marcus would still have his bodyguards and security, but when you were that close to him, it didn’t matter how much security he had. He would be right where I could get him.
The plan, as Brad explained it to me, went like this:
At the Superbia Day Parade, the NLF would crash the parade and protest President Marcus’ float. They would even attack it to draw attention away from me and onto them.
While President Marcus was distracted by the NLF protesters, I would ‘accidentally’ push him off the float and into the angry protesters. This would allow the protesters to kill President Marcus while not drawing suspicion onto me.
All in all, it was a good, if simple, plan, but simple plans were usually the best.
Yes, Parasite and Gentleman were still active, but I didn’t really care about them anymore. Now that I knew they were working for President Marcus, I could deal with them later, once President Marcus himself was dead. Besides, I was going to leave Superbia the very next day to head back to America and spend my summer with my family. I couldn’t leave for spring break because the airports were still closed, but President Marcus at least assured the nation that the airports would open back up in time for the summer holidays.
Was I anxious about assassinating a powerful political leader who had lots of public support?
Of course, I was. In fact, the stress seemed to make my nightmare worse. The nightmare started happening more frequently. Whereas before I would only suffer from it once a week, now it seemed to be happening nightly. It didn’t help that the nightmare started to change as well. Both Parasite and Gentleman would make regular appearances in the nightmare, usually to taunt me or chase me with the nightmare lady. They seemed to be more like figments of my imagination than the actual Parasite and Gentleman, but they were still very scary.
But my nightmare was far from the scariest thing to happen to me. No, something much scarier happened exactly one week before Superbia Day, on a warm May day that would completely shatter my world and make me realize exactly how in over my head I was …




CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


Sunday, May 23rd, 12:09 PM, 2038 … 
Stepping out of the limo, I was glad I wore my sunglasses today. The sun was unusually bright, not to mention extremely hot. I was in my Institute uniform, which was too warm for my tastes, but I wanted to look nice for my meeting with President Marcus today and I didn’t think a t-shirt and jeans counted as dressing nice.
The golden dragon statue on top of Castle Superbia was extremely shiny today, looking like a beacon for lost ships rather than a mere statue. Even with sunglasses, it was hard to look at the dragon statue directly. It was a bit like staring into the sun itself.
“Hey, Ashley,” said a voice behind me. “I’m going to park the limo over there, okay?”
Snapped out of my thoughts, I looked over my shoulder to see Nomura sitting in the driver’s seat of the limo. He smiled in a friendly way at me, causing me to smile back and say, “Okay, Nomura. Thanks for the lift.”
“You’re welcome, Ashley,” said Nomura. “I’ll join you in Castle Superbia later.”
With that, Nomura rolled up the windows and drove the limo off to the castle’s parking lot on the other side of the courtyard. I watched him go for a bit, feeling a bit guilty. Nomura was not aware of my decision to kill President Marcus or my new association with the NLF. Neither was Mind Games, for that matter, who had continued to teach me mental self-defense techniques as always.
Only I, and I alone, knew about my decision to kill President Marcus. Which was why I was surprised to receive an invitation to a private lunch with President Marcus at Castle Superbia yesterday, forcing me to cancel my plans with Frankie to go out and do some shopping. Frankie seemed a little jealous that I was going to have lunch with President Marcus, but she obviously didn’t realize how much I would have rather switched places with her.
“There you are,” said a monotone voice behind me. “You are late.”
I turned around to find myself face-to-face with Erica. She looked exactly the same as always, her face hidden behind a pair of shades that were even darker than mine. Again, my instincts told me to run away from her, the same instincts, interestingly enough, that I felt during my nightmare.
But I ignored them for now and said, “Sorry. We ran into a bit of traffic on our way out of Ira. Everyone was going to lunch.”
Erica nodded once. “President Marcus is waiting for you. Please follow me.”
Erica turned and walked back into the castle. I followed her as quickly as I could, though I kept a good distance between us. I might not have run away like my instincts wanted, but neither did I want to get too close to her. Erica probably was not going to attack me, but I still didn’t trust her entirely. Especially given what I knew about President Marcus. I wondered if she knew anything about his role in Henrik’s death.
When we entered Castle Superbia, we did not head for the dining room, as I expected. Instead, we climbed several flights of stairs up the main tower of the castle. It was surprising how many flights of stairs we needed to walk. It was also really exhausting, forcing us to climb higher and higher up the stone steps until we reached a single wooden door at the top. The wooden door looked relatively simple, a stark contrast to the opulent wealth of the rest of the castle, but Erica didn’t even knock. She just opened the door and stepped aside, nodding at me. “Enter.”
Although I didn’t like going into a room I knew nothing about, I also knew I had no choice. I stepped into the room. As soon as I entered, Erica closed the door behind me, but I barely paid attention to that. My attention was focused on the room into which I had entered, which was really different from what I’d expected, especially when I took off my sunglasses.
It looked like a combination of an aircraft hanger and a living room. A long landing strip pockmarked with claw marks and burn marks extended from the roof to the outside, offering an excellent view of Ira and Superbia in general. I could even see the ocean, tiny ships floating on the horizon.
Off to my right, a table set for two stood. A bowl of soup, a hunk of steak each, and sparkling glasses of water, along with what looked like slices of coconut cake, appeared to be our lunch for the day. Off to my left stood a rack with weapons and golden armor on it. The weapons and armor reminded me of medieval knight armor, although with a dragon-style helmet and clawed gauntlets. I wondered if President Marcus ever wore it.
Thanks to the openness of the room, a strong, cold breeze blew through, causing me to shiver slightly despite the summer heat. I was now grateful for the warmth of my Institute uniform, although I didn’t see President Marcus anywhere.
That was when, without warning, President Marcus landed on the landing strip outside and walked into the room. He wore an odd yellow-and-black bodysuit with two holes in the back for his dragon wings, which extended out of his back in a grand fashion. His eyes were covered with a pair of thick goggles, while his normally pristine black hair was messy and going everywhere, though he pushed it back as he entered.
“Oh, hello, Ashley,” said President Marcus. He lifted up his goggles, allowing me to see his normal dark eyes. “Good to see you made it. You are a bit late, though.”
“Yeah, I know,” I said in a somewhat sardonic tone, “Erica informed me of that.”
President Marcus chuckled as his wings shrunk into his back. “Yes, Erica is a bit obsessive about punctuality. It can be annoying, but it’s also why I like her so much. She keeps me not only safe, but also on time for all of my appointments.”
“So she’s your secretary and bodyguard,” I said, glancing over my shoulder at the door behind me. “That’s an interesting combination.”
President Marcus shrugged. “You would be surprised at how much overlap there is between the two jobs, in terms of skill. Regardless, please take a seat while I switch into something a bit more appropriate for lunch than my flight suit.”
“I was going to ask about that,” I said, looking at President Marcus’ skintight costume again. “What is that and what is this room?”
President Marcus put both hands on his chest. “This is my flight suit, which I like to wear whenever I want to fly but don’t want to transform into a full-sized dragon. It is specially designed to allow my wings to grow without hindrance, though it is also fireproof and bulletproof just to be safe.”
“Is that your superhero costume?” I said.
“No,” said President Marcus, shaking his head. “Like I said, it’s usually just for when I want to fly but not transform into a dragon. Full transformations are a bit taxing, as you might have guessed.”
President Marcus then spread his hands to gesture at the room. “As for this, I call this room the Dragon’s Den. It was designed specifically for my dragon form. Though there is plenty of room to transform in the courtyard and gardens, the Dragon’s Den is where I go when I need to fly somewhere. In fact, this is the place where I took off from when I heard about the hijacking of your airplane.”
I nodded. Now that President Marcus mentioned it, I thought I remembered seeing a landing strip sticking out of Castle Superbia before the plane crashed. I hadn’t thought of it in a long time, though, but good to know that my mind wasn’t making stuff up.
“I see,” I said. “That’s interesting.”
“Yes,” said President Marcus with a nod. “But again, please take a seat. Let me change into something a bit more appropriate for this occasion.”
President Marcus disappeared into a side door next to the armor rack, which I assumed was his changing room. I took a seat at the table, though I didn’t spend too much time alone before President Marcus stepped out of the changing room and took a seat opposite me. President Marcus had ditched his flight suit for black slacks and a white button-up shirt with the sleeves rolled up, which emphasized his large forearms quite well. I also caught a whiff of smoke from his clothes, making me wonder if he had been using his fire breath before I came here.
“That was quick,” I commented.
“My flight suit is easy to get out of,” President Marcus replied. “Besides, I didn’t want to keep you waiting. It would look quite hypocritical of me to call you out on your lateness when I am also late, wouldn’t it?”
I chuckled slightly when President Marcus said that. “Yeah, I guess it would. Anyway, where are Julia and Barrett, if you don’t mind me asking?”
“Julia is working on last-minute preparations for the parade,” said President Marcus, sipping his water. “Specifically, our float. You know how much she loves decorating things. I find it better for the health of our marriage if I let Julia have her way in this area.”
I nodded and heard a soft mew at my feet. Looking down, I saw Jeffry, the Marcuses’ cat, coiling around my legs. He was no longer a kitten, but now a full-grown cat, who I scooped into my arms and put on my lap. Jeffry immediately began purring, especially when I scratched behind his ears.
“As for Barrett, he is practicing for his performance at the Festival,” said President Marcus. “He is planning to put on quite a show with his dragon powers. I won’t spoil it for you, but it will be fantastic and fun, I can guarantee you.”
I frowned. “Barrett doesn’t strike me as the performance type.”
“Normally, he isn’t,” President Marcus agreed, “but Julia and I suggested he put on a performance for the show. We want him to impress Becky.”
I stopped scratching Jeffry’s ears. “Becky? As in, Becky Ericsson? Henrik’s daughter?”
“The same one, yes,” said President Marcus. “Although I am good friends with her mother, I am not convinced that Becky herself is very interested in Barrett yet. Doesn’t matter in the long run, given how the marriage is going forward regardless—”
“Marriage?” I said, unable to hide the shock in my voice. “Who is getting married?”
President Marcus flashed me a smile. “Why, Barrett is, of course. To Becky Ericsson. And it will happen the day after the Festival.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


My world seemed to fall out under my feet when President Marcus said that. I forgot about everything else around me. I even forgot about Jeffry, who started to nudge my hand with his head, obviously looking for more pets from me. 
No, my attention was fixed on President Marcus’ news about Barrett and Becky’s arranged marriage. My head felt light, making me feel a bit dizzy.
President Marcus must have noticed that because he frowned and said, “Do you feel well, Ashley? You look a little sick.”
I shook my head and smiled, though the expression felt as forced as pounding a round peg into a square hole. “It’s … nothing. I was just a—when did this happen and how come I haven’t heard about it until now?”
“They were engaged after Christmas,” President Marcus continued. “But secretly. It is typical of Superbian arranged marriages to be done in secret and only revealed on the day of the wedding itself. It’s our way of giving the bride and groom a little bit of privacy.”
My head spun. Now I understood why Barrett had been avoiding me recently. It wasn’t because he didn’t love me. It was because he was getting married to someone else but didn’t want to tell me. Knowing Barrett, he probably didn’t want to hurt my feelings by revealing his arranged marriage. And if it had been after Christmas, then they likely had been discussing this idea for weeks or months before then. That explained why Barrett had seemed so depressed about arranged marriage during our discussion over winter break.
President Marcus sipped his glass again. “It’s good news for the Ericssons. After Henrik’s tragic death, Anita was worried that she might not be able to marry off any of her daughters. Barrett’s marriage to Becky will ensure that the Ericssons still have a place in the power structures of Superbia even without Henrik to lead them.”
President Marcus mentioning Henrik caused me to snap out of my funk. My temper rose when President Marcus spoke of Henrik, but I didn’t let my anger get the best of me.
Instead, I said, “That’s awfully gracious of you, Mr. Marcus. If I was a little less charitable, though, I might see it as your way of consolidating your family’s power among the Founders by merging the Ericssons with your family. It does grow your power base considerably, doesn’t it? Especially with Henrik no longer with us.”
President Marcus tensed slightly. His eyes met mine for a moment before he looked away. “I can see how someone might think that. But they would be wrong. Henrik was my friend and I know he would approve of this marriage if he were alive today. He would understand why it must be done.”
“I don’t know,” I said. “I feel like if Henrik approved of this marriage, he would have made sure it happened before his death.”
I, of course, didn’t know that for sure. But I did believe that Henrik probably would not have approved of this marriage and that President Marcus had likely killed him to keep him from interfering.
President Marcus stirred his soup, seemingly considering his next words. “Henrik was always very protective of his daughters. It is the reason why none of them have boyfriends or have even gone on dates yet, despite having plenty of interested suitors. Perhaps it’s the difference between having a daughter and having a son, but he always seemed too protective to me.”
“Interested suitors like Barrett?” I offered. “I know Barrett pretty well and he’s never mentioned Becky to me even once.”
President Marcus did not reply. He scooped the potato soup of the bowl and ate it softly. “Ashley, do you know why I invited you here today? Alone?”
I shrugged. “Not to have small talk and catch up, I imagine.”
President Marcus nodded. “Smart girl. Much more intelligent than your father, who was always quick to run headlong into every situation. Your father is a great superhero, but … not the most intellectual. Not like his father. Or like you.”
“Did you know my grandfather?” I said as I, too, sipped my water, not touching my food. “I never got to meet him because he died before I was born.”
President Marcus shook his head. “No. I was in Britain when your grandfather was active. I was just a teenager whose powers had yet to reveal themselves. Interestingly, my powers manifested roughly around the same time that Genius was killed by Robert Candle. An odd coincidence, but one I like to mention in interviews, especially with American interviewers, who find that fact fascinating.”
“Yes, it’s a neat bit of trivia,” I said. “But perhaps we should get to the point. Or are you just going to keep beating around the bush?”
“Direct,” President Marcus observed. “Very much like your father. But you have a point. I have been dancing around the issue, although not really. Why do you think I decided to tell you about Barrett and Becky’s arranged marriage?”
I bit my lower lip. “Um—”
“No need to answer such an obviously rhetorical question,” said President Marcus. His eyes fixed on me like I was prey he wanted to devour. “I am telling you this because I know that you are becoming a bit … discontented with Superbia, to put it mildly. You are listening to voices and people who, I submit, would not be wise to listen to, people leading you down a dangerous path that you cannot go back up, should you choose to listen to their counsel.”
It was my turn to tense up. Did President Marcus know about my affiliation with the NLF now? He didn’t say it out loud, but President Marcus had a way of saying things without needing to say them directly.
President Marcus sat back, a relaxed look on his face. “Don’t look so surprised. My eyes and ears are everywhere in Superbia. I don’t know every little thing you do, but I do know much more than you probably assume.”
“Is that a threat?” I said with a gulp.
“No,” said President Marcus. “Simply a fact. I am only pointing out that it would be in your best interests to ignore what the voices of these others tell you. There’s no need to do anything hasty or dangerous. Anything that could potentially put your life at risk for no reason. You are young, Ashley, and have such a bright future ahead of you. It would be a pity for it to be cut short.”
I sipped my water again, trying my best not to look freaked out. “My condition will do that to me unless a cure is miraculously discovered, which it won’t. Not anytime soon, anyway. Your threats don’t scare me.”
President Marcus steepled his fingers under his chin. “Again, you mischaracterize my earnest warnings. I look at you as the daughter I’ve never had, Ashley. You have so much potential to be a powerful and respected super in your own right.”
“Superhero?” I said.
“No,” said President Marcus. He held up a finger. “Merely a super. The potential I saw in you is what made me approve your application to attend the Institute, even knowing your condition. Indeed, I’ve had my eye on you for quite a while, ever since I heard that Bolt had a daughter.”
I stared at President Marcus in confusion. “You mean you’ve been watching me since I was born? Honestly, that’s creepy.”
“My intentions for you are pure, please understand,” said President Marcus, lowering his finger. “I don’t intend to do anything with you except help you reach your true potential.”
“My true potential?” I repeated. “What, exactly, are you talking about?”
President Marcus cut off a portion of his steak and ate it. “Your inherent potential to become even more powerful than your father one day. And I would like for that potential to become part of Superbia.”
I frowned. “You want me to join Superbia to make it more powerful? Why?”
“Please understand,” said President Marcus, “you are not the only young super I am interested in. The Institute sends foreign exchange students all over the world to spread the good news of Superbia and scout out the potential of students in each super school. That is why Superbia is so diverse and why it attracts more and more immigrants every year. It is part of my long-term vision to make Superbia into a sanctuary for supers. All supers, regardless of race, skin color, ethnicity, nationality, language, or any of the other outdated methods that humans use to divide ourselves needlessly. Including superhero and supervillain.”
I glanced at the potato soup. I wasn’t sure I was so hungry anymore. “So Institute students visiting other countries are kind of like missionaries, right?”
“Sort of,” said President Marcus, “but we do not reach out to all students. We seek only the best of the best. Why else do you think I sent Barrett to the Academy, if not to recruit you?”
I started and looked up at President Marcus. “You mean that Barrett was trying to recruit me into Superbia this entire time?”
President Marcus sighed. “No. The poor boy had no idea what I wanted him to do. He believe, as he should, that I sent him to the Academy to broaden his horizons and increase his understanding of supers outside of Superbia. He is aware of the recruitment efforts, of course, but he has yet to realize that I sent him to America to get you and bring you over here eventually. I did not count on him falling in love with you, or you with him, however.”
“In love with him?” I repeated. “I’m not in love with Barrett. I just—”
“Lying is very unbecoming of a young woman like you, Ashley,” said President Marcus. “I can see it a clear as day. Your reaction to Barrett’s engagement with Becky is proof enough. Please don’t treat me like an idiot. It just makes you look like one.”
I shifted uncomfortably in my chair. My eyes flicked to the door, but I knew Erica still stood outside. I hoped Nomura had made it here. I would feel safer with him around. “Okay, I love Barrett. Enough to marry him, but if he’s going to be with Becky, then I guess that’s not an option.”
“Not necessarily,” said President Marcus with a light shrug. “Engagements can be broken off by one or both of the parents of the bride or groom right up until the day of the wedding itself. Should I or Julia decide it, Barrett might not get married at all. Personally, I do think he would be better off with you than with Becky.”
I gulped. “Is this supposed to be some kind of bargaining chip? Call off Barrett’s marriage to convince me to become your loyal Superbian soldier or whatever?”
“No,” said President Marcus, lowering his fork and knife onto his steak plate. “I am not going to end this marriage, which, as you pointed out, is very advantageous to my family. I only mention it because I know how much you love Barrett. Yet even if Barrett did get married … let’s just say that arranged marriages are usually marriages of convenience. There is no reason for him not to follow his fancy, seeing as he and Becky do not actually love each other.”
“I would never sleep with a married man,” I said. “That’s wrong.”
“You are correct,” said President Marcus, looking up at me. “It is another thing I admire about you, Ashley. Your strong moral character. Bolt taught you well, but he still let his bias toward normals keep him from understanding the Necessity of Superbia.”
“Necessity of Superbia?” I questioned. “You make it sound like a doctrine.”
“It is,” said President Marcus. “Perhaps you have not heard of it, seeing as it is something that is taught to children in the Institute in first grade. To sum it up, the Necessity of Superbia is the country’s reason for existing: Namely, to be a sanctuary for supers from all over the world.”
I stirred my soup. “Interesting. I can tell you’ve given a lot of thought to your country’s reason for existing.”
“Of course I have,” said President Marcus. “But you were asking about a ‘bargaining chip’ earlier, a very American—but also very useful—phrase. There is one particular chip on my board that I think you would like. In fact, I know you would like it.”
I tilted my head to the side. “Oh, yeah? And what is it? Are you going to make me one of the nobles of Superbia or something like that?”
“Of course not,” said President Marcus. “Power, sex, money … those things don’t motivate you the way that they motivate other people. Hence why I will not offer you anything like that. It would be a waste of time for you and me, and I hate wasting time.”
“Something we both can agree on,” I said. “Then why don’t you get to the point? What do you have to offer me that is so irresistible I could never say no?”
President Marcus’ eyes flashed with fire as he looked at me. A triumphant smirk crossed his face as he said a sentence I never thought I’d hear:
“A cure for your condition … that is, a cure for Hernandez’s Disease.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


No way,” I said, shaking my head. “That’s a horrible, awful joke and you know it.” 
“Joke?” President Marcus said. “It is one hundred percent true. Ask Howard. He can tell you.”
I bit my lower lip. “I know that Mr. Sycamore has been studying a cure for Hernandez’s Disease, just like Professor Hernandez, but as far as I know he hasn’t discovered a cure yet.”
President Marcus chuckled. “Oh, we discovered a cure a long time ago. We simply have not revealed it to the world yet.”
“Why?” I said, leaning forward despite myself. “If you really have a cure—and I’m still not convinced you do—why not share it with the global superhuman community? Don’t you want to help us? And why the laws against people who suffer from Hernandez’s Disease?”
President Marcus sipped his water. “Of course, I want to help the global superhuman community. But there is also value in controlling knowledge, for knowledge is power. Politically-speaking, it is more advantageous for Superbia to keep the cure for ourselves than to share it with the world. Which is the same reason I haven’t repealed the old laws. I want to have control over who does and does not get access to this cure.”
“How?” I said. “How is that advantageous?”
President Marcus rested his cup on the table. “First off, it’s given us time to perfect and experiment upon it. As well, it allows us to have a monopoly on the drug. With that monopoly, it gives another reason for supers to come here and get a cure. If we sold the drug to countries outside of Superbia, then fewer supers would need to come to Superbia. That, in turn, would make Superbia weaker. Therefore, it’s in our best interests to tightly control the drug supply.”
“That is the most selfish line of reasoning I’ve ever heard,” I said. “You’re keeping a cure for a deadly genetic disorder from other people for no reason other than to make Superbia more powerful.”
President Marcus laughed. “That, my dear Ashley, is the point.”
I frowned. “The point? The point of what?”
President Marcus stood up. He walked away from the table and began pacing back and forth. I’d never see him this agitated before, but I didn’t try to stand up myself. Something told me that staying still was my best chance of getting out of here alive.
“I’m not interested in merely providing a sanctuary for supers,” said President Marcus, not looking at me as he walked. “Nor am I interested in merely helping the global superhuman community. Why? Because this current state of affairs—tense coexistence between supers and normals—can not last. Equality between supers and humans is a false ideal, something that Henrik could never understand. In the end, supers will either rise above normals and claim Earth as our birthright … or normals will exterminate us like insects.”
President Marcus came to a stop and looked at me, his eyes glowing with flame. “The day of reckoning is coming, Ashley. Some day in the future—sooner than any of us realize—supers and normals will fight to the death. To ensure our dominance, supers need to be united as one. We need to form a strong nation that can not only repel all hostile nations, but expand. Conquer normal countries in the name of Superbia. Invert the power balance between supers and normals so supers will be on top and normals on bottom.”
President Marcus raised a clenched fist. “No one else understands this need. Even the other Founders don’t quite grasp what is necessary. That is why I founded Superbia. To create not merely a sanctuary for supers, but a fortress. I will raise up an army of the best supers in the world, an army I will lead to conquer the entire world and make the normals kneel.”
I breathed in hard. President Marcus sounded all too much like Overkill now, although in some ways he was much scarier. His eyes glowed with fire, while smoke seemed to be rising from his nostrils. I was half-afraid he would transform into his dragon form right now and eat me up.
Then President Marcus walked over to me and leaned in until there was barely an inch between our faces. “And I want to add your power to that army, Ashley. That is why I want you, why I’ve had my eye on you for a very long time.”
I gulped. “I-I don’t—”
“I will cure you,” said President Marcus. “I will give you our cure for Hernandez’s Disease. I will fix your broken body, return you to normal. I will give you a future—a future that fate has cruelly denied you. And that future might include Barrett. Does that not sound good to you?”
It was hard to respond with President Marcus so close to me like this. Even if he had kept his distance, though, I wouldn’t be sure I would respond right away. President Marcus had revealed so much to me that my mind was still processing it.
But really, I was conflicted, even though I didn’t want to be.
President Marcus’ offer to become a Superbian in exchange for a cure for Hernandez’s Disease was nearly irresistible. Ever since I was first diagnosed with Hernandez’s Disease, a dark cloud seemed to cover my future, making it impossible to see anything beyond my twenty-first birthday. The clouds had cleared up a little when I started taking the Super Pill and feeling better, but it had never been entirely clear, not in the way it had been before I was diagnosed.
On the other hand, President Marcus really did remind me of Overkill. It was eerie how similar the two were, their philosophies and rationales for what they believed. I wondered if they were trading notes behind my back or if they both were simply more similar than either of them would admit.
Of course, there was one key difference between President Marcus and Overkill. President Marcus led an entire nation—over a million—of supers, while Overkill was in charge of fewer than six thousand terrorists worldwide. President Marcus wielded far more power, even without his shifting powers, than Overkill could ever hope to.
That made President Marcus far more frightening to me, especially when he got up close like this.
Then President Marcus stepped back, his normal dignified expression back on his face. “Apologies for getting so close to you like that, Ashley. It’s just that when I get passionate, I sometimes lose myself. I am sure you understand.”
“Er—”
“But that does not change my offer,” said President Marcus. “Join me and forget about whatever silly ideas about rebelling you may have. Receive the cure you’ve been hungering for so long, the cure you deserve. Live the life you deserve. And possibly with the man who you love more than any other.”
“I—”
“But you do not need to make this decision right away,” said President Marcus. “I understand that what I am asking you is hard for you to accept. I don’t want to rush you into making any important decisions without giving it a lot of thought first.”
“Aren’t you afraid that I might say no?” I said. “What will you do then?”
President Marcus smiled. “If you were going to reject my offer, you would have done so right away.”
Dang it. President Marcus was right. I mean, I was still very conflicted, but he understood me a lot better than I first thought. He knew that I was seriously tempted by his offer to cure me and that there was a realistic chance I could say yes. Even I couldn’t be sure I would say no.
“But like I said, I will give you a chance to think about it,” said President Marcus. “You will have one week to consider my offer. On Superbia Day, I expect an answer. Will you give it to me then?”
Although President Marcus phrased it as a question, it was really more like an order.
And I nodded and said, “Yes, sir.”
“Good,” said President Marcus. He clapped his hands together suddenly. “Now, why don’t we finish our lunch so you can go back to the Institute? I feel like we’ve wasted enough time talking and I don’t like wasting food.”
President Marcus took his seat opposite me again and began eating his lunch in earnest. I started eating as well, though with much less enthusiasm than him. I also gave Jeffry the cat a few more pats on the head because he was so insistent.
The food wasn’t bad. It was the subject we talked about—the promise President Marcus forced me to make—that made it hard for me to enjoy my food.
In one week, I would need to make a choice: Join Superbia and get the cure I needed, or say no and … what? President Marcus didn’t say. Presumably, I would be allowed to go home to America, back to my family, and start my fourth year at the Academy.
But what if he didn’t let me?
President Marcus had likely left the consequences of what would happen to me if I didn’t accept his offer deliberately vague to scare me.
And it was working.




CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


That night, I found myself in my nightmare once again. I was running through the dark forest full of trees with ugly, monster-like faces. Behind me, I heard  it following me, heard the nightmare woman’s voice whispering, seemingly in my ear, “I see you,” but I didn’t dare look back. I couldn’t. Looking back would spell my death. I knew it as well as I knew my name.
I reached the cliff once again. Like watching a movie, I slowly turned around to face the forest. The nightmare woman creature once more stepped out of the shadows, her dead eyes glittering like the exoskeleton of an insect, and she said—in a voice that was both a shout and a whisper—“I see you.”
As always, I fell backward into the cliff and into the open maw of a creature I could not see.
But then a strong hand reached down and grabbed my wrist. Shocked, I looked up to see Parasite holding me. He looked at me with his dark eyes, glaring at me from behind his mask.
But he didn’t look angry. He glared at me, sure, but otherwise, I didn’t get the feeling that he was trying to kill me.
“We need to talk,” said Parasite. “In person.”
I stared at him. “What?”
Parasite scowled. “You heard me. We. Need. To. Talk. Now.”
With that, Parasite let go of my collar and I fell into the maw of the beast again, screaming. Everything went black around me as the creature closed its jaw shut.
Then I heard a dog barking.
My eyes popped open and I found myself lying in my bed in my dorm again. Disoriented and slightly confused, I wasn’t sure whether the barking was even real or not before I heard Frankie curse somewhere in the darkness and say, “Who let their dog out at this time of night? Dogs aren’t even allowed in the Institute.”
Dog—?
Uh-oh. If this dog was the dog I thought it was, then I needed to get out there now.
“I’ll check on it,” I said, jumping out of my bed and making my way to the door, though it was hard to find my way around the dorm without tripping over something due to how dark it was. “You go back to sleep. Maybe it’s nothing.”
“It doesn’t sound like nothing to me,” said Frankie, “but fine. I need my beauty sleep, anyway.”
As I stepped out of the dorm, I could already hear Frankie snoring. Shaking my head at her ability to fall asleep again so quickly, I made my way down the hallway to the exit. Pushing the door open carefully, I stepped outside and looked around at my surroundings, using my phone’s flashlight to see.
The courtyard was empty right now. There wasn’t even a guard at the gates, which were tightly locked. Not that it was necessary. Even as I watched, a drone hovered by overhead, its camera sweeping across the walls and gates of the Institute. The drone’s camera did not look at me, probably because I was a student and not an intruder. Then again, I was technically violating curfew, but perhaps the drone wasn’t programmed to catch students out after dark.
A sudden bark to my right made me look over and see nothing but darkness. But I knew the dog had to be there, so I walked down the steps and made my way around the side of the castle. I was trying to find the window to my and Frankie’s dorm because that was where I heard the dog barking.
It didn’t take me long to find our dorm window, although it was quite dark. I looked around, squinting my eyes to see if I could spot anything in the shadows. Yet as far as I could tell, the area outside of the window was deserted. I could no longer hear the dog barking, either. Where had it gone?
Without warning, a huge golden retriever jumped on me, tackling me to the ground. I gasped as the dog began licking my face, wagging its tail eagerly.
“What the—?” I said. I pushed the dog back. “Where did you come from?”
“Get off her, Sammy,” said a voice straight out of my nightmares. “Can’t talk to her if you’re on top of her like that.”
Sammy the golden retriever hopped off me. He quickly retreated to a couple of bushes several feet away, from which a figure emerged.
It was Parasite. He looked exactly as he did in my dreams, his eyes focused on me. He didn’t look worried or hurried at all. If anything, he seemed to be taking his time, as if he had all the time in the world to sit around and talk.
Fear rising within me, I rose to my feet and tried to summon a hammer. Unfortunately, the darkness of the night made that very hard, forcing me to draw upon the tiny light from my flashlight. As a result, my hammer ended up being very transparent, almost insubstantial, but I still held it up defensively.
Parasite shook his head. “Don’t even bother. You couldn’t hurt me if you tried.”
“Why not?” I said. “I don’t know how you got onto campus—”
“I didn’t,” Parasite said. “This is one of Gentleman’s illusions. See?”
Parasite tried to pet Sammy, but his hand passed through Sammy’s head. Sammy looked up at Parasite with a quizzical look on his face, like he was trying to figure out why his owner couldn’t touch him.
“So you’re an illusion,” I said, “but Sammy isn’t? That seems weird to me. Aren’t you worried about Sammy getting caught?”
“Sammy is a good boy,” said Parasite, standing to his full height again. “No one can catch him.”
“Oh, yeah?” I said. “Why? What makes Sammy so special? Like, how did he get onto campus without being seen?”
“Sammy is a special dog,” said Parasite. “He isn’t like other dogs. Right, Sammy?”
Sammy wagged his tail excitedly. He tried to nudge his head against Parasite’s thigh, but because Parasite was an illusion, his head didn’t touch anything. Again, a confused look crossed the dog’s face as he sniffed his illusionary owner in puzzlement.
Sensing that Parasite wasn’t going to answer my questions about Sammy, I said, “So I guess you’re not anywhere near the Institute, then.”
“Nope,” said Parasite, shaking his head. “I considered possessing one of your fellow Institute students to try and kill you in your sleep but decided that you were too smart to fall for the same trick twice. Plus, the Institute’s security telepaths would instantly know and protect you from me.”
“And the Boss wouldn’t like that, either,” I said. “That is, President Marcus.”
Parasite tensed. “How did you figure that out?”
“It doesn’t matter,” I said. “How long have you been working for him?”
Parasite relaxed for some reason. “Ever since I left the Academy five years ago. He reached out to me when I fled the Academy and let me stay in Superbia for a while. That’s why I seemed to disappear for three years, at least until you started attending the Academy, which was when I got antsy and President Marcus decided to let me go.”
My eyes widened. “You mean President Marcus kept you here the entire time? But he said you have never been in Superbia before.”
“Marcus is a liar,” said Parasite. “And a pretty good one, at that. He would make a good supervillain if he just embraced his evil side. But, of course, ‘we are all simply super,’ as he says. What naive BS.”
I frowned. “I take it you don’t agree with President Marcus’ philosophy.”
“Of course not,” said Parasite. He licked his lips. “But I put up with it because President Marcus has given me more opportunity to feast than any other. The hunger … oh, it has never been nearly as satisfied under Marcus’ leadership than it was under my own. Without Marcus’ protection, I probably would have been arrested and executed a long time ago, and therefore unable to satisfy my hunger.”
“As you should have been,” I said. “Tell me, what’s to stop me from screaming for help right this very instant and getting you discovered?”
“As I said, I’m an illusion,” said Parasite. “Alerting the authorities to me is pointless. And Sammy, like I said, is a special dog. He would get away just as easily. Right, boy?”
Sammy wagged his tail again, though now he seemed a bit bored. He sat down on the ground, looking for all the world like he was going to take a nap.
“Besides, I knew you wouldn’t want to say no to my demand in your nightmare,” said Parasite. “You wanted to talk to me, right?”
“Not particularly,” I said. “I could live without ever seeing your sorry face again. Mostly I just wanted to make sure you hadn’t somehow sneaked into the Institute to try to kill me.”
Parasite rolled his eyes. “You know I can’t do that. And not just because of the Institute’s security, either. Marcus told me not to kill you. Just scare you. I’m a dog on a leash, kind of like Sammy, although Sammy doesn’t have a leash.”
“You don’t sound happy about it,” I said.
“Of course I’m not,” said Parasite, looking at me in annoyance. His hands balled tightly into fists. “I am the grandson of Master Chaos, one of the most infamous and dangerous supervillains the world has ever seen. Yet here I am, reduced to nothing but an attack dog for a politician who frankly doesn’t give a darn about me. Gentleman shares my feelings, even though his parents are superheroes rather than villains.”
“Where is Gentleman, by the way?” I said, glancing around the courtyard. “I don’t see him.”
“I wanted to talk to you alone,” said Parasite. “I figured Gentleman would be a distraction. Just you and me. Which is the way it should always be.”
I frowned deeper. Parasite obviously had no romantic intentions behind his last sentence. He sounded more like a lion addressing a deer it was about to eat.
Even so, my mental self-defense techniques that Mind Games taught me allowed me to see that he was definitely an illusion. His body was too bright in the darkness, likely one of Gentleman’s touches to make him easier to see. By contrast, Sammy looked as dark as you would expect a real dog to look in the shadows, though he looked infinitely friendlier than Parasite.
“If you feel humiliated working for Marcus, why are you still following him?” I said.
“Because, like I said, I have no choice,” said Parasite. “In some ways, I owe him for taking me under his wing and protecting me when no one else would. Plus, he told me that I was Master Chaos’ grandson in the first place.”
“He did?” I said in surprise. “How does he know that?”
“Not sure if you’ve noticed, but Superbians are big on genealogies and genetics,” said Parasite. “Using DNA testing and family records, Marcus figured out that I was related to the Candles. He even showed me the evidence in case I didn’t believe it. So I have to thank him for letting me know about my legacy. Without it, I would just be restless and without direction.”
“Marcus gave you purpose, then?” I said.
“More like revealed my purpose to me,” said Parasite. He sighed and looked at his chest. “Knowing that I am the latest in a long line of supervillains gave my life context. I now know where I fit in this world. For that, I have to thank him. Living life without purpose or context … it’s frightening. Not that you would understand. You’ve known your family line this entire time.”
Parasite looked up at me. “That’s what makes you and me different. You know where you come from. I don’t. Or didn’t, anyway.”
I eyed Parasite suspiciously. “You know, you don’t have to be a supervillain. Ever heard of Bait and Switch? They were the kids of a couple of supervillains but ended up becoming superheroes.”
“I don’t need your platitudes about what I could do,” said Parasite, waving a hand dismissively. “I have already crossed the line between hero and villain. There’s no going back for me. There never was.”
“Then why are we talking like this?” I said. “If you’re not going to kill or attack me, why did you want to talk to me?”
“Because I’m getting sick of Marcus,” said Parasite. “I know I said I was grateful to him, but I can’t stand his rhetoric anymore. Eliminating superheroes and supervillains, uniting all supers together … such garbage. And then he has the gall to keep me and Gentleman cooped up whenever he doesn’t need us. I thought he was going to let me feast on all of the Founders, but apparently, he just wanted that one guy killed. He only lets me scare you in your nightmares sometimes, and that’s boring.”
“So Marcus did create my nightmare after all,” I said in realization. “It’s not the side effect of the Super Pill.”
Parasite scoffed. “One of Marcus’ minions is behind the nightmare, though don’t ask me which one because I don’t know.”
My scowl deepened. “That’s why I haven’t been able to get a good night’s sleep in months? Because President Marcus wanted to torture me?”
“Don’t ask me why he’s terrorizing you in your sleep,” said Parasite. “All I know is that Gentleman and I are sick of him. And want him dead, like a lot of people do, apparently.”
“What are you suggesting, then?” I said. “An alliance?”
Parasite nodded. “Yes.”
I laughed. “Parasite, if you expect me to believe that you want to work with me, you’ve got another thing coming. How do I know this isn’t another one of President Marcus’ tricks?”
“Because Marcus doesn’t know jack,” Parasite snapped. “He’s too much an idealist to even pretend to do something like this. This is my own doing. I want to work with you to take that idiot down.”
“Why?” I said. “Because he hasn’t let you eat everyone in Superbia?”
“Partly,” said Parasite, “but also because I disagree with his philosophy. And I know you must, too. A world without superheroes and villains? What sort of self-respecting supervillain, one proud of his heritage, would ever accept that?”
My jaw dropped. “Are you serious?”
“Why wouldn’t I be?” said Parasite. His eyes narrowed. “Do you want to live in a world without superheroes?”
I hesitated. I had to admit that Parasite had a point. A world without superheroes did not sound like a world I wanted to live in. True, I still wasn’t sure I wanted to become a superhero myself, but Dad was a superhero and I’d already decided that President Marcus’ philosophy was pretty bonkers. The idea of supers uniting and living in peace with one another sounded nice on paper, but I didn’t like what I’d seen of Superbia’s practice of that philosophy.
Plus, Parasite did seem genuine. I didn’t trust him—not one bit—but I’d already decided to rebel against President Marcus. And we needed all the help we could get. Something told me that the NLF wouldn’t be terribly happy about allying with Parasite and Gentleman, but again, what choice did we have?
So I nodded and said, “All right, Parasite. If we’re going to work together to stop President Marcus, we don’t have much time. Superbia Day is next week.”
Parasite grinned, a rather ghoulish expression. “You don’t need to tell me that. We were already planning to take out Marcus on Superbia Day, anyway. Now we just won’t have to do it alone. Here’s my plan …”




CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


Sunday, May 30th, 8:03 AM, 2038, Superbia Day … 
Huge crowds of Superbians from all over the islands flooded the streets of Ira. Hundreds upon hundreds of Superbians lined the sidewalks, screaming and cheering on the various floats that went down the street. Despite the weather forecast warning of a hot Superbia Day, the crowds were all packed together and seemed unlikely to head inside anytime soon.
I couldn’t blame them. The Superbia Day Parade was easily one of the most exciting events I’d ever seen in Superbia. The floats were varied and creative, representing the creativity of the float makers. The floats were provided by various businesses and organizations from across Superbia, with my favorite being the giant donut float created by Ira Donuts, the city’s largest donut shop.
But the Institute’s float was also pretty good. It resembled a Roman-style chariot, pulled along by wooden horse-shaped Constructs, with Headmistress Jennings and the four top students in the Institute riding upon it. Due to being chosen by President Marcus to sit on his float, I was not one of the students riding the Institute float. Not that I could have even if I hadn’t been occupied. As I said, only the top four students of the Institute—five-star students, in other words—were allowed to ride on the Institute and represent the school. That included Becky, who had somehow gone from a three-star student to a five-star student when I wasn’t looking.
But I didn’t care about Becky. Not anymore. I had far more important things to worry about, like organizing a public assassination of the President of Superbia himself.
“Ashley?” said Barrett’s familiar voice beside me. “What are you thinking?”
Startled, I looked to my right to see Barrett sitting on the ledge beside me. He looked down at the parade passing through the streets below. “Fascinating, is it not?”
I nodded and looked down at the parade. “I’d say. And this definitely the best spot in town, like you said.”
‘The best spot in town,’ as Barrett called it, was on top of the Neo-Psychology Research Center in downtown Ira. It was considered the best spot in town to watch the Superbia Day Parade, according to Barrett, because the parade route went straight past the Research Center. By sitting on the roof, a person would be able to see all of the floats without needing to fight the crowds below.
“I told you so, didn’t I?” said Barrett with a chuckle. “How could you ever doubt me?”
I giggled. “Sorry. Next time, I’ll listen to you without question.”
“Sounds good to me,” said Barrett with another chuckle. He held a cotton candy out to me. “Superbian cotton candy?”
Puzzled, I took the red cotton candy and looked at it. “Why is it called Superbian cotton candy? Let me guess, it’s a special kind of cotton candy that uses unique Superbian ingredients, right?”
Barrett laughed. “Nope! It’s just cherry-flavored cotton candy. They call it ‘Superbian’ to sell it to stupid tourists who don’t know any better. It’s overpriced, but still quite good.”
I took a bite out of the cotton candy, feeling the cherry-flavored candy enter my mouth. “You’re right. It is good. Thanks for getting it.”
“No problem,” said Barrett. “Superbia Day is just not Superbia Day without overpriced cotton candy, in my humble opinion.”
“I’ll take your word for it,” I said. I glanced at my phone. “So when, exactly, are we supposed to get on your dad’s float?”
In between bites of cotton candy, Barrett said, “Eh, we don’t have to be there until nine or so. That’s why I suggested we get onto the Research Center. I already spoke with Father about it. He’s fine with us enjoying the parade until it’s time to get on our float.”
I nodded. When I got up this morning, I had been expecting to head straight to the back of the parade to get onto the Marcus family parade float.
Instead, Barrett had taken me out to the Research Center so we could watch the parade. He said that the streets were too crowded to watch comfortably among the crowds, so thought it would be better if we were up somewhere else. Nomura didn’t try to stop him, mostly because he was taking the day off to spend the day with his son. They were presumably somewhere in the crowded streets below, but the crowds were too thick for me to spot them.
We were not the only ones who had gotten that idea, though. I could see several people sitting on the roofs of other nearby buildings or watching out from windows instead. Superbians who had flight powers were generally flying, whether it was the middle-aged man with vulture wings flapping furiously to keep him afloat or the teenage girl who was literally sitting on a cloud, her smartphone out as she recorded the parade or perhaps livestreamed it.
As much as I enjoyed myself, however, I couldn’t deny that I felt nervous. Already, the day had not started off the way I planned it. That didn’t mess up the plan—not entirely—but I hated being thrown off-plan and going on a cute date with Barrett, while fun, was definitely not part of the plan.
The plan had been hashed out over the last week or so between me, the NLF, and Parasite and Gentleman. As I had guessed, the NLF hadn’t been happy to hear that I had made an alliance with Parasite and Gentleman, although they apparently weren’t as upset as I expected. I guess they figured that Parasite, who hungered for powers, posed more of a threat to supers than them, who were a bunch of normals, which made sense.
Even so, it had taken us a while to get the plan to assassinate President Marcus together, not helped by the fact that things got really busy the closer we got to graduation. The Institute finals had been yesterday and my brain was still trying to recover from the countless hours of studying I did, not helped by the fact that the tests themselves were arduous.
The Institute finals were crazy. You had to take ten different tests all day, one an hour every hour, with only a ten-minute break in between. By the end of the day, my brain was fried from all of the tests I took. And honestly, at this point, I didn’t even know if I was going to pass or not. Nor did I really care. If I didn’t pass my tests, I would just have to take them again from home, or so Mr. Sycamore told me.
But we did make a plan eventually, which went like this:
At the very end of the parade, when President Marcus’ float came out, the NLF would run out onto the streets and block the path of the float, thus forcing it to stop. They would also plant rebels among the people to whip the crowds into a frenzy, thus causing complete chaos in the streets to distract the police.
While this chaos happened, Parasite and Gentleman would strike. Gentleman would use his illusion powers to distract and confuse the Superbian Knights and President Marcus’ bodyguards. Meanwhile, Parasite would make his way to the float itself, where he would attack and kill President Marcus. After, of course, I distracted President Marcus long enough for Parasite to take him out.
After that? I wasn’t so sure what we’d do after that. Presumably, the NLF and Parasite and Gentleman would make a run for it while I would stay on the float. The plan was to cast all suspicion on those two while diverting all suspicion away from me. That way, the Superbians would not blame me for the murder of their leader and I would be able to return to America tomorrow without any issue.
Was it risky? Of course it was risky. And honestly, a part of me still doubted the plan. It was easily the riskiest thing I’d done in my young life. If it failed—and it couldn’t fail—then the consequences would be catastrophic for everyone involved, not just me. A lot was riding on the success of this plan. And I was going to make sure it succeeded, no matter what.
It didn’t help, however, that I was still pondering President Marcus’ offer. He hadn’t offered me any proof that Mr. Sycamore had created a cure, which made me think it didn’t exist.
On the other hand, was it really so impossible to believe that a scientist from a nation of supers would have developed a cure for a genetic disorder that specifically affected supers? It wasn’t outside the realm of possibility. Even the fact that they had not publicized that knowledge worldwide made sense in light of Superbia’s culture of secrecy and distrust of outsiders.
I wanted a cure so badly. So, so badly.
But I didn’t want to accept a cure from a tyrant like President Marcus. Not knowing why he really wanted me to have it. Not in exchange for my freedom and my life.
But what about in exchange for Barrett? That question stopped me cold every time I thought about it, which was why I usually didn’t. It was easier not to think about that question than to ask myself just how much I loved Barrett and what I was willing to do to have him. Cowardly, I know, but it was also the truth.
“Ashley,” said Barrett suddenly, “I … would like to speak to you about our relationship.”
Snapped out of my thoughts, I looked at Barrett, who wore a serious, if slightly hesitant, expression on his face. “Is that the real reason you brought me up here alone? So we could talk without anyone overhearing us?”
Barrett nodded. “Yes. Father does not even know that I brought you here. I made up all the stuff about Father allowing us to enjoy the parade.”
That caught me off-guard. “Wait, you mean you disobeyed your dad? That’s really out of character for you, Barrett.”
“I know,” said Barrett. He looked at his empty cotton candy cone. “It bothers me greatly. But I feel like it must be done. I’ve been a coward ever since Christmas break, avoiding you since our kiss. It’s one of my flaws, which Father is always chiding me about. If I am to become a true leader someday, however, I must not be afraid of anything, especially my feelings.”
Barrett reached over and grabbed my hand. His large hand clasped over my relatively small one, his smooth hand gripping mine tightly. I looked into Barrett’s dark eyes, seeing a mixture of desire, worry, and conflict in them. I almost found myself drowning in his eyes because of how soulful they were.
Dang it. I did not anticipate Barrett having a heart-to-heart with me in my plan. But I also couldn’t say I was annoyed with him for doing this.
“I noticed,” I said, my voice slightly breathless. “You’re really good at avoiding people when you don’t want to talk to them.”
Barrett chuckled sheepishly. “Yes, I know. But I want to change that. I want to apologize. I should have told you why I was avoiding you. It’s because—”
“You’re getting married to Becky,” I said. “Right?”
Barrett looked at me in surprise. “I see that I am not the only one with surprises.”
I shrugged. “You know how the rumor mill at the Institute works. You get to know everything about everyone, whether you want to or not.”
“Too true,” said Barrett. He sighed. “But yes. I knew, well before Christmas break, that I was going to get married to Becky. It was inevitable, even before Uncle Henrik’s death. It’s a logical political move, especially now that Uncle Henrik is no longer with us. It is best for both the Marcuses and Ericssons if we unite.”
“But you don’t want it,” I said. “Obviously.”
“Very much obviously,” said Barrett, nodding. “I do not love Becky. She is cruel, petty, and spiteful. Nor does she love me. She is only going along with the marriage because of the power and connections it will bring her. After all, when I succeed my father as President of Superbia, Becky will become the new First Lady of Superbia, making her a queen in all but name.”
“That doesn’t surprise me,” I said. “If you don’t love Becky, then who do you love?”
“You, of course,” said Barrett, tightening his grip on my hand. He looked into the sky. “If I had my way, I would take you in my arms and fly away from Superbia. We would return to America, get married, and have a wonderful life together.”
“Wow,” I said, looking at Barrett in shock. “You really want to do that?”
Barrett looked at me again with his usual serious look. “And you don’t?”
It was my turn to sigh now. “No, I’d like that very much. Sounds much better than going back home alone. How long have you felt this way about me?”
“Since I first met you during our first year at the Academy,” said Barrett. “Do you remember the flowers you received from your secret admirer after Parasite attacked you? That was me.”
My eyes widened. “Oh, wow. Now I get why you were upset when I told you I thought Joey had sent them to me.”
Barrett laughed again. “Yes, I was very jealous of Joey. For obvious reasons, I no longer am now, but still, I was jealous. I should have just been upfront with you about my feelings, but in Superbia, that’s not encouraged. I knew, even from a young age, that I would be married off to the daughters of one of the other Founders. I liked some of them as friends, but I never felt truly attracted to any of them … until I met you.”
I nodded. “I guess emotional vulnerability isn’t a big thing in your family, huh?”
“It’s not a big thing in Superbia in general,” said Barrett. “Especially among the Founders. As I said, I knew I would be married off to someone else with no say in the matter. What, then, was the point in letting myself feel attracted to a woman or even pursuing them? Perhaps that’s why I’ve been so poor at communicating my feelings to you.”
“It’s not entirely your fault,” I said. I put my cotton candy aside and grabbed Barrett’s other hand with mine. “I’ve always thought you were cute, too, but was too stupid to realize it. I mean, I fell in love with Joey. That shows you how smart I was.”
“Joey was a rather attractive man,” Barrett commented, “if you ignore the fact that he was actually a psychotic manipulative liar who is best friends with a serial killer, anyway.”
“Still jealous?” I said, flashing Barrett a mischievous smile.
“Not even remotely,” said Barrett, shaking his head. He then looked at me in seriousness again. “So I’ve been thinking about our relationship a lot. And I’ve decided I’m ready for it.”
“Ready for it?” I said. “Ready for what?”
“To leave Superbia forever, of course,” said a voice behind us.
Startled, I looked over my shoulder to see Nomura walking toward us, his hands in his pockets. He looked quite at ease, a friendly smile on his face as he approached us.
“Nomura?” I said. “What are you doing up here? I thought you were off today.”
Nomura came to a stop and frowned. “Didn’t Barrett tell you? I’m going to cover you.”
“Cover me?” I said. “What do you mean?”
Nomura looked at Barrett, his frown deepening. “Didn’t you tell me you were going to tell her what you wanted to do, Barrett?”
“I was getting there, Nomura,” said Barrett, his face slightly red from embarrassment. “I’m still building up to it. Don’t want to ‘jump the gun,’ as Americans say.”
“Getting there?” I said. “Getting where? Barrett, what’s going on?”
Barrett sighed, shook his head, and locked eyes with me. He grabbed my shoulders with both hands, making me stare at him in shock.
“You remember my fantasy of taking you and flying away back to America?” said Barrett.
I nodded hesitantly. “Y-Yeah?”
Barrett leaned in close to me. “I want to make it a reality. And Nomura will help.”
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It took my mind a second or two to process exactly what Barrett just said. “Wait a second … you mean you want to fly away to America  now? Like, right this instant?”
Barrett nodded, pulling away slightly to give me some breathing room. “That’s the plan.”
“It better be,” said Nomura, glancing at his watch, “because I had to take time away from my son to come out here and help Barrett. If you guys don’t elope, this will be a huge waste of time for me.”
My mind raced as I tried to understand what was going on. “Wait, wait, wait. What plan? Nomura, what is going on here?”
“Let me explain,” said Barrett before Nomura could speak. “You know, of course, that I am engaged to Becky Ericsson, who I don’t love and certainly don’t want to spend the rest of my life with. I’d rather spend the rest of my life with you, Ashley, even if that means leaving Superbia forever and living in America instead. There, we could get married because America does not forbid people with Hernandez’s Disease from marrying like in Superbia.”
I bit my lower lip. “Yeah. But—”
Barrett put a finger on my lips. “Shh. I’m not finished. Anyway, pragmatically-speaking, this couldn’t work. It would not merely be a scandal, but a disaster. The son of the President, the future leader of Superbia, eloping with an American super? Father would be furious. He would likely try to stop us himself.”
Barrett gestured at Nomura. “This is where Nomura comes in. He will pretend to try to stop us, but I will defeat him, which will throw suspicion off you. That way, everyone will think it was my idea, not yours.”
“Nomura, you’re willing to go along with this?” I said, looking at Nomura.
Nomura nodded. “Sure. Although I might be your bodyguard, I really do care about you, Ashley, and your happiness. Barrett told me that you two are in love and want to get married, which doesn’t surprise me. This old man can tell when a boy and a girl want to be with each other. Who am I to say no to love?”
“Don’t you want this, Ashley?” asked Barrett, an excited smile on his face. “I spent a lot of time thinking about this plan. I’m not the best planner in the world, but I have everything figured out. There’s no way this plan can fail.”
I didn’t respond right away. My mind had finally finished processing Barrett’s plan, but that didn’t stop me from feeling any less conflicted.
On a personal level, this was fantastic. I wanted more than anything to fly away with Barrett to America and never, ever return to this place. I would love to spend the rest of my life with him and have children with him. Granted, my condition still wasn’t cured, but that didn’t bother me. The Super Pill would take care of that as long as I continued to take it.
But on a more objective level, this was a disaster. My plan had definitely not included eloping with Barrett to America. That would mean leaving Parasite, Gentleman, and the NLF at President Marcus’ mercy. Parasite and Gentleman I couldn’t care less about, but thinking of the NLF made me think of Donny, who I did care about.
Barrett, naturally, knew nothing about my plan to assassinate his father. Nor did Nomura, for that matter. It was clear to me that the two had gotten caught up in the romantics of Barrett’s plan. Nor could I actually tell them about the assassination plan, either, at least not without implicating them as conspirators, which was the exact opposite thing I wanted to do to either of them.
Dang it. I knew life could throw you curveballs sometimes, but this was more like a train wreck just waiting to happen. And it would happen, no matter what I said to Barrett.
“Ashley?” said Barrett. His excited smile faltered slightly. “You have become very quiet all of a sudden. I know that this might come across as sudden to you, but honestly, I have given it a lot of thought and—”
“No, I’m fine, Barrett,” I said, shaking my head to clear my thoughts. “And I mean, I want to be with you, I really do. It’s just—”
I was interrupted by what sounded like the roar of a dragon below. The roar was loud enough to make me, Barrett, and Nomura jump. I would have likely fallen off the roof of the Research Center if Barrett hadn’t been holding me tightly. As it was, the three of us looked down at the streets, revealing a sight I didn’t expect:
A huge float, shaped like a golden dragon, rolled down the street. The golden dragon float was so realistic that I almost thought it was a real dragon. It moved at a slow but steady pace down the street, flames occasionally bursting from its nostrils while a fake forked tongue slipped in and out of its mouth. A recorded roar bellowed from its open mouth occasionally. The crowd, naturally, was going nuts over the float, which was easily the largest and most elaborate float of them all.
On the back of the dragon float was a large golden throne, upon which sat an armored man in golden armor. The golden armor was shiny even from a distance, its intricate red lines making it almost look like it was on fire. The helmet was shaped like a dragon head, while the armor itself resembled dragon scales. His gauntlets ended in wicked sharp claws, while even his boots seemed to be clawed. He also appeared to be wearing a cape, but it was hard to tell from here.
The armored man’s float did not come alone, however. Walking on all sides of it were twelve men in dark armor. Their armor did not resemble dragons like the armored man’s, but it still looked impressive, even from here. At the head of the float marched a man in silver armor, his hand resting on the hilt of a large battle-ax hanging from his belt.
“Impossible,” said Barrett, staring at the float. “What is Father’s float doing out so early? It’s not supposed to come out until the end of the parade, but the parade isn’t supposed to be over for another half hour at least.”
I gaped. “You mean that guy in the dragon armor is your dad?”
“Of course,” said Barrett. “Have you never seen him in his ceremonial armor? He only wears it for special occasions like this.”
Now that I thought about it, I had actually seen that armor hanging in the Dragon’s Den when I had lunch with President Marcus last week. But he certainly hadn’t been wearing it. I could see why President Marcus’ super name was Dragon King. Sitting on his throne wearing that armor made him look like a certified king of dragons for sure.
“Who are the guys surrounding his float?” I said, looking at the other armored men. “I’ve never seen them before.”
“The Superbian Knights, naturally,” said Barrett. He pointed at the silver armored man in the lead. “And that is Sir Charles, wearing his own ceremonial armor. That’s also interesting because Father did not mention that Sir Charles and the Superbian Knights would escort his float during the parade. It must have been a last-minute addition or something.”
My heart failed me when Barrett identified the knights. Our plan to assassinate President Marcus had not counted on him launching his float early, much less being protected by the twelve of the most elite soldiers in the Superbian Military. It was almost like President Marcus was expecting us to try to assassinate him.
Without warning, Sir Charles suddenly began yelling, his voice somehow magnified to be heard above the screams of the crowd, “Make way, make way, for the Dragon King! Make way, make way, for the Dragon King!”
Sir Charles wasn’t the only one chanting that phrase. Soon, the crowds of Superbians on either side of the street began to repeat the chant. Even some of the normals were cheering on President Marcus, or perhaps I should call him Dragon King, seeing as that was a far more appropriate title for him now.
Dragon King waved at the crowds, but it was a rather short, even dismissive, wave. He looked like a god in human form, making me understand, at least to some degree, the amount of worship Dragon King received from the Superbians.
Dragon King was doing this all on purpose. Somehow he knew of our plan to assassinate him and had decided to move before we could. That had to be why he launched his float early, why the Superbian Knights were escorting him, and why he was riling up the crowd. He had totally thrown our plans into disarray, and with no easy way to contact either the NLF or Parasite and Gentleman to regroup, all I could do was watch helplessly as Dragon King triumphantly made his way down the street.
Dragon King’s float came to a stop in front of the Neo-Psychology Research Center. Then Dragon King stood up and walked over to the head of the dragon float. The float’s head rose up mechanically until it was soon high enough for everyone to see Dragon King. Although the crowds continued to chant Dragon King’s name, confusion began to fill the air at the stopped float.
“Why did the float stop?” I said, looking at Barrett. “Is this a normal part of the parade?”
“No,” said Barrett, shaking his head. “The float never stops until it reaches the end of the parade route. Perhaps Father is trying something new.”
“People of Superbia,” Dragon King said suddenly, his magnified voice echoing off the buildings of downtown Ira, “welcome to the twelfth annual Superbia Day Parade! It pleases me to see such a huge crowd turn out for today. The Superbia Day Parade is one of my personal favorite festivities because I love to see Superbian pride and love on the faces of every Superbian, especially the children. Your presence here is a testament to the strength of Superbia, showing that despite our youth, we are a strong nation, proud of who we are and proud of our traditions!”
The confusion in the crowd at this unexpected change in tradition disappeared when Dragon King said that. Streamers and confetti flew through the air as the crowd screamed and chanted Dragon King’s name. A large banner in the middle of the crowd unfurled, revealing the phrase ‘WE ARE ALL SUPER’ written across it, while signs with slogans like ‘SUPERBIA RULES’ and ‘PROUD TO BE SUPER’ were raised into the air.
Dragon King raised his hands, apparently not done with his speech yet. “Despite our youth, however, many still seek to undermine us. Enemies of the state and, more importantly, enemies of the people are everywhere. Many of them are external—normal nations jealous of our success—but almost as many are internal. There are those among us who believe that Superbia’s youthful exuberance and pride must be stamped out by any means necessary.”
The crowd now alternated between chanting Dragon King’s name and booing the ‘enemies’ he spoke of. I noticed that Dragon King was fairly vague with his ‘enemies’ tag, but that was probably the point. He was just trying to rile up the crowd for some reason.
Dragon King lowered his hands but continued to speak. “Normally, my float, the Golden Dragon, comes out at the end of the parade and makes the full parade circuit. But today, I have decided to introduce a new tradition to the Superbia Day festivities. A tradition that will solidify the strength of our people … and strike fear into the hearts of all enemies, internal and external.”
As soon as Dragon King said that, the center of the float opened up and two figures rose up on a platform from within. One of them was Erica, still wearing the same sunglasses and gray hat and suit as always, though she also carried a long, sharp-looking silver sword in her hand. The other, kneeling at her feet with chains around his neck, wrists, and ankles, was a hooded man. I couldn’t tell who the man was thanks to the hood, but he looked middle-aged. He didn’t even raise his head when they appeared on the float, which made me wonder if he was even conscious.
Dragon King gestured at Erica and the man kneeling before her. “Behold, my bodyguard, Erica, plus one of the most dangerous men in Superbia. This man is deeply involved in a terrorist organization known as the Normal Liberation Front, a group of normals who seek to subvert Superbia from within by radicalizing our servant norms. This man is not their leader, but he is one of their key officials and is important, even vital, to the existence of the organization itself.”
My eyes widened. “No … it couldn’t be …”
Barrett looked at me in confusion. “Ashley, do you know who that man is?”
“I … I think so,” I said. “But—”
“Erica!” Dragon King bellowed. “Remove the man’s hood! Let every man, woman, and child gaze upon the face of the man who would destroy Superbia!”
Without hesitation, Erica ripped the hood off of the man’s face, causing me and Barrett to gasp:
Kneeling on top of the float, his face bruised and his white hair messier than ever, was Donny, the servant norm.




CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


Even from a distance, Donny looked like he had seen better days. His face was covered in bruises, one of his eyes was swollen, and his hair was messier than normal. He seemed barely capable of lifting his head, a movement that seemed to cause pain in him based on his expression when he did it. 
“Donny?” Barrett repeated in a confused tone. “The servant norm from the Institute? I do not understand. Is he somehow involved with the NLF?”
The reaction in the crowd was closer to Barrett’s than mine. Half of them were confused at who Donny was, while the other half was already spitting curses and expletives at him. I won’t repeat all of the colorful things they called Donny here, but rest assured that I learned quite a few new Superbian curses and slurs that day.
Not that I really cared, though. I was just trying to figure out how and when Dragon King had captured Donny. If Donny had been captured before today, I surely would have heard about it from the NLF. That meant it must have happened this morning, perhaps even after Barrett took me to the parade. That would explain why I hadn’t heard about it before.
Dragon King, however, was not done talking. He gestured at Donny and said, “For those of you who do not know him, this man is Donald Miller. He is one of the servant norms at the Institute, but he is also the father of Bradford Miller, the current leader of the NLF. Although not as violent as Bradford, Donald has nonetheless abused his mostly unknown position in the Institute to leak secrets and information to the NLF, thus putting our children at risk.”
The tone in the crowd turned even angrier at that. The man with vulture wings above started hurling curses at Donny, while the teenage girl on the cloud simply gave Donny a rude hand gesture. Likely the crowd was upset at the news of Donny threatening the Institute students, an obvious trick by Dragon King to make the crowd hate him even more than before.
“Fortunately, Miller was arrested this morning by the Superbian Knights before he could harm anyone,” said Dragon King. “That is when we learned that Miller and the NLF were planning not only to blow up the Institute but assassinate me, here, in broad daylight. Miller is the one who helped Parasite and Gentleman enter Superbia and orchestrated the unfortunate murder of Judge Henrik Ericsson, a tragic blow that our country is still recovering from. Do not let his humble appearance fool you. This man is a criminal mastermind of the highest order, a traitor to Superbia, and a threat to all supers everywhere by extension.”
Now the crowd was practically frothing with rage. The crowds were even trying to storm the float, with the Superbian police using their powers to keep the crowd behind the ticker tape separating the sidewalks from the street. Dragon King was way too good at riling up the people. He knew how to talk. Even Barrett and Nomura were starting to look angry.
But I wasn’t. No, I was horrified that Dragon King had learned about our plan to assassinate him and had also found a way to blame Henrik’s death on Donny. Our plan was falling apart before our eyes and there was nothing I could do about it.
“Normally, Miller would be thrown in prison, put on trial, and executed like the criminal scumbag he is,” Dragon King continued, “but that would be much too good for a traitor like him. Instead, Miller will be executed, right here, right now, in front of everyone and on camera, both for Superbia and for the whole world to see. Going forward, this public execution of Superbia’s internal enemies will become a regular tradition with the rest of the Superbia Day festivities to intimidate and frighten our enemies.”
Again, the chant of “Make way, make way, for the Dragon King!” started up again, but this time, far more bloodthirsty and vicious. It was like watching a pack of maddened hyenas preparing to feast on a lamb, making me feel unsafe myself despite knowing that I was going to get executed today.
Dragon King walked down the head and neck of the float to the center of the float itself. He took Erica’s sword, which she handed to him without a word. Dragon King inspected the sword for a moment, turning it around in his hand before raising it above his head suddenly.
“See this sword?” said Dragon King, his voice blaring as loudly as ever. “This blade has been handed down through the Marcus family, father to son, mother to daughter, since the Middle Ages! Countless souls have been claimed by this mighty sword, which has fought in many wars and been wielded by knights and soldiers serving in the Marcus family. I took this sword with me to Superbia when I left Britain over a decade ago. And with this sword, I will personally execute Miller.”
The crowd went completely nuts at Dragon King’s dramatic speech. The chanting grew more fevered as the crowd began swaying restlessly, but fortunately, they had stopped trying to break through the ticker tape. Instead, the crowd contented themselves with watching Dragon King execute Donny, which Dragon King did not seem in a hurry to do, based on how he continued to hold the sword over his head, its silver blade shining under the sun overhead.
“Amazing,” said Barrett. “Father never told me the history of our family sword. Nor have I ever seen him use it before. It almost makes me regret deciding to elope. Almost.”
I snapped out of my shock and looked at Barrett. “Barrett, we need to get down there and save Donny. Now.”
Barrett looked at me in utter confusion. “Why? You heard Father. Miller is a traitor. He planned to kill my father and bomb the Institute. I say good riddance to—”
“Your father is lying,” I said. “Donny wasn’t planning to do any of that. He’s not some crazed terrorist. He’s just an innocent servant norm who your father is scapegoating.”
“Scapegoating?” Barrett raised an eyebrow. “From what?”
“Your father’s crimes,” I said. “Donny didn’t kill Henrik. Nor did he bring Parasite and Gentleman into the country.”
“Then who did?” said Barrett.
“Your dad!” I snapped. “Your father hired Parasite to kill Henrik. He let those two into Superbia. He has been manipulating you, me, and everyone else into doing what he wants. He’s the bad guy here, not Donny.”
“Father would never order the death of Uncle Henrik,” said Barrett in shock. “Father and Uncle Henrik were as close as brothers.”
“Yeah,” said Nomura, nodding. “Even flat earth theory is more believable than that.”
“It’s true,” I insisted. “Why would I lie about this? Barrett, you know how calculating your father is. He took out Henrik so he could install a new Chief Judge who would rule according to his whims, as well as marry you to Becky to increase his power among the Founders. He knew Henrik would never approve of the marriage, which is why he had Henrik killed. For Pete’s sake, I have video footage of your dad basically admitting to having Parasite murder Henrik!”
“I still cannot believe you,” said Barrett. “Even if you have video footage, I don’t see it. Nor am I sure I would believe it, given how easy it is to doctor video footage nowadays.”
I scowled and stood up. “Fine. Don’t believe me if you don’t want to. I’ll just save Donny myself. You two stay here. I don’t want to get either of you into trouble.”
Before Barrett or Nomura could react, I jumped off the roof of the Research Center. I intended to summon a platform made of light to catch me and then use a series of Constructs to make my way down to the float. It would be a little awkward but should work.
But before I could create even one Construct, I stopped in midair. I hovered in the air against my will, unable to move any part of my body. I couldn’t even twitch my toes. It felt like someone had frozen me in ice.
“H-Huh?” I said, looking down at my frozen body, unable to move a muscle. “Why did I freeze?”
“Not freeze, my dear,” said an all-too-familiar Chinese voice behind me. “Paused.”
I suddenly flipped around against my will, finding myself facing the roof of the Research Center again. I was also facing Barrett and Nomura, who looked as bewildered as I did at this sudden event.
Standing behind Nomura, his fingers on his forehead, was Mind Games. His forehead, eyes, and veins were glowing purple, the exact same shade as when he stopped the plane from crashing into Castle Superbia. To his right stood Holo, her hands on her hips as she looked at us with a sneer on her face.
“Mind Games?” said Barrett, rising to his feet and stepping away from the ledge. “What are you doing here? What have you done to Ashley?”
Mind Games chuckled. “Indeed, Barrett, what could I possibly be doing at my own research center? And why would I stop an enemy of Superbia from interfering with Dragon King’s ceremony?”
“Enemy of Superbia?” said Barrett, looking from Mind Games to me and back again. “Who? Ashley?”
“Yes,” said Mind Games. “Unfortunately, the Superbian Knights discovered a conspiracy to assassinate Dragon King during the Superbia Day Parade. And even more unfortunately, the Superbian Knights found conclusive evidence proving that Miss Jason here was actively colluding with the NLF and Parasite and Gentleman to aid in the assassination of Dragon King. Sir Charles even told me that he believes Miss Jason here planned to land the killing blow herself.”
Barrett’s jaw dropped and looked at me. “Ashley, is that true?”
“No, it’s not!” I insisted frantically. “Mind Games is lying. I’m not trying to kill your dad myself. He is trying to turn you against me.”
“Someone is lying here, but it’s not me,” said Mind Games. “Holo, please show the footage.”
Holo tapped her wrist and holographic footage of me speaking in front of the NLF appeared before us. I watched as Holo-Me took the microphone from Brad, looked out over the assembled NLF members with hate in my eyes, and declared, “I will do it! I will kill President Marcus myself!”
“See?” said Mind Games, a smirk crossing his lips. “Behind this innocent face lies the mind of a radical killer, a revolutionary who won’t stop until all of Superbia is rubble at her feet.”
“That footage is faked,” I said. “Doctored. I never said that.”
Barrett bit his lower lip. He looked genuinely conflicted, staring at the holo-footage as it played over and over again on repeat. I couldn’t believe that Mind Games had apparently had this fake footage created just to make sure Barrett didn’t interfere with his arrest of me. It made me realize that Dragon King had likely planned out everything.
Our chances of success, it seemed, had been zero from the start. And we just didn’t know it.
“It matters not whether you believe her, Barrett,” said Mind Games. “The girl is a liar and an enemy of Superbia. That means that she needs to be executed, just like Miller.”
“But aren’t you first going to take her to jail so she can be put on trial?” Barrett objected. “I understand Miller being executed without trial, but Ashley is a super. She deserves that at least, does she not?”
“Not according to Dragon King,” Mind Games replied. “He gave me orders to execute any traitors or enemies of Superbia I come across. Given Ashley’s blatant statement in that footage, she most certainly counts as an enemy of Superbia, wouldn’t you say?”
“How could you do this to me?” I asked. “You trained me, taught me how to protect my mind from mental attacks. Do you really believe I’d want to murder Dragon King?”
“I never liked you in the first place, girl,” said Mind Games, shaking his head. “Besides, the mental self-defense techniques were garbage, useless for actual mental self-defense. Dragon King only asked me to ‘train’ you to give you false hope and make you more likely to want to join us. Seeing as you have decided to ally with Superbia’s enemies, however, I must logically conclude that you have rejected Dragon King’s offer and now consider yourself an enemy of the state and of the people.”
My throat suddenly constricted, making it impossible for me to breathe or speak. My panicked eyes darted to Barrett, begging him to save me.
“And now, I will execute you like the traitor you are,” said Mind Games.
“Hold it, Mr. Chang,” said Nomura, holding up a hand. “I agree with Barrett. You can’t—”
Nomura suddenly stopped moving and talking. Even Barrett had frozen, the two of them wearing identical expressions of surprise on their faces as they realize what happened.
“Please don’t try to stop me,” said Mind Games without looking at Nomura or Barrett. “Otherwise, I will have to kill you, too, and that would just be annoying. Plus, I do not want Dragon King on me for killing his son.”
With that, Mind Games turned his attention back to me. “Now, then. Let’s see how long you last with a broken neck.”
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Mind Games’ grip on my neck tightened considerably, making it almost impossible for me to breathe. Even breathing through my nose was difficult. It felt more like Mind Games was trying to pop my head than break my neck. 
And there was nothing I could do about it, either. Mind Games’ telekinesis was too strong. Nor could I count on Barrett or Nomura to save me. They were both just as trapped as I was.
I couldn’t say I was surprised, though. After seeing Mind Games effortlessly immobilize a runaway airplane, stopping three human beings must have been like child’s play to him. He didn’t even look like he was trying. He wore a positively demonic smirk, the tips of his fingers against his forehead, his purple eyes both terrifying and mesmerizing at the same time.
Behind me, I heard the crowds keeping up their Dragon King chant. Given how they were still chanting Dragon King’s name, it was safe to assume that Dragon King had yet to kill Donny. Otherwise, I thought that the crowd would be making far more noise.
That was confirmed when Mind Games said, “I almost hesitate to kill you because I don’t want to upstage Dragon King’s execution of Miller. At the same time, however, I am very tempted to simply get it over with and watch the execution myself. What do you think, Holo?”
Holo folded her arms across her chest. “Whatever you want, chief. But personally, I think the girl should die.”
“An excellent idea,” said Mind Games with a nod. He looked at me again. “It is decided. I would tell you to say goodbye, but seeing as you can’t even breathe, I’m just going to say—”
Clunk.
Mind Games’ eyes rolled into the back of his head and he fell face forward onto the roof of the Research Center, a bloody bruise at the base of his neck.
And standing behind Mind Games, a rock in hand was Ethan. He wore a startled look on his face like he was as surprised to see Mind Games knocked out as we were.
With Mind Games knocked out, his head had stopped glowing.
Which meant that his telekinesis was no longer working, freeing Barrett and Nomura … and causing me to fall to my death.
Or I would have if I hadn’t summoned a light platform under my feet as soon as I was free again. Landing on my butt, I breathed in and out rapidly, rubbing my throat, which felt like a crushed pipe.
“Huh?” said Holo, staring at Ethan in confusion. “Who the heck are you? And how did you sneak up on us like that?”
Ethan smiled. “Because I’m good at making people not notice me, of course.”
Holo snarled. She raised her fist, no doubt to attack Ethan, but I thrust my hand out and summoned a light hammer over her head. Holo had just enough time to look up before the hammer smacked into the back of her head, causing her to collapse onto the roof, too.
Ethan looked over at me and smiled. “Good job, Ashley! I probably could have taken her myself, but that was nice of you to do anyway.”
Still rubbing my throat, I said, “Ethan? What are you doing here?”
“I saved you,” Ethan replied. “What does it look like?”
“That’s not a helpful answer,” I replied. “How did you even know I was up here?”
Ethan sighed and looked around. “Well, I guess there’s no point in hiding it any longer. You remember how I told you that Blackwell is a government-run superhero school and lots of Blackwell students go on to work for the government in some capacity after graduation?”
I nodded. “Yeah, I remember that. What about it?”
Ethan folded his arms behind his back. “Let’s just say that I didn’t come here just as a foreign exchange student. I may or may not also be acting as a G-Man spy to keep an eye on President Marcus and report what is really going on in Superbia to Director Bradford back home.”
My jaw dropped. “No way. You’re a spy? But you’re just a kid.”
“Exactly,” said Ethan. “No one would ever think that a kid like me could be a spy. So I was the perfect choice for a candidate to infiltrate Superbia without arousing the suspicions of the Superbian government.”
My head spun with the revelation. “Is that why you saved me? Did Shade have you keep an eye on me?”
“Sort of,” said Ethan, scratching the back of his head. “I’ve mostly just been following you on my own, though, because, well … you’re kind of cute.”
“Ah,” I said. “I see. You’re a stalker, not a spy.”
Ethan looked at me with a startled expression on his face. “When did I tell you that my superhero name is Stalker?”
Before I could ask Ethan if he was being serious, a wild shout went up from the crowd. I looked over my shoulder and felt my heart fail me at the sight.
Dragon King stood over Donny, who knelt at his feet with his face firmly focused on the wooden floor of the float. Erica stood a couple of feet away, Donny’s chain held tightly in her hands, while Dragon King raised his sword above his head, ready to bring it down on Donny’s neck.
“Dang it,” I said. “Dragon King’s going to kill Donny!”
I looked at Barrett. “Barrett, you saw Mind Games try to kill me. You know the true colors of the Founders now. Will you help me stop your dad or not?”
Barrett hesitated. His eyes darted from the unconscious Mind Games to me and back again. He looked torn. “I—”
“I’ll help,” said Nomura, stepping forward. He looked at Mind Games in disgust. “And to think that I once admired him. What a psycho.”
“You’ll help me?” I said in surprise. “Why?”
“Because I know you’re a good girl, Ashley,” said Nomura. He rubbed the back of his neck. “Can’t say I understand everything that is going on, but I’ve come to know and trust you over our year together. If you say that Donny guy is innocent, then I believe you, no questions asked.”
I nodded. “Thanks. I’ll see you down at the float. I need to get down there now before it’s too late.”
“I can help with that,” said Nomura. He raised his hands. “Here! Take his!”
Nomura thrust his hands forward. A green light shot out of his hands and hit my chest. Rather than knock me off my platform, however, a burst of adrenaline shot through my veins. I suddenly felt like I could run a million miles an hour and still have the energy to run another half million.
“Whoa!” I said. “Nomura, what did you do to me?”
Nomura smiled. “My powers. I can give other supers energy boosts to make them faster and even stronger. It’s extremely limited, though, about five minutes long, but that should be more than enough time for you to get down there and save Donny.”
“Thanks!” I said with a smile. “I’ll see you at the float.”
With that, I turned and jumped off my platform. I rapidly summoned platform after platform, each one slightly lower than the previous, creating a sort of impromptu staircase made of light platforms toward the float.
But it was clear that, even moving at max speed, I wouldn’t get there in time to save Donny. No one even seemed to notice me yet. Not even Dragon King or Erica appeared to notice my approach. Dragon King, however, looked like he was about to bring the sword down on Donny’s neck any second now.
Knowing I almost out of time, I jumped forward and summoned a trampoline made of light. Sinking into the trampoline, I launched myself off the trampoline through the air toward the float. I crafted a light glider to help me glide the rest of the way, and once I was close enough, I dismissed the glider and fell toward the float itself.
I landed on the head of the float just as Dragon King brought his sword down on Donny’s neck. Instinctively, I reached out a hand and summoned a barrier of light between Dragon King and Donny.
Dragon King’s sword clanged loudly against the barrier, causing it to crack, but not break. Dragon King grunted in surprise, while Erica gaped in shock. Donny, who had closed his eyes in anticipation, opened them again and looked at the light barrier around him with bemusement.
The entire crowd had gone silent when they saw that Donny’s execution had been stopped. Most of them were looking around in confusion, at least until a little boy pointed at me and said, “Hey, who’s that?”
Every eye in the square turned to look at me, including Dragon King, Erica, and Donny. A huge smile broke out across Donny’s face when he saw me, while Erica scowled and stepped forward.
Sir Charles and the Superbian Knights were also looking at me now, drawing their weapons. I didn’t know what sorts of powers the Superbian Knights had, but they all looked tough enough to break me in two without even thinking about it. I suddenly found myself wishing I had come up with a better plan than throwing myself into the middle of my enemies, but I guess I inherited a bit of Dad’s impulsiveness after all.
But then Dragon King held up his free hand, causing Erica, Sir Charles, and the Superbian Knights to pause. They all looked at Dragon King expectantly. So did I, for that matter.
Dragon King did not look nearly as angry as I expected he would. Of course, his dragon helmet made it hard to tell what he was thinking or feeling, but his body language was almost calm. Almost, because I did sense a hint of anger in the way he stood.
“Ashley Jason,” said Dragon King, his voice still booming via the microphone in his helmet, loud enough for the crowds below to hear. “It is nice of you to make it to the Superbia Day Parade. I hope you have enjoyed it so far.”
“Enjoyed it?” I repeated in disbelief. “Yeah, I really enjoy seeing my friends about to get publicly executed for no good reason other than you need a scapegoat.”
My ‘friends’ comment must have somehow been heard by the crowds because the people below start muttering and whispering to themselves about it.
Dragon King, however, merely chuckled. He looked out across the crowded street and shouted, “Did you hear that, people of Superbia? Ashley Jason, daughter of the famous American superhero Bolt and a foreign exchange student at the Institute, called this traitor her friend! She deliberately intervened in his execution, attempting to save him from the justice he richly deserves. She is an ally and accomplice to the Normal Liberation Front, making her a threat not merely to Superbia, but to supers everywhere! And what do we do with traitors in Superbia?”
“Execute them!” the crowds shouted as one. “Execute her!”
“Indeed,” said Dragon King with a nod. He looked at me. “But I am a gracious king, especially to my fellow supers. Ashley is but a young girl, simply acting per her culture’s values. In America, supers have designated themselves the defenders of normals, becoming the ‘superheroes’ you hear so much about on the news. A naive girl, Ashley apparently has yet to realize that Superbia is not America and that in Superbia, we crush normals, not save them.”
“Crush normals!” cried out the crowd as one. “Crush them all!”
“In light of that fact,” said Dragon King, resting his silver sword on his shoulder, “I am willing to forgive Ashley Jason for her brazen lack of respect for the rules, laws, and traditions of Superbia and will spare her if she simply apologizes. Supers must always show each other grace and forgiveness, after all, even if we disagree on some things.”
Dragon King locked eyes with me. “What say you, Ashley? Will you acknowledge your error and leave me to finish the job I started? Or will you continue to unwisely defend your ‘friend’ from me, and, therefore, all of Superbia?”
I bit my lower lip. Dragon King was trying to manipulate me again. The implicit threat was that saving Donny would make myself an enemy of Superbia. That if I didn’t apologize, Dragon King would have every right to kill me. Heck, he might even throw me to the crowd, which certainly looked bloodthirsty enough to rend me limb from limb if they got their hands on me.
But then I looked at Donny and saw how scared yet hopeful he was.
So I locked eyes with Dragon King and said, “You can take your ‘forgiveness’ and shove it.”
Shocked silence filled the streets at my answer. Even Sir Charles and the Superbian Knights looked astonished at how brazenly I rejected Dragon King’s offer for forgiveness.
Only Dragon King looked unsurprised by my response. He merely sighed in disappointment and said, in a lower voice that was not magnified by his microphone, “Foolish girl. You have sealed your fate.”
With that, Dragon King thrust his hand forward and a huge ball of white fire exploded from his palm. The fireball struck the neck of the float under my feet, causing the entire head to burst into flame … and surround me with burning hot fire.
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The flames rose up above my feet, eating away at the golden dragon’s paper exterior. The sudden rise in temperature caused my skin to break out into a sweat all over my body, while I instinctively summoned a light barrier around me to protect me from the heat. 
But then I heard an ominous crack underneath me and felt the dragon’s head giving out under my feet. Panicked, I tried to jump off, but I was too slow. The dragon’s head snapped off its neck and both I and the dragon’s head fell down to the street below.
I landed hard on the street, though thanks to my light barrier, I was mostly safe. Chunks of burning wood landed all around me, some of it bouncing off of the barrier. Despite the jarring fall, I scrambled to my feet and looked up. The headless neck of the float was on fire now, but Dragon King apparently didn’t care. He had turned his attention back to Donny, who, fortunately, was still protected by my barrier. Quickly, I sent more light energy into the barrier to make it self-sustaining.
That was when a huge shadow fell over me, causing me to look over my shoulder in time to see a huge ax falling down toward me. I jumped to the side, avoiding the ax, which smashed into the street where I’d been standing mere seconds before.
Staggering backward, I looked at the man who had tried to smash me with the ax. It was Sir Charles, his silver armor gleaming under the light from the flames. He wrenched his ax out of the street and turned to face me, his eyes flashing with anger as he glared at me.
“I told Franklin that you would cause us trouble,” said Sir Charles, “but never in a million years did I expect you to so brazenly defy the President’s will.”
“I don’t care who Dragon King is,” I replied. “King or president, he has no right to murder an innocent person.”
Sir Charles shook his head. “Then you are even more foolish than I thought, girl. In Superbia, President Marcus’ authority is absolute. If he says that a person dies, that person dies. Whether normal … or Founder.”
I gritted my teeth. “Like Henrik, right?”
Sir Charles scowled. “Don’t use his name, you disgusting normal-lover. But perhaps it is appropriate, seeing as you will be joining him in the afterlife soon enough.”
The sound of metal boots scraping against asphalt made me look around. The twelve Superbian Knights had me neatly surrounded, forming a tight circle that left no gaps for me to run through. They wielded swords, axes, spears and a variety of other weapons, all of which were pointed directly at me. I also noticed that the crowds were still watching the fight, making me wonder why they hadn’t been evacuated yet. Maybe they thought this was part of the show or something.
“We have you surrounded, girl,” said Sir Charles. “There’s no escape.”
I held up my hands. My barrier shifted and became fitted over my body, creating Light Armor around me. At the same time, two large light hammers appeared in my hands. Using my power so much made my chest ache slightly, but the pain was easy to ignore.
Lowering my hammers before me, I said, “If you think I’m going to surrender, then you have another thing coming, Charles.”
Sir Charles chuckled. “I don’t expect you to surrender, girl. I expect you to die.”
Sir Charles swung his ax. A huge burst of wind exploded from his ax, forcing me to jump to the side to avoid getting hit. Good thing I did, because when the wind struck the spot where I’d been standing, it literally cut into the asphalt, leaving an inch-deep gash.
Lowering his ax, Sir Charles said, “There is a reason they call me Wind Reaper. It is because I can create wind bursts so powerful that they can even cut through stone. Human flesh, therefore, is like butter to my wind.”
I grimaced. If Sir Charles’ wind could cut through rock, then my Light Armor might not be as protective as I thought. And that didn’t take into account the powers of the other Knights, which were still entirely unknown to me.
But I couldn’t give up. Although my reinforced barrier would keep Donny safe for a while, it wouldn’t keep him safe forever. Sooner or later, Dragon King would break through it or it would run out of power. I couldn’t let Sir Charles and his Knights stop me, but something told me I didn’t have much of a choice in that matter.
One of the other Knights, apparently too impatient to attack, raised his sword and rushed toward me. I swung my hammers, but the Knight easily knocked the hammers aside with his blade and jabbed his sword at me. His broadsword slammed into my chest, not piercing my skin thanks to my Light Armor. Even so, the blow caused me to stagger backward, leaving my chest wide open for another attack.
The Knight raised his sword again, but then a confused look crossed his face and he looked around wildly. “Huh? Where am I? Where did the girl go? This isn’t Superbia. Where—?”
A look of absolute fear appeared on the Knight’s face. Without warning, he screamed and rushed toward his fellow Knights, slashing his sword wildly. He wasn’t the only Knight to turn on his friends, however. As I watched, two other Knights also started screaming and attacking their fellow Knights, causing all twelve of the Superbian Knights to fall into chaotic infighting.
“What the heck?” said Sir Charles, who appeared to be the only Knight who hadn’t lost his mind. “What are you idiots doing? You are supposed to be killing the girl, not each other!”
“On the contrary, Sir Charles,” came a smooth voice behind me, “the Knights are doing what knights are always supposed to do: Slaying monsters.”
Gentleman stepped out in front of me, his sudden appearance causing me to start. He didn’t even look at me, though, his focus on Sir Charles, a cool smirk across his face.
Sir Charles’ eyes widened in shock. “Gentleman? What are you doing here? Dragon King told you to stay put.”
Gentleman shrugged. “I got bored and decided to come watch the parade. And then I decided to join in on the fun myself.”
Sir Charles opened his mouth, but then one of the Knights—his eyes wide with madness—screamed and rushed Sir Charles himself. Sir Charles barely raised his ax in time to block his fellow Knight’s spear, a shocked and annoyed look appearing on his face.
“Arnie!” said Sir Charles in a strained voice. “What do you think you’re doing? It’s me, Charles!”
Gentleman sighed and rubbed his forehead. “Unfortunately for you, Wind Reaper, your Knights are too busy trying to kill all of the scary monsters I am making them see. And they just so happen to think that you are one of the scary monsters.”
“Bastard,” Sir Charles said through gritted teeth as he held back Arnie’s spear.
“It’s Gentleman,” Gentleman replied, “although anyone who says you can’t be a bastard and a gentleman at the same time has obviously never met either.”
“Gentleman?” I said, looking at Gentleman in bewilderment. “Where did you come from? Where is—”
“Rodrigo is on his way,” said Gentleman without looking at me. He gestured at the float. “Why don’t you go save the normal? Dragon King looks like he’s almost cracked his shell.”
Gentleman was right. Donny’s light barrier was covered in cracks from the repeated blows that Dragon King had inflicted on it. Donny himself, despite still being protected by the barrier, had curled into a fetal position, keeping his head down as Dragon King slashed the barrier over and over again.
Nodding at Gentleman, I thrust out my hand and created a staircase made of light leading up from the street to the top of the float. My heart ached again, but like before, I ignored it as I ran up the stairs two steps at a time. Nomura’s adrenaline boost seemed to have run out by now because I felt a lot slower and sluggish, but I was still making good progress up to the top of the float.
Right before I could jump off the final step, Erica appeared in my path. Surprised, I swung my hammers at her face, but Erica caught my wrists easily and spread my arms apart. I grunted as Erica forced my arms back, clearly trying to make me fall over.
“This is far enough, girl,” said Erica in her usual monotone voice. “You won’t stop Dragon King from executing Miller.”
“Says you,” I said. “Let go of me!”
With a grunt, I ripped my right wrist out of her grasp and slammed my hammer against the side of her face. The blow sent Erica staggering backward and also knocked her hat and sunglasses off. Erica clutched her face, groaning in pain as she staggered away from me.
Sensing that victory was upon me, I took another step forward, but came to a stop when I heard a frighteningly familiar voice:
“I see you.”
Fear—cold, freezing fear—gripped my heart.
No. This couldn’t be happening. I couldn’t be hearing that voice. Not now. Not when I was awake.
The voice in my nightmare, the voice of the nightmare woman, the voice of pure terror.
“I see you.”
There it was again, but it made no sense. This was real life, not a dream or a nightmare. I shouldn’t be hearing that … that voice. Or was this reality? Maybe it wasn’t. Maybe this was some kind of strange nightmare, a new variation on the same insanity that had terrorized me for nearly a year now.
“This is reality, all right, Ashley Jason. And it’s coming from right in front of you.”
Trembling with fear, I looked directly before me. Erica was the only thing standing in my way, but she removed her hands from her face and slowly raised her head, allowing me to see her eyes for the first time.
Erica’s eyes were blank, just like the nightmare woman’s eyes. Her face was even shaped like the nightmare woman’s face, except not quite as monstrous. Without her hat, Erica’s long, black hair hung limply on her shoulders. Between the stench of smoke and burning wood coming from the smoking float and Erica’s death-like stink, it was hard for me to breathe clearly, though that may have also been due to the overwhelming fear I felt just by looking at her.
“No way,” I said in a trembling voice. “You’re not …”
“But I am,” said Erica, her voice having a distinctly inhuman echo. “For almost a year, I, Erica Shannon, have been haunting your sleep, filling your mind with the scariest nightmare you have ever experienced. Over and over again, I instilled fear in your very soul, making you doubt both your sanity and the medicine you took. I’ve also been torturing your classmates, but mostly for fun.”
“So you were the one who has been torturing me with that nightmare,” I said. “The Super Pills didn’t do it. You did.”
Erica grinned, an expression that reminded me far too much of her nightmare self. “Indeed. President Marcus wanted me to make you distrust your medicine so you would be more open to our cure. But unfortunately, you were too stubborn for your own good. That’s why I am going to kill you today, Ashley. Not just in your dreams, but in real life.”
I gulped. “What are you? You can’t be human.”
Erica’s grin became even more ghoulish. “I am, but you can call me Nightmare. And I am going to be your worst.”
Erica began walking toward me with her hands outstretched. I suddenly felt like I was back in the nightmare again, backed up against a cliff with nowhere to run. I wanted to fight, but my body had become paralyzed with fear. All I could do was watch as Erica made her way closer and closer to me, her claw-like hands outstretched.
Then, right before Erica could grab me, Nomura came out of nowhere and punched her in the face. Erica staggered to the side, shrieking in shock, but Nomura didn’t let up. He socked her in the face again, the blow sending her staggering back even more.
Snapped out of my fear, I looked at Nomura in confusion. “Nomura? How did you get here so quickly?”
Nomura flashed a Teleportation Disk at me. “That Ethan kid’s got all kinds of neat toys. Anyway, you go and save Donny. I’ll keep ‘Nightmare’ here busy.”
Although I felt bad about leaving Nomura to deal with Nightmare, I knew he had her under control.
Then I heard something like glass shatter and looked over to see that Dragon King had finally broken the barrier. The shards of light dissipated as they flew, while Dragon King—roaring in triumph—raised his sword above his head one last time as Donny quivered under him.
I ran forward and slammed Donny out of the way of Dragon King’s sword. The blow sent Donny rolling to the side, nearly falling off of the float, but I paid no attention to him because Dragon King brought his sword down on me in the next instant.
Instinctively, I held my hammers before me in an X shape and caught Dragon King’s sword between them. The impact of the blade sent me to my knees, however, and my arms burned with exertion as I tried to keep Dragon King back.
For the first time since the start of the parade, a look of annoyance flickered in Dragon King’s eyes. “So you managed to get away from both Wind Reaper and Nightmare. You are much cleverer than you look.”
“I’ve just got a lot of allies,” I reply, “who know that I have a bone to pick with you.”
Dragon King chuckled. “Woman, do you even know who I am? I am Franklin Marcus. I am the Founder and President of Superbia. But most importantly, I am the Dragon King, and I will crush you.”
Dragon King raised his sword and slammed it down hard at me again. The impact of the blade shattered my hammers into a million pieces, and before I could react, Dragon King stabbed his sword into my left shoulder. His blade somehow penetrated my Light Armor and pinned me to the float. Pain exploded in my shoulder as the wound bled, causing me to yell in pain.
“You have done well to survive this far, girl,” said Dragon King, leaning in close to me and pushing his sword in even deeper, “but if you think, for even one moment, that you can defeat me … then that is the last mistake you will ever make.”
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This wasn’t the first time I’d been stabbed, but it still hurt like heck. The pain was almost overwhelming, especially when Dragon King twisted his blade and dug it in deeper. I almost wished that all feeling in my shoulder would go away so I wouldn’t have to suffer from the pain anymore. 
Nor did it help that my condition was flaring up again. The sharp pain in my heart meant that I’d pushed myself too hard. The Super Pill may have made my condition manageable, but it didn’t actually cure me and it was still possible to hurt myself if I pushed myself too hard too fast.
Nonetheless, I raised my left hand to summon a Construct, but Dragon King dug the blade in deeper and I screamed.
“What a pathetic little child you are,” said Dragon King. “I wonder what will kill you first: My blade, or your condition?”
Before I could respond, Dragon King twisted his sword, sending another wave of pain through my body that overwhelmed my mind and left me speechless.
“I always hated your father, girl,” Dragon King continued. “He is the exact kind of super I despise: A superhero, who cares more about protecting inferior normals like Miller than protecting the rights and interests of our people. I had hoped that you, being a distrustful girl, would be more amendable to my ideals. But you’re every bit the normal-lover that your father is. Which is why you are going to die today.”
I couldn’t speak. The pain was too much. I just wanted it all to end and I didn’t care how.
But when Dragon King insulted Dad, fiery anger rose within me. I looked straight into Dragon King’s eyes and spat, “Dad … is a hundred … no … a thousand … times the man you ever will be, Franklin.”
Dragon King’s eyes practically burned with fire when I said that. “What a waste of last words.”
“Agreed,” said a high-pitched, sneering voice. “But then, superheroes always have terrible last words.”
A fireball came out of nowhere and slammed into Dragon King’s head. The impact of the blast knocked him off me, causing him to rip his sword out of my shoulder. I screamed in agony as my wound flowed freely, but clutched it and formed a small light Construct over my wound to staunch the blood flow. That helped somewhat, but I knew I would need to get my shoulder actual medical attention at some point if I didn’t want it to get infected.
“Stop crying, Ashley,” the voice snapped. “The daughter of Bolt should be a lot tougher than that.”
Breathing hard, I looked up to see Parasite walking up to me as casually as if he was taking a stroll through the park. His fingers trailed smoke as he walked, while his lips were twisted in a rather ugly sneer. A simple drone with a camera mounted on top floated behind him, though the strange drone was the least of my worries.
“Parasite?” I said. “When … what took you so long?”
Parasite shrugged. “I got distracted. There are a lot of tasty supers in Superbia, after all. It really is like an all-you-can-eat buffet out here. That’s for sure.”
A chill went down my spine at the implication behind Parasite’s words, but then Dragon King grunted loudly behind me and I looked at him again.
Dragon King’s helmet was blackened from Parasite’s fireball. Dragon King himself, however, looked pretty uninjured, though a scowl crossed his lips when he saw Parasite.
“Ah,” said Dragon King, his voice dripping with anger, “so it looks like I didn’t lie when I said that Ashley is working with you and Gentleman.”
“Don’t mistake us for friends,” said Parasite, stopping beside me. He raised his arms, which shifted into wicked sharp blades, and took a battle stance. “I just can’t stand your ideology. ‘We’re all supers’ … what a naive way of looking at the world. Sounds like something a five-year-old would say.”
Dragon King spat. “I forgot. You are obsessed with your supervillain ‘heritage.’ I should have expected that you would have turned against me eventually, though I wouldn’t peg you for a normal-lover.”
“Normals have been far kinder to me than supers,” said Parasite, “but truthfully, I don’t see myself as a defender of normals or their rights. Like I said, I’m just sick of your BS. If that means working with the daughter of my dad’s worst enemy … well, the enemy of my enemy is my friend, right?”
I shuddered as I clutched my shoulder, which still hurt despite the Construct staunching the blood flow. “Did you just say that we’re friends?”
“It’s just an expression, you stupid girl,” Parasite snapped. “Now, shut up and let the men talk. Franklin and I have been meaning to have a good conversation for a very long time, haven’t we, Franklin?’
Dragon King snorted. “If you want to die as well, then so be it. You would have been wiser to wait a while longer to take me out if that was your goal this whole time, but you always have been an impatient, easily manipulated tool. It’s why I initially reached out to you five years ago. You are powerful but very foolish.”
Dragon King swept his hand to the side. “See the people of Superbia? They want me to win, Parasite. They know how evil you are. By coming to Ashley’s aid, you have confirmed my lies. For that, I must thank you for serving me even when you rebel against me.”
I hated to admit it, but Dragon King was right. The Superbians watching the parade, although initially shocked by the violence, were now eagerly cheering on Dragon King. Most were calling for Parasite’s death, while a few were even trying to join the brawl themselves, stopped only by the police keeping them off the streets. I even heard them calling for my death, which was even more depressing.
Parasite, however, just grinned. “Foolish, huh? Not as foolish as bragging about killing Henrik on camera.”
Without warning, a holographic screen—as big as a movie screen—appeared in the air. It had been conjured by Parasite’s drone, which hovered in the air a few feet away from the float.
Every eye in the street had been drawn to the holographic screen, including Dragon King, who looked genuinely bewildered for the first time ever. “What is this?”
“One of your home movies,” said Parasite, “courtesy of those crazy normals at the NLF.”
Without warning, the video started playing … and I instantly recognized it as the footage of Dragon King discussing Henrik’s assassination with Sir Charles. The footage played out exactly the way it had on my computer, but bigger and louder. Yet the audio was clear as day, allowing all of us to hear every word Dragon King said without any distortion or effects.
The effect on the crowd was immediate. The Superbians all watched and listened to the video like it was the most interesting movie in the world. It did seem to be slightly edited, though, perhaps to speed up the pace. 
Dragon King watched it, too, his eyes fixed on the holographic video as it played out before everyone. With his helmet covering his face and his eyes turned upward, it was hard to tell what he was thinking. His rigid body language, however, suggested that he wasn’t happy. Not happy at all.
Once the video ended, Parasite looked out across the crowd and shouted, “Did you all see that? That was an unedited video of your precious Dragon King plotting to kill Henrik Ericsson. You saw it yourself, folks. President Marcus is a conniving, lying, murderer who’s willing to kill one of his friends just to gain political power. He would make a really good supervillain if he believed in that stuff.”
Then Parasite looked at Dragon King again with a huge smirk on his face. “Oh, and did I forget to mention that the footage is now on the Internet? I imagine it will go viral beyond the borders of Superbia. I wonder what people outside of Superbia will think about the great defender of superhuman rights and equality, President Franklin Marcus, being outed as nothing more than a petty, corrupt dictator who doesn’t care about anything except his own power.”
Even I was taken aback by Parasite’s harsh denouncement of Dragon King. Of course, it seemed slightly hypocritical for Parasite to criticize Dragon King for being a murderer, but I did notice a hint of admiration in Parasite’s condemnation. Not surprising. I suppose Parasite probably wished he was in Dragon King’s place.
Dragon King was strangely silent. He was not looking at me, Parasite, or even the crowds. His eyes were fixed on the float upon which we stood, his muscles not moving even slightly.
Without warning, the crowd started going nuts. People screamed and even started to riot. It was tough to tell, but it seemed like half of the crowd was angry at Dragon King for killing Henrik while the other half was accusing Parasite of faking the footage. The divisions were so sharp that the people even started fighting among each other, forcing the Superbian police to intervene and try to control the unruly crowd, though they seemed to have little luck.
Parasite began laughing. He laughed long and hard, laughing so hard that I was afraid he was going to hurt himself. “Ha! Gaze, Dragon King, as your sterling, carefully-managed reputation falls apart like a poorly-built building! Soon, every man, woman, and child not just in Superbia, but the whole world will know your true colors. With that single video, I did more damage to you than any hostile interviewer could have. What do you think about—”
Dragon King raised a hand and unleashed a huge white fireball, but not at me or Parasite. Instead, his fireball slammed into the drone floating a few feet away, causing it to explode and crash to the streets below. The holographic video blinked out of existence, though if what Parasite said was true, it didn’t matter because the video was still on the Internet.
Parasite seemed to realize that, too, because he said, “Uh-oh, is Lizard King throwing a temper tantrum? Breaking my toys won’t save your reputation, Frank, or stave off the inevitable rebellion from your own citizens.”
Dragon King growled a distinctly inhuman growl. He raised his head to look at us, his eyes now shining with fire. Smoke rose from the nostrils of his helmet, while heat started radiating from his body like the sun. “You are correct. Now that the people are aware of my hand in Henrik’s death, it will indeed be hard to stop a rebellion. Perhaps it is time that I remind the citizens of Superbia why I am called the Dragon King.”
Without warning, Dragon King aimed his hand at the float and fired two fireballs. The fireballs slammed into the float hard enough to shake it, going through the surface of the float and setting it on fire. A huge fire suddenly began enveloping the float, forcing Parasite and me to back away.
“Uh-oh,” I said, looking at the flames rising all around us. “Those flames don’t look good.”
“Yep,” said Parasite with a nod. “That’s why we need to get out of here. Stat.”
Parasite grabbed my arm and rushed over to the side of the float. We passed Nomura, who ran alongside us, having apparently defeated Nightmare, who lay on the float looking unconscious or dead.
“When we jump, summon a light bed or something underneath us!” Parasite snapped at me.
I had just enough time to nod before all three of us jumped off the edge of the float. Rather than fall to the street below, I created a light slide, which we slid down safely to the street itself.
We were just in time, too. As soon as our feet touched the street, the entire golden dragon float collapsed into a huge flaming ball of fire and wood. Thick black smoke enveloped the remains of the float as flames shot into the sky. The intense heat was enough to scorch the tips of my hair. It also caused the crowds to stop rioting, watching in disbelief as Dragon King’s float collapsed into a burning inferno of fire and smoke.
“Parasite!” said Gentleman as he ran up to us. “Are you all right? What happened to Dragon King?”
“Dead,” Parasite replied, letting go of my arm and dusting himself off. “He threw a big temper tantrum, like the overgrown brat he is, and got himself killed.”
“What happened to Sir Charles?” I said. “Is he—?”
Gentleman thrust a thumb over his shoulder. “Still alive, but a little busy trying not to get killed by his own Knights.”
Looking over Gentleman’s shoulder, I spotted Sir Charles through the smoke, fighting off three of his Knights at once. A couple of Knights lay on the ground around him, but whether they were dead or unconscious was hard to tell. They certainly looked like they had left the world of the living.
“I say we kill him next,” said Parasite, rubbing his hands together eagerly. He sighed. “But I kind of wish I hadn’t let Dragon King killed himself. I would have loved to have the power to transform into a friggin’ dragon. That would have been so—”
A roar exploded from within the smoke cloud behind us. Whirling around, I saw the outline of a full-sized dragon in the smoke and flames, but the smoke obscured its features, making it impossible to make out any detail.
“What the hell?” said Nomura. “I thought Dragon King destroyed his float. How is it still standing?”
I gulped. “Because that’s not a float, Nomura.”
Another roar came from the smoke and flames … and then, with a flap of its powerful wings, the dragon dispersed the smoke, allowing us to see it for the first time.




CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


The dragon looked extremely similar to Barrett’s dragon form. Golden scales, pitted and scarred with age, covered its body from head to foot. Huge, muscular legs supported a body as thick as a truck, while wings with the span of an airplane extended from either side of its body. Thick claws that reminded dug into the street underneath it, while its long, snakelike tail swung back and forth behind it like a whip. 
But this dragon made Barrett’s dragon form look like a baby. It was easily twice as large as Barrett, towering above even some of the buildings in the area. Its weight had cracked the street underneath it, heat radiating off of its massive form even causing some of the asphalt to melt. It felt like standing in front of a huge, open furnace.
Its face, however, was the truly terrifying part. It was sharper and more pointed than Barrett’s, with thick black smoke rising from its nostrils and the corners of its mouth. Its golden eyes, however, gleamed with intelligence, very much unlike Barrett’s, which typically looked much more feral.
The dragon’s appearance was so striking that the rioting crowds stopped. Even the police had stopped trying to break up fights to stare at the magnificent, terrifying creature that now stood in downtown Ira.
I couldn’t blame them. It wasn’t every day that you saw the full-size dragon form of Dragon King, after all.
“What were you saying about Dragon King killing himself, Parasite?” said Gentleman. “Because I think he looks rather lively for a dead person.”
Dragon King laughed, a very human sound coming from a very inhuman face. “I am far from dead, Gentleman. No, I am going to clean up the mess that I created through carelessness.”
“You can talk?” I said, my mouth hanging open. “But I thought you couldn’t talk in dragon form.”
Dragon King laughed once again. “Young Barrett has simply not learned how to speak in his dragon form yet. It’s a skill that requires years of practice and study to learn, of which I have plenty.”
Dragon King’s voice, though understandable, was slightly distorted by a growl. He sounded very much like how I imagined dragons would talk if they were real and could speak. He sounded a bit like Smaug from those old Hobbit movies, only infinitely more terrifying because he was very, very real.
“But it doesn’t matter,” said Dragon King, “for none of you will live long enough to see Barrett master this particular skill.”
Fire began building in Dragon King’s mouth. Then, without warning, Dragon King opened his mouth and unleashed a column of white-hot fire at us.
Parasite and I acted quickly. I summoned the strongest, thickest light barrier that I could, while Parasite created an energy barrier to act as a second layer of sorts to mine. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I was surprised at how smoothly we worked together but pushed that thought aside to focus on maintaining the barrier.
The column of fire slammed into our layered barrier, the flames coming so hard and so fast that they completely enveloped us. It was all Parasite and I could do to protect us. There was so much fire that I couldn’t even see outside of our barriers. No matter where I looked, I saw only white flames. The temperature inside our barriers rose, causing all four of us to break out into a sweat.
Eventually, however, the flames began to die down, until they disappeared entirely. That was how we got to see the aftermath of Dragon King’s fire breath.
We were safe and unharmed … but the street wasn’t. The street around our barrier was melted and blackened, wisps of smoke rising from the street. We were lucky that our barriers withstood the fire. If not, I couldn’t even imagine what our bodies would have looked like.
“Dang it,” said Nomura, glancing at the melted asphalt all around us. “I’ve heard rumors about President Marcus’ powerful fire breath in his dragon form, but this is unreal. It’s like he’s breathing the sun.”
Dragon King sniffed in annoyance. “Your barriers may have protected you from my flames, but they look rather weak.”
Dragon King was right. Although our barriers remained standing, they both cracked especially Parasite’s barrier. If Dragon King decided to breathe fire on us again, we were definitely screwed.
Screams of terror caused all of us to look around, including Dragon King. It appeared that Dragon King’s attack was the straw that broke the camel’s back. The rioting crowds were now running away en mass, trampling each other in a desperate attempt to leave the scene of the battle. Even the police fled, screaming their heads off.
I couldn’t blame them. I wanted to run, too.
Harsh laughter barked across the street, causing us to look and see Sir Charles standing on the other side of the street. Based on the number of dead Knights lying at his feet, as well as the blood on his ax, it looked like Sir Charles had been extremely busy. However, not all of his Knights were dead. About half of the Superbian Knights still stood, forming a loose line behind Sir Charles. Guess Gentleman’s illusions must have finally faded.
“It’s over now, traitors!” Sir Charles yelled gleefully. “Now that Dragon King has fully transformed, you all are destined to die! Glory to Superbia and make way for the Dragon King!”
“Indeed, Sir Charles,” said Dragon King. His golden eyes flicked toward Sir Charles. “Unfortunately, I am very disappointed with the performance of the Superbian Knights. They should never have allowed these rebels to get this far.”
“My apologies, my lord,” said Sir Charles with a bow. “Gentleman’s illusions distracted us from helping you. Otherwise—”
“Excuses,” Dragon King interrupted, a low growl emitting from his throat. “I hate excuses.”
Without warning, Dragon King turned his head toward the Superbian Knights, opened his mouth, and unleashed another column of white fire. The fire covered Sir Charles and the remaining Superbian Knights in an instant. They didn’t even have a chance to react before the blazing hot fire consumed their forms entirely. Sir Charles screamed, but his scream died quickly … and painfully.
Then Dragon King cut off the fire, allowing us to see several piles of ash and melted armor where Sir Charles and the surviving Superbian Knights had once stood.
“Oh my God,” I said, putting a hand over my mouth. “You killed one of your own loyalists.”
Dragon King looked at us again and snorted, smoke shooting out of his nostrils. “Failures like Sir Charles deserve no mercy. Besides, he became a liability as soon as that footage was shown. I can always replace him.”
Even Parasite and Gentleman looked disgusted by Dragon King’s murder of Sir Charles, although I suspected Parasite was more annoyed that he wouldn’t get to drink Sir Charles’ blood and get his power than anything.
Dragon King licked his lips. “Now that it’s just me and you, let’s see how your barriers handle an even more powerful fire breath.”
Dragon King’s throat began to glow a brilliant golden color. At the same time, white flames escaped the corners of his mouth and he snorted out more smoke than ever.
“Quick!” said Nomura, looking around. “We need to run now. If we don’t—”
“Don’t bother,” said Gentleman, shaking his head. “There’s not enough time. Nor is there anywhere to hide.”
Gentleman was right. The street was wide-open, with nowhere to hide behind or under. The nearest alleyways were too far for us to escape into. We had no options, no way to retreat. We could only stare as Dragon King’s throat grew brighter and brighter, darker and darker smoke rising from his nostrils. I increased the strength of my barrier, as did Parasite his, but we both knew that there was no way we could survive this next attack.
Then, right before Dragon King unleashed his final attack, a huge shadow swooped by overhead and then another golden dragon—half the size of Dragon King—came out of nowhere and slammed into Dragon King’s neck.
The impact of the second dragon caused Dragon King’s head to abrupt turn to the side. A stream of whitish-golden flame spewed out of Dragon King’s mouth, but it didn’t come anywhere close to us. Instead, it slammed into the Research Center itself, causing the building to catch fire all of a sudden.
“What the—?” said Nomura. “A second dragon? Who—?”
“Barrett,” I said. Tears started to form in my eyes. “He’s here.”
It was indeed Barrett in his dragon form now. He clutched his dad’s neck tightly, clawing against Dragon King’s scales and biting wherever he could. He was distracting Dragon King, which seemed to be working because Dragon King shook his neck wildly in an attempt to throw Barrett off.
“Foolish boy,” said Dragon King in a half-annoyed, half-surprised voice. “Why have you betrayed your father? Have you gone insane?”
Barrett didn’t say anything. He just kept biting and slashing at Dragon King, effectively distracting him from us.
“Guess Barrett isn’t daddy’s boy after all,” Parasite chuckled. He raised his arms, which shifted into blades again. “This is our opportunity. I say we strike him now while Barrett is distracting him.”
“I’m not so sure I want to get into the middle of a fight between two literal dragons,” said Nomura uncertainly. “You can if you want, but I think I’m going to stay out of it.”
“I want to help, too,” I said, taking a step forward. “Even if Nomura doesn’t, I—”
My shoulder wound spiked and I grunted, grabbing it again. The makeshift patch might have staunched the blood flow, but it still really hurt.
Nomura shook his head. “No, Ashley. As your bodyguard, I can’t let you fight Dragon King. You and I need to get out of here. Parasite and Gentleman can take care of Dragon King.”
“Probably a good idea,” said Parasite. “I don’t want a girl dragging us down, right, Gentleman?”
“Quite so,” said Gentleman as he drew his sword from his cane sheath. “Ashley would be an unnecessary burden right now.”
“But Barrett is fighting,” I said. “And if Barrett is fighting, then—”
I was interrupted again by a pained roar, causing us to look at the fight between Dragon King and Barrett.
Barrett lay on the street, Dragon King’s claw planted firmly on his neck. Barrett was missing several scales, mostly around his stomach, and was bleeding at the temple. Even so, he kept trying to get up, though it was clearly a futile effort because of how much weaker he was than his dad.
“Foolish, foolish boy,” said Dragon King as he pressed down on Barrett’s neck further. “Betraying your father for an American girl … it would seem that all my years of teaching you right were for nothing. I don’t want to kill you, but if you keep choosing to fight against me … to fight against Superbia … then what happens, happens.”
Dragon King raised his other claw, clearly aiming to go in for the kill.
“No!” I shouted. “Barrett!”
Without hesitation, I summoned Arthur the Knight Construct, who appeared between Dragon King and Barrett. Dragon King looked surprised to see Arthur, but still brought his claw down on Arthur.
Arthur, however, raised his sword above his head at my mental command … impaling Dragon King’s claw directly on top of it.
Dragon King roared in agony. He tore his claw off of Arthur so fast that he shattered Arthur’s sword. Dragon King staggered backward, growling and snorting, but Arthur advanced on Dragon King, another sword made of light materializing in his hand.
With Arthur distracting Dragon King, I ran over to Barrett, with Parasite, Gentleman, and Nomura running closely behind me. Despite my pain, I reached Barrett first, kneeling beside his dragon head and grimacing at how beaten he looked.
“Barrett,” I said, rubbing the side of his face. “Are you all right? Barrett, can you hear me?”
One of Barrett’s dragon eyes flickered open. He looked up at me and grunted, but then said, in a stilted, inhuman voice, “Ashley …”
Tears streamed down my cheeks. “Barrett …”
“This is romantic and all, but I think we’ve got more important things to worry about,” said Parasite. “Like the dragon who is probably going to break your puppet.”
Looking up, I saw that, while Arthur was still keeping Dragon King distract, it wasn’t going to be for much longer. Dragon King was getting increasingly agitated, snapping at Arthur, who showed pretty good combat instincts by dodging when necessary. Even so, it was only a matter of time before Dragon King smashed Arthur, and then we’d have to deal with him again ourselves.
“This is ridiculous,” said Gentleman, shaking his head. “We can’t beat Dragon King, not like this. He’s too powerful. Even with all of us working together, we couldn’t beat him if we tried.”
“Then don’t,” said a familiar old voice behind me. “Run away. Leave him to us.”
Puzzled, I looked over my shoulder to see Donny walking toward us, no longer in chains. He was not alone, however. His wife, Janet, and his son Brad walked behind him, along with half a dozen NLF members wielding guns. One of them even had a rocket launcher, though where he got that, I had no idea.
“Donny?” I said, turning to face him. “What do you mean ‘run away’? To where?”
Donny pointed at the sky. “To America. Flee Superbia. It’s your only chance.”
“And leave you here?” I said. I shook my head. “No. I want to stay and fight.”
“This isn’t your home, Ashley,” said Brad harshly. He hefted his machine gun. “It’s ours. Let us fight … and die … for it.”
“What Brad means, Ashley, is that your help has been appreciated,” Donny explained, “but it’s not your place to die here. It’s not your country. Your death would accomplish nothing except give Dragon King exactly what he wants.”
Brad looked at Barrett. “Dragon kid, can you fly?”
Barrett nodded slightly and slurred, “Ashley …”
“Excellent,” said Donny. “Ashley, you and Barrett need to get out of here. Now that Dragon King has declared you enemies of the state, Superbia isn’t safe for you anymore.”
“What do you mean?” I said. “If we can beat Dragon King, won’t the people support us, now that they know that Dragon King killed Henrik?”
“If only it were that easy,” said Donny with a sigh. “Unfortunately, the Military Tribunal is still on Dragon King’s side. Even if you somehow killed Dragon King, the Military Tribunal would send the army after you. And not everyone will be happy to be freed of Dragon King’s tyranny. Some … some will be very displeased.”
“Plus, you’re injured,” said Janet, pointing at my shoulder. “You’re in no condition to fight anyone, especially Dragon King. That’s why you need to leave.”
I bit my lower lip, but couldn’t argue with anything they said. I was definitely too injured to fight and staying in Superbia probably was not a wise idea.
So I nodded and said, “All right. I’ll leave, then. But what about you guys?”
Brad raised his gun. “What about us? We’re going to start a revolution.”
“What Brad means is that we’ll keep Dragon King distracted,” said Donny. “That way, you and Barrett can escape.”
I looked at Nomura. “Nomura, you can come with us, too. Now that everyone has seen you helping me—”
Nomura, however, waved a hand. “Sorry, Ash, but I’m staying, too. I don’t want to weigh down Barrett. I’ll stay here and join Brad’s revolution.”
“But your son,” I said. “What about him?”
Nomura smiled tightly. “My son is with his mom. He’ll be safe.”
I nodded, even though I didn’t like the idea of abandoning Nomura. I then looked at Parasite and Gentleman, who had been oddly quiet. “What about you guys? Are you two staying, too?”
Parasite chuckled. “Yeah, but not to fight Dragon King. We’ll find our own way off Superbia, won’t we, Joey?”
“That we will, Rodrigo,” said Gentleman, adjusting his bow tie. “We’re used to sneaking around. We will be fine.”
I nodded, but then Parasite stepped up into my face and growled, “But next time we see each other, Ashley Jason, will be as enemies, not allies. Got it? Next time, it will be the grandson of Master Chaos versus the granddaughter of Genius. And this time, I’ll win.”
Taken aback by Parasite’s invading my personal space, I nodded. “If you say so.”
“I do,” said Parasite, taking a step back. “I very much do.”
Before I could respond to that, Barrett rose up to his feet behind me. He lowered down so I could climb onto his back, which I did, taking my usual seat right behind his neck. His dragon scales felt warm and rough under my skirt, but also secure like I wouldn’t fall off.
Holding onto one of Barrett’s scales, I looked down at Donny. “I guess this is goodbye, then.”
Donny nodded. “It is. But hopefully, by the next time we see each other, it will be in a free Superbia, one where normals and supers alike live in true equality.”
I nodded back. “I would like that.”
Brad grunted. “All right, old man, let’s get to it. Dragon King won’t stay distracted forever.”
Barrett nodded. His eyes glanced at me and he said, “Ashley … hang on …”
I nodded again and clutched Barrett’s scales tightly.
Then, with a single flap of his wings, Barrett took off into the air over Ira, flying east back to America … back home, in other words.




CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


As we soared through the air, however, I could not help but glance over my injured shoulder. Horrified, I saw Donny, Nomura, and the NLF members advance on Dragon King, shooting their guns at him and forcing Dragon King to block his bullets with his wings. Arthur, my puppet, rushed in to attack Dragon King as well, but a quick swipe from Dragon King’s claw shattered the cracked puppet into a million pieces. 
I also spotted Parasite and Gentleman disappear into one of the alleyways. Parasite stopped just long enough to glare up at me, however, with a harsh look I would never forget as long as I lived.
Then we flew past the First Bank of Superbia and I could no longer see the battle.
Sighing, I looked ahead, feeling the wind whipping through my hair and clothing. The wind was surprisingly cold up here, as well as very strong, but Barrett’s back was designed in such a way that I wasn’t in danger of falling off unless he did a barrel roll or something.
Barrett himself, despite his injuries, seemed to be flying just fine. He flapped his wings occasionally, gliding more often than not. We moved at a very quick pace, already halfway to the Institute. In fact, I could see the Institute’s castle rising up in the distance. A pang of regret echoed through my heart at the sight of the school, but I knew we couldn’t stop, either to say goodbye to the students or pick up my possessions. We’d just have to keep flying straight.
That was when a close roar shook the sky. It was so shocking that I nearly jumped out of Barrett’s back. Even Barrett himself appeared startled by the roar.
“Ashley,” Barrett grunted. “Who … is … it?”
Already knowing the answer to that question without even needing to turn around, I nonetheless looked over my shoulder.
Dragon King was flying behind us. We were still out of range of his fire breath, but he was catching up very quickly. Even worse, his throat was glowing golden again, meaning he was planning to fire another super fire breath at us.
“It’s your dad!” I shouted. “He’s coming after us!”
Barrett snarled. “Can’t … fight … dad … with … you on my … back …”
“I know,” I said, patting the base of Barrett’s neck. “I’ll figure something out. Just hang on a minute.”
My mind raced as I considered our options. Barrett was in no shape to fight Dragon King in the sky, either up close or in a fire breath battle. He didn’t want to risk hurting me, but I was more concerned about the fact that it would slow us down. Even if we beat Dragon King, it wouldn’t stop the military from coming after us. My shoulder injury didn’t help things, either.
We needed to beat Dragon King now. And I thought I knew how.
“Barrett,” I shouted, raising my voice to be heard over the roaring wind all around us, “slow down a little. I need to get close to your dad.”
“Why?” Barrett said in a genuinely surprised voice. “If we slow down now—”
“Just do it,” I snapped. “I’ve got a plan. Trust me.”
Although I could tell that Barrett didn’t like it, he started noticeably slowing. Not enough to make it easy for Dragon King to catch up to us, but enough that it encouraged Dragon King to fly faster. He seemed to think that Barrett was slowing down because he was tired or injured. A look of triumph crossed Dragon King’s face as he drew closer and closer to us, the fire in his throat glowing so brightly now it was almost like looking at the sun.
But Dragon King had fallen right into our trap.
Turning around as much as I could on Barrett’s back, I held out a hand toward Dragon King, keeping careful track of the pattern of his wing beats. Three beats … glide … three beats … glide … three beats—
I summoned a spear made of light and launched it straight at Dragon King’s left wing.
The spear stabbed straight through Dragon King’s left wing, skewering it straight through. Dragon King himself roared in pain and immediately fell out of the sky. He tried to glide on his wings, but with my light spear embedded in his left wing, there was little he could do to control the trajectory of his fall.
Causing him to crash directly into the castle of the Institute.
Dragon King smashed into the Institute, his massive dragon body disappearing inside. A second later, a column of whitish-gold flame exploded out of the castle’s roof, spewing out like water from a geyser.
But I didn’t pay attention to that. With Dragon King no longer a threat, Barrett picked up speed again, going faster than ever, until, a few minutes later, we flew out beyond the borders of Superbia and over the open ocean water, leaving the smoking, burning city of Ira long behind us.
But not, I knew, all of our problems.




CHAPTER FORTY-THREE


Sunday, June 13th, 8:03 PM, 2038 … 
So that’s how my third year ended. If you could even call that my third year, seeing as I technically didn’t graduate from the Institute. Instead, I’d accidentally destroyed it, though in my defense, no one was in the school when Dragon King crashed into it due to it being a holiday. Thus, no one other than Dragon King got hurt.
Anyway, Barrett and I flew for hours afterward, just heading straight east, which was the general direction that America lay in. But Superbia was hundreds of miles from America and Barrett, although young and strong, couldn’t fly forever.
As a result, Barrett grew tired about five hours into our journey. At that point, however, we were still flying over water and had nowhere to land, making me worry at first that we were going to crash and drown.
That was when we found a Canadian fishing boat, which allowed us to land on them. The fishermen were a bit hesitant to allow a dragon to land on their ship, but when they saw my wound, they let us land. They were definitely shocked, however, when the ‘dragon’ transformed into a shirtless teenage boy, who required some medical attention himself. Learning that the fishermen were normals themselves, though, helped me understand their shock.
The fishermen were friendly enough, however, and even let me use their ship’s phone to call home. It took me a while to explain to Mom and Dad what happened, though, mostly because Mom was hysterical about the fact that Barrett and I had apparently instigated a revolution in Superbia. Dad, however, got one of the NHA’s Spinners, flying saucer-like aircraft that the NHA used to transport members quickly and easily across vast distances, and came to pick us up, along with about half a dozen other NHA members. I was taken to the Hero Island Hospital first, though, where I got my shoulder repaired and Barrett got his wounds treated as well.
Things got really crazy when we came home, though. I learned that the Superbian government had cut off all contact with the outside world and that no one knew why. It was apparently causing a huge stir in the superhuman community, not helped by the rumors of a normal uprising toppling President Marcus’ government and replacing it with a government of normals spreading like wildfire. The footage of President Marcus plotting Henrik’s assassination also went viral online, causing a lot of people to hate President Marcus, which I imagine may have played a role in the communications blackout.
I was able to explain things to Mom and Dad and even Jake, who was also back home from Blackwell, but then the G-Men themselves came knocking. As did the NHA and INJ, along with a bunch of other organizations and groups that had a vested interest in finding out what really happened in Superbia.
Fortunately, Mom and Dad were great about keeping out the press and other groups from our house. They only allowed reps from the G-Men, NHA, and INJ to interview me about what happened in Superbia, which was fine by me. I didn’t want to go on national TV or the Internet to talk about what happened in Superbia.
Barrett was a popular person who the media wanted to interview—apparently earning the nickname ‘Exiled Prince’ due to his status as a Superbian exile—but Barrett, who stayed with me and my parents, refused to speak with the media at all. He would only speak to me and my family, which was fine because it gave me and him a lot more time together. He fit in pretty well with my family, all things considered, although he was obviously depressed about having to betray his dad and leave Superbia.
Regardless, I was just glad that we got home safely. But Superbia’s communications blackout meant that I had no idea what happened to Donny and the NLF. For that matter, I had no idea what happened to Parasite and Gentleman, either, though something told me that the two of them were probably still alive and active. And I knew I would have to fight Parasite again at some point, though when, exactly, I didn’t know.
I worried a lot about Donny and the NLF. I was especially worried about Donny, knowing that he was just an ordinary middle-aged man. Hopefully, he was still safe, but without knowing what was going on in Superbia, I didn’t know for sure.
But at least I stopped having that same nightmare over and over again. I didn’t even realize how much of a relief that was until I slept for a week straight without having any sort of nightmares. It was wonderful, letting me sleep well for the first time in a very long time. Perhaps Nightmare had indeed been killed when Dragon King destroyed his float.
On the flip side, though, my Super Pills were gone. I had not brought them with me when Barrett and I went out to the Parade. My bottle of Super Pills was left in Superbia, but Professor Hernandez—who called me as soon as he heard about the revolution—said he would mail me a new and improved version of the Super Pills ASAP. He also mentioned that he had been unable to get in touch with Mr. Sycamore due to Superbia’s total communications blackout, which made me feel very worried about Mr. Sycamore.
What else was there to say about my third year? It was crazy. It was wild. I faced more trials and challenges than I ever had before.
But I also felt like I had grown as a person. I had a better idea of what I believed in and valued. I now had an awesome boyfriend who I would do anything for. And I was pretty sure I was going to be a superhero at this point. I was still a little skeptical about it, but I felt like I had no choice now. I liked saving people, especially normals, and my experiences in Superbia solidified my view of the relationship between supers and normals.
And even better, Professor Hernandez told me that the Academy was opening up again this year, meaning I would get to complete my education and graduate from the Academy, which I hadn’t realized how much I missed. It would be fun seeing Courtney, Sofia, and all of the other students and teachers again. I would even be happy to see the Fashionista. At least she never tried to actively kill me.
The future is still uncertain, but I do think, overall, it looks good.
I mean, it can’t get any worse, right?
Ashley Jason, Silvers, Texas, 2038.
-
I put my pen down and glanced at my bed. Barrett lay asleep on my bed, his eyes closed as he breathed in and out softly. He always looked so cute when he slept, but I knew I would have to wake him up soon. Mom and Dad were not down with me and Barrett sleeping together in the same room, even if they let him stay in our house, which was fine, even if a bit old-fashioned. I was just happy to see him alive. Rubbing my repaired shoulder, I was also happy that I was alive.
That’s when the door to my room burst open and Jake stumbled in, panting and saying, “Ash! You gotta see this.”
I raised an eyebrow, frowning. “See what?”
Barrett had also woken up, sitting up in my bed and rubbing his eyes. “Hmm? Where’s the fire?”
“Not a fire,” said Jake, shaking his head. He ran over to me and held his phone up to me. “President Marcus is giving a special live broadcast on the Internet to the whole world, the first in two weeks.”
“What?” said Barrett, snapping to attention. He jumped off my bed and walked over, peering over my shoulder at the phone’s screen. “Father is alive?”
“Looks like it,” said Jake. “Here. It should be starting now.”
Jake tapped the screen. A second later, the Superbian flag appeared on the screen before the image shifted.
Now it showed Dragon King sitting on his throne in Castle Superbia. He was clad head to toe in his golden ceremonial armor, looking no worse the wear despite having crashed into a castle. Yet the anger in his eyes burned so brightly that I felt like he was going to somehow attack us from the Internet.
“Greetings, supers and normals of the world,” said Dragon King, his voice sounding more dragonic than human despite being in his human form. “I am President Franklin ‘Dragon King’ Marcus, the President and Founder of Superbia. I hope that you are all well because I am not.”
“That can’t be him,” I whispered. “How did he survive crashing into a castle?”
“Father is tough,” Barrett replied. “Perhaps too tough.”
Dragon King continued, speaking as if he had rehearsed this speech a hundred times before. “As the world now knows, two weeks ago, I ordered a complete media, information, and communications blackout for Superbia and canceled all travel into and out of the country, ending all trade with other nations, effectively cutting us off from the rest of the world. For two weeks, no one outside of Superbia’s borders knew what was going on. But now, I feel it is time to announce the reason for the blackout, as well as the changes that have occurred in Superbia since then.”
Changes? I didn’t like the sound of that.
Dragon King rested his chin on his hand. “Two weeks ago, members of a terrorist group known as the Normal Liberation Front staged an attack on the Superbia Day Parade. Their devastating attack led to the deaths of ten innocent Superbians and injuries of hundreds more, with property damage in the millions being done. Fortunately, the Military Tribunal and I were able to utterly smash the Normal Liberation Front, killing its leader and many of its officers, leaving the organization a bare shell of what it once was, although we tragically lost Sir Charles, one of the Founders, in the process.”
My eyes widened. Dragon King had killed Brad? And the NLF’s officers? I hoped that didn’t include Donny or Nomura, but deep down I knew otherwise.
“It is the worst terrorist attack that Superbia has ever experienced,” Dragon King continued, “but what made it worse was that it was aided by an American super teen and Academy student, Ashley Jason, the daughter of Bolt. She was radicalized by the NLF into helping them attack the Parade and even convinced my son, Barrett Marcus, to aid her. She and Barrett fled Superbia, however, when it became clear that the NLF was destined to fail, fleeing to America for safety.”
“Terrorists?” I said. “We’re not terrorists. We’re—“
Barrett, however, held a finger to his mouth. “Shush. Father is still speaking.”
Dragon King was, indeed, still speaking. He continued his speech, saying, “What makes Ashley’s crime even worse, however, is that she also recruited the help of the supervillain terrorists Parasite and Gentleman, making her an accomplice to their crimes. That, I believe, is against the law, but I do not expect the American government to do anything about it. Mostly because I have evidence to suggest that the American government—specifically, the G-Men—were the true masterminds behind the attack, which was a coup against my rule.”
My jaw dropped when Dragon King said that. Even Barrett looked at a loss for words at his father’s frankly ridiculous statement.
“Therefore, to ensure the safety of Superbia, I am instituting several changes, effective immediately,” said Dragon King. “All flights into and out of Superbia have been canceled indefinitely. Normals are now outright forbidden to enter the country or become citizens. All trade with America and the rest of the world shall end effective immediately. And the communication blackout with the world shall resume indefinitely and at my discretion. As well, both the Military Tribunal and the Citizens Council have been disbanded, leaving me the sole leader of Superbia.”
Then Dragon King’s eyes glowed dangerously. “But more importantly, I, King Franklin Marcus I, Dragon King of Superbia, do hereby formally declare that the Kingdom of Superbia is now at war with the United States of America.”
-

Ashley Jason returns in Ashley Jason and the Final Exam, where Ashley must finally confront her future post-Academy and decide what she needs to do. Read on for a preview chapter from the final book in the series!
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 Final Exam CHAPTER ONE


Tuesday, August 31st, 1:04 PM, 2038 … 
Just my luck that my best birthday ever would be ruined by a couple of supervillains. And not just any supervillains, either, but supervillains who held a grudge against me for beating them in the past.
Only this time, I didn’t think I could beat them.
Dang it. I’m doing that thing again that Cora always tells me I’m not supposed to. That is, I’m jumping to the exciting bits before properly setting things up. That’s supposed to be a good way to start a story (although this is real life I’m writing about, not fiction), but Cora says it just makes things confusing, so I’ll start from the actual beginning:
My name is Ashley Carrie Jason, though you can also call me Crafter. I’m the daughter of the famous superheroes Bolt and Blizzard and the granddaughter of the late superhero Genius, a member of the First Generation of superheroes and a legendary hero himself. As you can tell, superheroes pretty much run in the blood, even if I’m not officially a superhero myself yet.
Anyway, today is my nineteenth birthday, which amazes me because I never thought I’d get this far. I have a rare genetic disorder known as Hernandez’s Disease which basically causes my powers to slowly kill me over time. According to scientists, I’ll probably die by the age of twenty or twenty-one when my body can’t handle the damage that my powers cause to it. Granted, I am taking an experimental drug to treat it, but whether it will actually help me live past twenty-one … the jury is still out on that one.
Regardless, I was never one to skip birthday celebrations, especially today.
So my boyfriend, Barrett, and I decided to celebrate together by going to my city’s local park. It seemed like a safe idea at the time. We’d have a picnic lunch together, walk around for a bit, maybe play a bit of frisbee, and possibly even feed the ducks that lived in the park’s pond. Although it was your usual hot Texas August day, we were able to set up our picnic blanket under a big oak tree with plenty of leaves to provide shade, which actually made it nice.
What made it even nicer was how few people were in the park today aside from ourselves. A few kids played at the jungle gym, while some joggers could be seen running up and down the park’s various pathways. The ducks quacked happily in the pond below, while a soft breeze blew through, the cool air feeling like a kiss after being in the summer heat.
It was perfect. Which was why I really should have expected the supervillain attack.
But again, I’m getting ahead of myself.
I sat cross-legged on the blanket, eating my peanut butter sandwich. Barrett lay on his side next to me, eating one of the hot dogs we had packed. He looked really cute lying that way, his dark hair combed back as sleekly as ever, while his pale skin had grown somewhat tanned over the summer. His plain black t-shirt and jeans fit his muscular body really well.
Taking a bite out of my sandwich, I said, “Thanks for taking me to the park today, Barrett. I’m really enjoying it.”
Barrett, however, apparently did not hear me. His eyes seemed to be fixed on something I couldn’t see.
Feeling slightly annoyed, I said, “Barrett? Hello? Earth to Barrett? Can you hear me?”
“What?” said Barrett, snapping out of his thoughts and looking up at me. “Were you saying something?”
I sighed, but said, in my most polite voice, “I was just thanking you for taking me to the park today. It’s been nice.”
Barrett smiled, though he still looked distracted. “No problem, Ashley. Anything for my girl, even if it’s not a very fancy birthday date.”
I chuckled. “That’s fine. I just like getting to spend time with you alone, which we really haven’t gotten to do since you came here.”
Barrett chuckled as well. “True. It is hard to find privacy in your parents’ house.”
Barrett was staying with me and my parents over the summer. Normally, Barrett would have spent the summer in his home country of Superbia, the only superhuman nation on the planet. But due to, er, an unfortunate series of events, Barrett was stuck here in America and definitely not going back to Superbia anytime soon.
Because Barrett had nowhere else to stay, Mom and Dad had allowed him to sleep in our house’s guest room. This had the unintended side effect of letting my parents get to know Barrett better, which worked out better than I hoped. Mom seemed to like Barrett a lot and approved of our relationship. Dad liked Barrett, too, but he seemed a bit distant toward him for some reason. Dad was pretty protective of me, though. Maybe that was why Dad treated Barrett that way.
Looking at Barrett, I said, “You seem distracted. Did Dad say something to you? If so, don’t—”
“No,” said Barrett, shaking his head. He looked up at me with a longing look in his eyes. “I just miss Superbia.”
“Oh,” I said, feeling stupid. “Right. I forgot. You’re in exile.”
Barrett nodded. He sat up and sipped his water bottle, though he didn’t seem to enjoy it. “Don’t apologize. I should be the one apologizing. Today is your birthday. I should be thinking about how to please you and make sure you are having a good time, not thinking about my own problems.”
I bit my lower lip. The ‘unfortunate series of events’ I mentioned earlier was me and Barrett basically trying to overthrow Superbia’s ruler, the infamous Dragon King, who also happened to be Barrett’s dad. The coup was unsuccessful, though, forcing Barrett and me to flee Superbia. That basically made Barrett an exile. The news even called him the Exiled Prince, which was not an inaccurate title, though I obviously never called him that.
Despite his exile, I knew how much Barrett loved and missed Superbia. It was his home, after all, the only one he had ever known. I couldn’t imagine how he felt, knowing that his own father considered him a traitor, which didn’t even account for how the other Superbians felt about him. Given Superbia’s total isolation from the rest of the world, we didn’t know for sure how the Superbians felt about Barrett’s ‘betrayal,’ but it probably wasn’t good.
I reached out and rubbed Barrett’s shoulder. “No, it’s fine. I know how you feel. I wish things didn’t have to be this way, but they are.”
Barrett sighed again. “I just hope that this war is ended quickly. I don’t want anyone from either America or Superbia to die just because of me.”
I bit my lower lip. I’d forgotten about the war, which was easy to do because it didn’t seem like much of one, at least so far.
Back in June, Dragon King had declared war on the United States. He had used my attempt on his life as justification for Superbia going to war with America and threatened terrible retribution on the States for my ‘crimes.’
Despite that, I hadn’t heard stories of the US military marching off to war. President Karen Parker, the current President of the United States and a super herself, had promised to deal with this declaration of war swiftly and with as few US casualties as possible. I’d heard that President Parker had sent multiple offers to Dragon King to discuss peace with him, but apparently, Dragon King had been serious about cutting off all communication with the outside world, including with other world leaders.
Frankly, the whole ‘war’ idea seemed dumb to me. The United States was way bigger and stronger than Superbia. Superbia might have been an entire nation of superhumans, but their military was tiny in comparison to ours. I couldn’t imagine Superbia lasting long in any sort of drawn-out conflict with the US, but then, maybe that’s why Dragon King had yet to actually attack the country. Perhaps he was waiting for the right opportunity to strike.
“I know,” I said, “but on the bright side, the Academy is open again. In less than two weeks, we’ll get to go back to school and see everyone again. Won’t that be fun?”
That was true. Although the Academy usually opened in the first week of September, Barrett and I had received emails from the Board announcing that the start of the school year was pushed off by a couple of weeks. No details were given other than giving the faculty time to adjust to ‘changes’ recently made, but what those changes were, it did not say. Hopefully, they were good changes.
And fortunately, Barrett was still going to the Academy to complete his fourth year with me. Although Barrett’s tuition was no longer being paid by his parents for obvious reasons, the G-Men—America’s government-run superhero team—had agreed to pay the rest of Barrett’s tuition until he graduated. This was apparently in gratitude for saving me from Superbia and providing some important intel on the country, though I was skeptical of the government’s involvement in anything.
Still, I couldn’t complain too much. After all, it meant that Barrett and I would go back to school together, something that had worried me after we left Superbia.
Barrett nodded, though he still looked distracted. “Yes, it will be nice to see everyone again. But … there’s something else I was thinking about, too. Something much more important than school.”
I tilted my head to the side, curious. “Oh? And what would that be?”
Barrett took a deep breath. He looked away from me, a habit of his I recognized all too well. He always did that whenever he had something important to talk about. “Our relationship.”
I nodded. “Yes, what about it? Is there something specific you wanted to discuss or—?”
Barrett looked at me, his eyes locked on mine. “I wanted to discuss our future together. After we leave the Academy.”
I gulped, my neck suddenly feeling hot. “After we leave the Academy? Well, I mean, we’ll probably become superheroes, but—”
“Not that,” said Barrett, shaking his head. He grabbed my hand and held it tight without breaking his gaze from me. “Our future together. You know what I mean.”
“I … I …” I gulped. “Yes, I do.”
Barrett nodded once more. “I know it makes you anxious to think about, but I’ve never loved a woman as much as you, nor in the same way. I can’t imagine life apart from you. I don’t know if I could even return to Superbia without you. Do you feel the same way?”
I gulped. “I mean … yes.”
Barrett frowned. “You hesitated.”
“What?” I said. “I didn’t hesitate.”
“Yes, you did,” said Barrett, his frown deepening. “Why are you lying about this?”
I bit my lower lip. Barrett could be really perceptive sometimes. When he noticed you lying, he didn’t let go.
Seeing no point in lying any further, I sighed and said, “Because I’m scared, Barrett.”
Barrett raised an eyebrow. “Scared? Of what?”
“Me,” said an all-too-familiar harsh voice before us. “If she’s smart.”
Startled, Barrett and I looked away from each other to see a man standing a few feet away from us.
The man wore a red-and-purple spandex costume with a parasite-like design on the chest. His face was partially obscured by a helmet that looked like the head of an insect, complete with fangs. On his back was a large, mechanical backpack that reminded me of the shell of a beetle.
I stared in horror at the man. “No way … Parasite? What are you doing here?”
Parasite—my archenemy and one of the most dangerous supervillains in the world—grinned. “What does it look like? Keeping the promise I made to you back in Superbia. That is to say, I am here to kill you.”
-
Read the rest of Ashley Jason and the Final Exam HERE!






NOTES FROM THE AUTHOR


Dear reader, 
Thank you for reading Ashley Jason and the Dragon King! I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it. This is probably my favorite book in the Ashley Jason series and I hope that you agree that it was quite epic.
But now we’re getting close to the end. In Ashley Jason and the Final Exam, Ashley returns to the Academy for her fourth and final year in school. She will need to deal with the Final Exam of the Academy in order to graduate, as well as come to terms with her condition and deal with the fallout of Dragon King’s declaration of war on the US. She’ll also get to the bottom of the mystery behind Omega Man’s disappearance and, of course, Parasite will return as well.
It’s even more epic than this book, and that’s saying something. Check it out HERE!
If you want to talk about Ashley Jason and my other books with fellow fans, join my official Discord server. Not only can you chat with fans about the books, but you can also participate in monthly AMAs with yours truly and other cool benefits. It’s lots of fun.
In the meantime, I’d 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, December 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.
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See ya,
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