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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.”




CHAPTER TWO


I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Here was Parasite standing right in front of us in an incredibly public place. I hadn’t even heard him sneak up on us, which made sense because Parasite had camouflage powers. That was probably how he had gotten the drop on us. 
But I wasn’t going to let him kill us without a fight.
Barrett and I both jumped to our feet. I summoned a light hammer in my hands, the effort making my heart tighten, which I ignored. Barrett, on the other hand, morphed his hands into dragon claws and held them up defensively.
“Nice to see you guys, too,” said Parasite, putting one hand on his hips. “Hope I’m not interrupting your cute little picnic date. As I said, I came to fulfill my promise.”
I knew what promise Parasite referred to. When we escaped from Superbia what seemed like a lifetime ago now, Parasite had promised to return to America to fight me again.
In case you didn’t know, Parasite wasn’t just any old supervillain. He was—or claimed to be, anyway—the grandson of the late Master Chaos, my deceased grandfather’s archenemy. More specifically, he said he was the son of Robert Candle, who my dad had killed, which had caused Parasite to hold a grudge against me and my entire family. Although we had worked together briefly in Superbia to battle Dragon King, it had been a temporary alliance of convenience and nothing more.
Which was why Parasite was right here, right now, in my hometown, interrupting my perfect birthday and date with my boyfriend, ready to kill me.
“How do we know you’re the real Parasite?” Barrett asked. He glanced around. “Perhaps you are an illusion crafted by Gentleman.”
Parasite laughed. He slapped his chest. “Nope! I’m the real deal, but thanks for thinking about Joey. He’s also nearby, though unlike me, he’s not that eager to see you two.”
“Don’t lie to them, Rodrigo,” said Gentleman’s voice behind us. “It’s rather unbecoming of you.”
I looked over my shoulder to see Gentleman step out from behind the tree. He looked much the same as he did back in Superbia, complete with top hat, fancy suit, short cape, and domino mask and cane sword. The only difference was a large scar on his right cheek that definitely had not been there before, making me wonder where he had gotten it from. Maybe from Superbia?
Barrett and I immediately went back to back, Barrett facing Gentleman while I faced Parasite. I didn’t want to turn my back to either of these two guys, but there was also no way I could face them both at once.
“Sorry,” said Parasite, rolling his eyes, “I was just telling them what you told me.”
“Just because I said I don’t want to see them does not mean I won’t see them,” said Gentleman. “You’re not the only one seeking revenge here, after all.”
I bit my lower lip. This situation had gone from bad to worse in seconds. Now I had to deal with both Parasite and Gentleman, two of my worst enemies. At least I had Barrett with me, which meant I stood somewhat of a chance against them.
“Your scar is new,” Barrett said to Gentleman, raising his claws. “It looks like my father gave it to you. Am I right?”
Gentleman scowled and touched the scar. “You mean the father who tried to kill you for betraying him? I wouldn’t speak so fondly of him if I were you.”
I felt Barrett’s back tense against mine. Barrett had anger issues and could sometimes act very impulsively if you pressed the right buttons. I just hoped that Barrett would keep his temper under control. If he let Gentleman bait him into doing something stupid, it wouldn’t end well for either of us.
“I’m surprised either of you are still alive,” I said. “For that matter, I’m shocked you guys got out of Superbia. How did you manage that?”
“We have our ways,” said Parasite. He raised his right arm, which shifted into a sword from the elbow up. “But how we did that doesn’t matter. What matters is that we are here to kill you both, just as I promised back in Superbia.”
“So you are a man of your word, after all,” I said in mock surprise. “Gee, didn’t see that coming.”
Parasite scowled. “What supervillain would I be if I didn’t keep my threats? Trust me, my bite is far worse than my bark.”
“You sure picked a good time to fulfill your promise,” I said. I glanced around. “A public park, in view of a bunch of people … you do realize that my house is less than five miles from here, right?”
“Yes, but I also know that your parents are out of town celebrating their wedding anniversary this week,” said Parasite. “We also know that your brother Jake is visiting his friend Ken over the summer, while little Ronny is being babysat by your grandma.”
“In other words, you two are on your own now,” said Gentleman. “And by the time your parents or brothers realize we are here … well, there should be enough left to give you two a proper funeral, at least.”
Dang it. Not only were Parasite and Gentleman here in person, but they had apparently been watching me and Barrett for a while. They had clearly planned to attack me at this moment, right when I was most vulnerable. I should have realized they had done their research. Say what you will about those two, but they weren’t idiots.
“Does it matter?” said Barrett. “Ashley and I have beaten you both before. We can certainly beat you again.”
“Ah, but I have all sorts of new tricks up my sleeve since the last time we tangled,” said Parasite. “What do you think I was doing in Superbia for three months? An entire nation of supers, each one with a new power … it was like an all-you-can-eat buffet of powers. Delicious. My favorite was probably the memory power I ate. Sweet as chocolate.”
Parasite licked his lips when he said that, which creeped me out, though not for the reasons you’d think.
Parasite could copy the powers of other superhumans by drinking their blood. That was what made him so dangerous. He was ruled by an overwhelming hunger that could only be sated by drinking the blood of supers, which was why he murdered so many supers. The exact number of supers that he had killed over the years was unknown, but we know that he killed at least three students at the Academy during his first year.
Given, as Parasite said, Superbia was an entire nation of supers, there was no telling how many or what kind of powers Parasite had. As far as we knew, there was no limit to the number of powers that Parasite could eat, meaning he could have as many as he wanted.
Honestly, Parasite’s irrational hatred of me and my dad was the only reason he wasn’t a bigger threat to the world than he actually was. He was obsessed with ‘avenging’ his dad and he didn’t seem interested in doing much else.
Parasite licked his lips again. “And I’m going to steal your powers, too, while I’m at it. I’ve always wanted to transform into a dragon and make light Constructs. Sounds like fun.”
Barrett snorted. “Ashley, let’s teach these two a lesson.”
I nodded. Without hesitation, I ran toward Parasite, swinging my hammer at his face, while Barrett rushed toward Gentleman, his claws slashing through the air.
Parasite, however, didn’t look even remotely surprised by my attack. He didn’t move, try to dodge, or do anything other than smirk on me. He didn’t even raise his sword arm to defend himself, which should have tipped me off that something was wrong here, but I was too busy thinking about bashing his skull in to notice that.
Once I got within range, I swung my hammer at Parasite’s head, aiming for his forehead. I fully intended to shatter his skull into a million pieces or at least crack it and give him some brain damage.
But to my shock, Parasite’s head turned transparent, causing my hammer to pass harmlessly through his head. I staggered forward from the momentum of my attack and into Parasite’s chest.
Parasite’s hands immediately grabbed my arms, causing me to look up at him in shock. Parasite’s head had become solid again, his smirk even bigger than before.
“New power,” said Parasite. “Transparency. Well, I can only make one part of my body transparent at any time, but it’s still useful for tricking your enemies into getting close enough, wouldn’t you say?”
Parasite’s grip tightened and I realized he was trying to break my arms.
With a thought, I summoned a light hammer behind his head, feeling another sharp spike of pain my chest. Dang it. I still hadn’t gotten my new shipment of Super Pills from Professor Hernandez yet, which was why I wanted to end this fight quickly before my powers caused me to pass out or worse.
The hammer slammed into the back of Parasite’s head, causing him to groan and loosen his grip on my arms. With a grunt, I ripped my arms out of his grasp and jumped backward. Summoning two hammers in my hands, I swung them both at Parasite, but he immediately vanished into thin air and my hammers missed once again.
The momentum of my attack made me stagger slightly, but I came to a stop and looked around for him again. It seemed like Parasite had used his camouflage power, which was the only way I could explain his disappearance. I didn’t like that. If I couldn’t see Parasite, then that would make it really hard to defend myself.
As I looked around, I noticed that Barrett and Gentleman were still fighting. Barrett was on the offensive, his claws slashing at Gentleman, who kept deflecting or blocking them with his cane sword. Although Gentleman was swift and agile, he seemed to be on the defensive, with Barrett attacking him too much to give Gentleman a chance to react. Even so, Gentleman didn’t look wounded, meaning that the fight was definitely far from over.
Without warning, the ground under my feet shifted and transform into quicksand. Before I could even realize what was happening, I sank into the quicksand up to my knees. I desperately tried to free myself, but every time I moved my legs, I just sank in deeper. The sticky, wet quicksand now went up to my thighs, causing me to stop struggling to avoid sinking in any deeper.
Parasite’s harsh laughter cracked the air. A second later, Parasite himself appeared in front of me, a wicked grin on his face.
“Like the quicksand?” said Parasite. “Hope it’s familiar. I got it from one of your Institute classmates … what was her name again? Kylie or something?”
My eyes widened. I knew who Parasite was talking about. He was referring to a three-star girl back in the International Superbian Institute for Superhuman Excellence, a girl named Kylie, who I hadn’t gotten along very well with, to put it mildly. She could create quicksand anywhere. If Parasite could create quicksand, then …
“You’re a monster, Parasite,” I said. “A real monster.”
“Of course I am,” said Parasite, spreading his arms wide. “I’m a supervillain. We’re always monsters.”
A cry of pain caused me to look over my shoulder. Barrett now lay on the ground at Gentleman’s feet, Gentleman’s sword plunged into his right shoulder. Barrett’s claws had turned back into hands now, but Barrett himself looked barely conscious.
“Barrett!” I shouted. “No!”
“That was quick,” said Parasite. He smiled. “Good job, Gentleman. Teach that Superbian brat a lesson.”
Gentleman nodded. “It wasn’t that hard. Dragons are not known for their intellect and are easy to fool with even the most basic of illusions.”
Dang it. Parasite and Gentleman had somehow defeated Barrett and me without even trying. I felt ashamed of myself for how easily Parasite had defeated me. I’d gotten a lot stronger since the last time I fought him, but it seemed like Parasite had, too.
Then Parasite reached down and grabbed the collar of my shirt. He pulled my face close to his, while keeping a safe distance from the quicksand so he wouldn’t fall into it, too.
“Now, then,” said Parasite. He raised his left arm, which shifted into a sword once more. “It was nice knowing you, Ash, but you’re nowhere even half the superhero that your dad is, much less your grandpa.”
I spat in Parasite’s face. “And you’re nowhere near as deadly or dangerous as your dad was. If Candle even is your dad, that is.”
A twisted scowl appeared across Parasite’s face when I said that. “I am the son of Robert Candle, the grandson of Master Chaos. You cannot take my legacy away from me. I won’t allow it.”
But then Parasite grinned. “But I can take away yours.”
Before I could even begin to wonder what that meant, a gunshot suddenly rang out in the park. At first, I thought Parasite had gotten shot, but when I noticed that he looked as confused as I did, I realized someone else had been shot.
Then I heard a scream behind me and looked over my shoulder again, forgetting about Parasite’s blade over my head.
Gentleman lay on the ground a couple of feet away from Barrett, clutching his stomach, which was now bleeding profusely. Gentleman had yanked his sword out of Barrett’s shoulder, but Barrett had not gotten up. He looked as startled by the gunshot as I was, which made sense because he certainly hadn’t fired the gun and neither had I.
“What the—?” said Parasite in fear. “Joey!”
“Don’t cry for your boyfriend, kid,” said the rough voice of an older man, “because you’ll be joining him soon enough.”
Parasite and I looked over in the direction from which the voice had come and I immediately spotted its source.
An elderly-looking Japanese man, wearing a hat and trench coat, stood in between two bushes not far away. He held a smoking gun, which he was now pointing at Parasite. Though the Japanese man did not look very big or intimidating, something about the way he glared at Parasite made even me afraid.
“Huh?” said Parasite. “Who the heck are you, old man? This is none of your business. Go away.”
The old man did not lower his gun or look away. “On the contrary, this is definitely my business. I would be a terrible friend if I let the daughter of one of my friends get murdered in broad daylight.”
“Friends …?” I said. “Do you know Dad?”
“Yep,” said the old man, nodding. “Known him since he was even younger than you are, though I must say, you definitely take after your mother.”
“I don’t care who you are, old man,” said Parasite. He let go of my collar and stood up, his other hand morphing into a sword as well. “Anyone who is a friend of Bolt is an enemy of me.”
The old man chuckled. “If you want to die, that’s fine by me … fake son of Robert Candle.”




CHAPTER THREE


What did you call me?” Parasite snapped. He glared at the old man with so much intensity that he looked like he was trying to shoot lasers from his eyes. 
“I called you a fake, kid,” said the old man. “Because that’s what you are: A fraud. You aren’t the son of Robert Candle, much less the grandson of Master Chaos. You’re just a lonely orphan looking for meaning. That’s all you are, Rodrigo, and all you ever will be.”
Parasite scowled. “You act like you know me. You don’t.”
“Actually, I do,” said the old man, “though I don’t blame you for not recognizing me. We didn’t interact very much when you were younger, although I’m the one responsible for getting you kicked out of the Academy in the first place.”
Parasite’s eyes bugged out when the old man said that. “You! Now I remember you. You’re the man who ruined my life, the man who made everyone hate me.”
“I didn’t ruin your life, Rodrigo,” said the old man. “You did it yourself when you took the lives of those three students.”
Frankly, I had no idea what was going on here. I mean, I knew that Parasite had been a student at the Academy about seven years ago and had murdered three students before being caught, but I didn’t know how this man played into it or how he was related to the Academy Murders. The way Parasite spoke to him, though, made it sound like the old man had been the one to solve them himself.
“I didn’t do it,” Parasite snapped. “I didn’t kill those kids. How many times do I have to repeat that before you stop accusing me of doing something I didn’t do?”
The old man shook his head. “The evidence was conclusive, Parasite, but lie all you want. Perhaps the judge will believe you and let you and your boyfriend off scot free, though I doubt it.”
Parasite snarled. “You are assuming I even intend to see the inside of a courtroom, old man. Which I don’t.”
With a yell, Parasite rushed toward the old man, swinging his sword arms wildly. The old man, however, fired his gun twice, but Parasite deflected both bullets with his blades.
The old man took aim again, but Parasite got to him first and slashed the gun out of his hand. Parasite’s sword arm cut into the old man’s hand, causing him to fall to the ground, clutching his bleeding hand.
“No!” I shouted. I struggled to free myself from the quicksand, but of course I failed. “Leave that man alone!”
Parasite, however, paid no attention to me. He just raised his sword arms above his head, ready to bring them down on the old man’s head.
But then a couple more gunshots rang out through the park and a couple of bullet holes appeared in Parasite’s back. The bullet holes made Parasite stagger forward, causing the old man to jump up and slam his shoulder into Parasite’s midsection. The blow sent Parasite staggering backward, causing him to fall flat on his back on the ground, the blood from his bullet holes staining the grass underneath him red.
“What the—?” said Parasite, raising his head weakly. He looked at the bullet holes in his stomach, where the bullets had exited. “Back-up …?”
“You could say that,” said the old man as he rose to his feet, still clutching his bleeding hand, “but I prefer to think of it as working with the one man I trust more than any other: Myself.”
Puzzled, I was about to ask the old man what he meant when I heard two sets of footsteps coming from two directions behind me. I looked back to see who the old man’s allies were, but did a double-take when I saw exactly who it was.
Walking toward me, guns in hand, were two identical copies of the old man. They looked exactly the same as him, down to the tiniest detail. The only difference was that the copies didn’t have bleeding hands, but even their guns looked exactly the same as his.
“Huh?” I said, staring at the copies. “Am I going crazy or am I seeing double?”
“Triple,” said one of the copies as they walked past me, though one of them stopped before me and knelt down to get on my level. “But yes, your eyes are working just fine.”
I blinked. “Are you guys, like, triplets or something?”
“Not exactly,” said the copy standing in front of me, shaking his head. “More like clones, though I prefer to call us Thirds.”
“What?” said Parasite, looking over at us. “Clones? Just what the heck are you, old man?”
The old man smiled. “You can call me Triplet. And I am going to put you and Gentleman behind jail for a very long time.”
Parasite scowled. He rose to his feet, though the action clearly caused him a lot of pain, probably due to the bullet holes in his body. “Bah. So what if you can divide yourself? I’m still stronger. I’ll just kill your clones, too. Or did you not know about my healing factor?”
As Parasite spoke, the bullet holes in his body started to close before our startled eyes. That just annoyed me. So Parasite apparently also had a healing power of some sort. Just wonderful.
“True, I could never beat you and Gentleman on my own,” said Triplet, shaking his head. “But my Thirds aren’t the only help I brought.”
A shadow suddenly swooped by overhead. I looked up, but not quickly enough to help me see what had just flown by. Maybe a bird? Or possibly even a plane?
Parasite suddenly cried in shock, causing me to look at him once again.
Omega Man—the most powerful superhero in the world—now stood directly behind Parasite, his arms wrapped firmly around Parasite’s chest. Parasite was struggling to free himself from Omega Man’s huge arms, but it was clear that even his super-strength was no match for Omega Man’s.
“What the hell?” said Parasite. “Omega Man? I thought you were on Hero island. What are you doing out here?”
Omega Man smiled grimly. “Doing something I haven’t gotten to do in a very long time: Capture supervillains like you.”
Parasite scowled and turned his chest transparent. Apparently not expecting that, Omega Man let go of Parasite, who jumped out of his arms and backed away. At the same time, the Thirds pointed their guns at Parasite, who now found himself trapped between Triplet and Omega Man.
I couldn’t believe it myself. First this Triplet guy showed up, and then Omega Man himself? I half-expected Lady Amazon or one of the other First Generation heroes to show up and join the party, too.
Omega Man, however, glared at Parasite. “So you are Parasite, the alleged grandson of Master Chaos. I’ve heard much about you since my return, but I do believe this is the first time we’ve met in-person. You’ve killed many supers.”
“Nice to meet you, too, cape,” said Parasite, “and of course I’ve killed many supers. That’s what I’m all about. Even you can’t stop me, although I wouldn’t mind getting a taste of that super strength of yours.”
Omega Man punched his fist into his other hand. “I can believe you are Master Chaos’ grandson. You sound just like him.”
“It’s genetic,” said Parasite. He raised his sword arms. “You’re not Bolt, but I know you got in Master Chaos’ way a lot, too, when you were younger, so I’ll kill you as well as Ashley. And steal both of your powers while I’m at it.”
Omega Man shook his head. “I might not be as young as I used to be, but that doesn’t mean I don’t know how to put kids like you in your place.”
Omega Man rushed forward and swung a fist at Parasite. Parasite, however, dodged the attack easily, jumping to the side and slashing his swords at Omega Man’s sides as he passed.
But Omega Man, showing surprising dexterity, stopped and grabbed Parasite’s sword arms. A shocked look appeared across Parasite’s face as Omega Man held his sword arms tightly, but he didn’t get a chance to speak before Omega Man shattered his blades.
Parasite yowled in pain as his sword arms shattered. He staggered backward, looking at the stumps that had once been his arms, a bewildered look on his face.
“Now …” said Omega Man, tossing aside the broken remains of Parasite’s sword arms, “what were you saying about killing both of us?”
Parasite gulped, but his arms shifted and returned to normal. I’d forgotten that Parasite’s sword arms were somehow not his real arms and therefore didn’t kill him when they were broken. Even so, I could tell that Parasite was afraid of Omega Man, taking a step back away from him.
That was when I heard a loud bark and then Sammy—Parasite’s golden retriever—came out of nowhere and tackled Triplet to the ground. Triplet immediately began fighting against Sammy, doing his best to hold the dog back. His Thirds quickly came to his aid, grabbing the dog and trying to tear it off him, but Sammy apparently wouldn’t budge.
Sammy’s sudden appearance even caught Omega Man off-guard, who looked at the dog in confusion. “What the—? A dog?”
As soon as Omega Man looked away from Parasite, however, Parasite immediately ran toward the bleeding Gentleman, causing me to shout, “Omega Man, Parasite is getting away!”
Unfortunately, by the time I shouted that warning, Parasite had already reached Gentleman. Kneeling beside his wounded friend, Parasite grabbed Gentleman’s shoulder and pulled out what looked like a Teleportation Disk. He immediately slammed it against his chest, and in an instant, both Parasite and Gentleman vanished into thin air.
As soon as Parasite and Gentleman disappeared, Sammy leaped off of Triplet, startling his Thirds, and ran off toward the bushes. Sammy disappeared into the bushes without hesitation, the sound of his paws beating against the ground rapidly disappearing as well.
When Parasite disappeared, I suddenly felt a force underneath me push me up. The ground itself practically spat me onto the grass as the quicksand turned back into normal earth, although my clothes were still stained with quicksand. I couldn’t complain, though. At least I was free.
A shadow fell over me suddenly, causing me to look up at Omega Man, who was staring down at me with a concerned expression on his face.
“Are you okay, Ashley?” asked Omega Man. “Did Parasite harm you?”
“A little,” I said with a gasp, sitting upright and rubbing the back of my head. Then I started and said, “Barrett …”
Rising unsteadily to my feet, I rushed over to Barrett, who still lay on the ground with his bloody shoulder. There was a lot more blood around him than before and it was impossible to tell if he was conscious or not.
Falling by his side, I put my hands on Barrett and said, “Barrett, Barrett, can you hear me? Barrett? Hello?”
Barrett groaned suddenly. His eyes flickered open and he looked at me weakly. “Ashley? Is that you? Where are—”
“Parasite and Gentleman fled,” I said. “They used a Teleportation Disk to escape. I don’t know where they are now.”
Barrett groaned again. “Dang it. They were right here. We could have—”
“You couldn’t have,” said Omega Man as he and Triplet walked up to us. “Parasite and Gentleman took you by surprise. If we hadn’t shown up when we did, you two definitely would have died. Don’t beat yourself up.”
“And don’t worry about those two,” said Triplet in a gruff voice. “I sent my Thirds to search the park. Teleportation Disks can vary in how far they can take you, but most only let you teleport about a mile or so.” Triplet raised his phone. “As well, I’ve called 911, so an ambulance should be on the way to pick up Barrett soon.”
I sighed in relief. “Thank you, Triplet. I don’t know how I can ever repay you for helping us.”
“No need,” said Triplet, shaking his head. “I’m already working for someone else.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Who?”
Triplet smiled mysteriously. “Why, the Academy, of course.”
“The Academy?” I said. “But how did the Academy know that Parasite and Gentleman were going to attack us?”
“They didn’t,” said Triplet. “Honestly, I didn’t know, either. I came to you because of an investigation I’m involved in, one that I think you could help me with.”
“Me?” I said, putting a hand on my chest. “What investigation would that be?”
Triplet folded his arms behind his back. “The true ancestry of Parasite … which, I can already tell you, has nothing to do with Master Chaos or Robert Candle.”




CHAPTER FOUR


About an hour later, Omega Man, Triplet, and I sat in the living room of my parents’ house. Barrett was not with us because, just as Triplet said, an ambulance had shown up five minutes later to load him up and take him to the hospital. Although I was worried that Parasite or Gentleman might try to attack Barrett while he was resting in the hospital, Triplet assured me that he had sent his Thirds to act as Barrett’s bodyguards. As well, the SCPD would place a few officers outside of Barrett’s hospital room to make sure no one attacked him while he recovered. 
That comforted me a little, but not by much. Two of Triplet’s clones and a handful of normal police officers probably wouldn’t even slow Parasite and Gentleman down. I could only hope that Parasite was so afraid of fighting Omega Man again that he would lay low for a while, if not outright leave Silvers for good. Perhaps Gentleman’s stomach injury would cause Parasite to seek medical attention elsewhere, though I wasn’t sure where Parasite could possibly find a hospital willing to serve him.
Then again, the problem wasn’t whether a hospital would be willing to treat Gentleman, but whether it would be worth the risk of getting reported to the police. Maybe Parasite had some hitherto unknown surgical or healing skills, though that didn’t seem likely to me.
In any case, I sat on the family sofa, while Triplet sat in what was normally Mom’s recliner and Omega Man sat in Dad’s recliner. We had decided to go to my house because the matter that Triplet wanted to interview me about was apparently very private. Plus, the doctors needed time to fix up Barrett’s wounds and we wouldn’t be able to see him for a few more hours at least, meaning that my house was pretty much the only private place where I could speak to Omega Man and Triplet about whatever they wanted to talk about.
With a warm cup of coffee in my hands, I said, “All right, Triplet. You told me that you were investigating Parasite’s family background on behalf of the Academy. Right?”
Triplet nodded. “That’s a good way to sum up this case, yes. Although, as I’ve discovered, it’s a bit more complicated than that.”
I tilted my head to the side. “What do you mean?”
Triplet gestured at Omega Man. “When I say ‘complicated,’ I mean Omega Man. I didn’t just bring him along for his muscle.”
Omega Man also nodded. He sipped his own coffee, which was completely black. “I’m good for breaking things—especially bad guys—but yes, apparently I am in some way connected to this case. Me and my missing memories.”
I brushed back my hair. Omega Man had been missing for about a decade until we discovered him underneath the Academy, where he had been found in hibernation in a mysterious pod. When he woke up, Omega Man claimed that he remembered nothing from the time between his self-imposed isolation from the Neo-Plague and the time he woke up. Last time I saw Omega Man had been nearly two years ago, in which Omega Man had said that the NHA and G-Men were working on restoring his missing memories.
“Okay,” I said, scratching my chin. “Can you start at the beginning? Like how you know my dad?”
“Sure,” said Triplet. “My name is Mieko Hiro, but I’m better known as Triplet. I am the owner of Triple Eye Detective Agency, a private detective agency I run out of New York City, though my work takes me across the US regularly. Your dad and I have worked together on a lot of cases, but I also knew your grandfather, Genius, when we were younger.”
I looked at Triplet in surprise. “So that makes you a First Generation superhero, too? You don’t look that old.”
“Trust me, Parasite was definitely not wrong when he called me an old man,” said Triplet. “Not that I mind it. I’ve always felt older than my peers. Now I actually look it.”
“He’s still younger than me,” Omega Man added. He frowned. “I think. I’m not sure my body aged very much while I was in hibernation.”
I frowned. “Now that you mention it, I think Dad did tell me about a New York detective who he was friends with when he was younger. I didn’t know it was you, though.”
Triplet shrugged. “I don’t make social visits that often. Indeed, I think the last time I saw your dad in person was seven years ago.”
“What case were you investigating then?” I asked curiously.
Triplet took a long sip from his coffee before answering. “The Academy Murders.”
My eyes widened. “Wait, were you the detective who found out that Parasite was the one who murdered those students?”
Triplet nodded again. “Yep. When the Murders started, Night Soldier hired me to investigate the cause. Although I take cases from normals and supers alike, most of my cases do involve the superhuman community in some way. Probably because I’m the most well-known superhuman detective in the country. Keeps me busy.”
“So that’s why Parasite acted like he knew you,” I said. “And why you knew who he was.”
“Precisely,” said Triplet. “I was with the teachers when they confronted Parasite the first time. Of course, Parasite managed to escape and disappeared for three years straight until you started attending the Academy. And he’s as crazy as ever, it seems.”
“Then I guess you already know Parasite’s background,” I said.
“What he says is his background,” Triplet said. “As I said, Parasite is most definitely not the son of Robert Candle. And I didn’t just say that to upset him. I mean that it literally can’t have happened. The facts don’t add up.”
I tilted my head to the side. “What do you mean?”
Triplet popped open a sugar packet and poured it into his coffee, which he then began stirring contemplatively. “Robert Candle died when he was about seventeen-years-old. He did not have a girlfriend at the time, or ever, according to his peers, who I interviewed shortly after Parasite left the Academy. There are no birth certificates of a ‘Rodrigo Mesa’ born in Silvers, Texas, or anywhere else in Texas, nor do any Texas hospitals have records on a Hispanic woman giving birth to a boy with that name in that time.”
“So you think Parasite is lying,” I said.
“He probably believes it,” said Triplet, “but just because you believe something doesn’t make it true. I don’t even know where he got that idea from.”
“Dragon King told it to him,” I said. “When Parasite fled the Academy, Dragon King approached him with an offer to work for him in exchange for safety from the law. That’s where Parasite learned who his parents were.”
“Really?” said Triplet in an interested voice. “Interesting, but not convincing. Dragon King would have no way of knowing who Parasite’s parents were. I imagine that was probably a lie he told Parasite to manipulate him into working for him. Seems like the sort of thing Dragon King would do.”
“I agree, but you sound like you’ve met Dragon King before,” I said.
Triplet shook his head. “Nope. Never have. I just know his kind well.”
I frowned deeply. “His kind? You mean Superbians?”
Triplet sipped his coffee. “Worse. Politicians.”
“Oh,” I said. “I—”
“Politicians, as a general rule,” Triplet began, “are lying, dishonest, two-faced, corrupt, immoral, vile, power-hungry egomaniacs who believe they are above the law. They are more of a drain on society than any number of welfare recipients and I often think the world would be a better place if more politicians got the rope for their crimes than a slap on the wrist.”
I stared at Triplet, slightly stunned by his blunt description of politicians. Omega Man, however, glanced at his watch, as if he already knew Triplet’s opinion on politicians and didn’t think it was noteworthy.
“Do you really think that?” I said.
Triplet nodded firmly. “I do. On the other hand, they also pay well, so can’t complain there.”
I blinked. “So you’re willing to take money from these same sleazeball politicians if they pay you.”
“A man’s gotta make a living somehow, Ashley,” Triplet replied. “Between you and me, though, I always jack up my rates whenever politicians come knocking. Taking their money so it goes somewhere good is one of the many ways I contribute to society in a positive, constructive way.”
That was such an alien way of thinking to me that I really didn’t know what to say.
But I also found it easy to believe that Dad and Triplet were friends. Dad, although not as vehement as Triplet, nonetheless had a very low opinion of politicians in general. I could see the two of them getting along great.
Then Triplet shook his head again. “But politics is irrelevant to my current case, which involves uncovering Parasite’s true ancestry.”
“Yes,” I said, nodding eagerly, glad that we were back on topic again. “You said the Academy hired you. Why?”
Triplet glanced at Omega Man. “That is a little difficult to explain. John, would you be willing to explain? I think you understand the situation slightly better than me.”
Omega Man sipped his coffee again, a troubled look crossing his middle-aged features. “All right. Ashley, you recall that several mental-oriented superheroes have been trying to help me regain my lost memories, right?”
“Yeah,” I said. “Have they had any luck so far?”
Omega Man’s troubled expression became even more troubled. “Mixed. Brains has helped me uncover some of my memories, but they’re … fragments. Bits and pieces of things that happened a long time ago. To tell you the truth, I don’t even know if they are real memories or I just made them up. Verifying memories is not as easy as you would think.”
“I honestly wouldn’t think it was easy at all,” I said, “but go on.”
Omega Man fingered his coffee cup uncertainly. “The memory that started the investigation—and drew me into this—was one about me and Parasite.”
“You have a memory of Parasite?” I said. “But didn’t you say in the park back there that this was the first time you saw him in person?”
“Yes, but …” Omega Man shook his head. “Let me start at the beginning. About a month ago, Brains uncovered one of my missing memories. In the memory—I don’t know how long ago the memory took place—I was walking in an unfamiliar office building and entered a room where I found a woman I didn’t recognize working at a computer. I don’t know who the woman was, what she looked like, her name … anything. But I do remember what was on the computer monitor: An image of Parasite.”
“An image of Parasite?” I repeated. “But if this was ten years ago, then Parasite would have been, like, a really little kid, right?”
Omega Man held up a hand. “My memory isn’t over yet. It was a full-sized image of Parasite’s costume. It looked like the woman was designing it. It had even been named Parasite. I asked the woman who the costume was for, but the memory ends when the woman turns around to face me. I do recall her answer, though.”
“What was it?” I said.
Omega Man looked into his coffee. “My son.”
My eyes widened even more. “Hold on a second … are you telling me that you met Parasite’s mom? But I thought she died in childbirth and Parasite grew up in an orphanage.”
“That’s the story Parasite gave the orphanage and the Academy,” said Triplet, “but like I said, there is no evidence of a Rodrigo Mesa being born when he says he was born. No medical records, no birth certificates … nothing. It’s like Parasite doesn’t even exist.”
“He definitely exists,” I said bitterly. “The families of his victims can tell you all about that.”
“I’m just speaking in hyperbole,” said Triplet. He leaned forward. “Whoever Parasite is, we can conclude that he isn’t the grandson of Master Chaos or the biological son of Robert Candle. His real name might not even be Rodrigo Mesa.”
“And I’m not sure if that woman was actually Parasite’s mom or not,” Omega Man admitted. “As I said, the memory ends before I can see her face. I don’t remember her name, either.”
“Could it be Maria?” I suggested. “Wasn’t that the only name you remembered when you woke up from hibernation?”
Omega Man pursed his lips. “Maybe, but that doesn’t feel right to me. I feel like Maria and this woman are two different people, but it might just be my mind playing tricks on me. Memory is a fuzzy thing, easily manipulated, as I’ve discovered over the last couple of years.”
“The Academy is interested in Parasite’s background precisely because of Omega Man’s memory,” said Triplet. “They think that this woman—who we are calling Parasite’s mom until we get contradicting information—used the Underground Academy’s resources to design Parasite’s costume. They want me to find her and confirm Parasite’s true parentage.”
I tilted my head to the side. “Okay, but where do I come into this? I’m as ignorant about Parasite’s true parentage as you are. Heck, I used to believe he was Master Chaos’ grandson just like everyone else. I’m not sure how much help I can be in this investigation.”
Triplet rested his coffee cup on the table next to the recliner. He then pulled out his phone and tapped the screen. “The reason I wanted to talk to you is because of this interesting little tidbit that came up in the early stages of the investigation. It’s hard to describe, so let me pull it up … ah, here it is.”
Triplet turned his phone around so I could get a good look at it.
The phone displayed an image showing what looked like an outdoor birthday party for a six-year-old girl. A glance at the banner over the picnic table revealed that it was actually my sixth birthday because the banner read ‘HAPPY SIXTH BIRTHDAY, ASHLEY!’
It looked like six-year-old me wasn’t eating cake yet, though. Instead, six-year-old me was playing with several other kids—including a six-year-old Cora Bistro, my best friend—in the backyard of my house, laughing and joking around with each other.
I frowned. “It’s just an image from my sixth birthday party. It’s cute, I guess, but Mom and Dad took a million pictures of me growing up.”
“Look in the background there,” said Triplet. “Tell me what you see.”
Still unsure how this was relevant to Triplet’s case, I leaned in more closely, my eyes fixed on the picnic table in the background.
I saw a young Hispanic kid—who couldn’t have been older than nine or ten—sitting by himself at the picnic table. He was watching us play with a clear look of disdain on his features, though he also looked a little wistful as if he felt left out.
“Who is that Hispanic kid?” I said, scratching my head. “I don’t remember him.”
“That Hispanic kid,” said Triplet, lowering the phone so he could lock eyes with mine, “is a ten-year-old Rodrigo Mesa … from before he went to the Academy.”




CHAPTER FIVE


No way,” I said, sitting back and shaking my head. “That kid can’t be Parasite.” 
“He can be, and is,” said Triplet. “He looks just like Parasite’s pictures from when he was ten-years-old, pictures I got from the orphanage where Parasite stayed. As well, the orphanage director confirmed that Parasite did go to the birthday party of a six-year-old girl in Silvers on that day, meaning that Parasite was, indeed, at your birthday party all those years ago.”
I shook my head. “No way. Mom and Dad would have told me if that was the case.”
“That was who I was hoping to speak to, actually,” said Triplet. “But I heard from your next-door neighbor that your parents are out of town in Mexico celebrating their wedding anniversary this week, so I settled with talking with you.”
“Where did you get that picture?” I said. “From my parents?”
“That’s another interesting fact,” said Triplet. “The orphanage director gave it to me when I called him. I’m not sure how this escaped our notice during the Academy Murders, but then again, back then we weren’t trying to find out who Parasite’s parents were, now were we?”
My mind raced as I considered the implications. “So Parasite and I somehow knew each other even before I started attending the Academy. Do you think Parasite knew who his parents were even back then?”
“Probably not,” said Triplet. “As you said, Dragon King didn’t tell him until after he left the Academy. According to the orphanage director, though, Parasite was something of a social pariah as a kid, never really fitting in anywhere or having very many friends. Always got along with dogs, though, something I have personal experience with.”
Triplet said that last sentence in a disgruntled voice as he rubbed his chest, where Sammy’s muddy paw prints were still quite visible on his shirt.
“Do you think that my parents would know who Parasite’s parents are or something?” I said.
“Unlikely,” said Triplet. “I’m just interested in why they invited Parasite to your party. You didn’t know him very well when you were a kid, right?”
“I thought I didn’t know him at all,” I replied, “but apparently I did. I don’t know why else my parents invited Parasite if I didn’t know him on some level, even if only as acquaintances.”
“Strange,” said Triplet. “When will your parents be back from Mexico?”
“Next Monday,” I replied. “Why? Are you going to stick around and wait for them to show up so you can ask them yourself?”
Triplet shook his head. “I can’t afford to spend a week here in Silvers waiting for your parents. Besides, this picture isn’t the only lead I have on Parasite’s background. It’s just the one that puzzled me the most and I had hoped you would have some insight into it.”
“No,” I said. “Sorry, but I don’t have any insight into it at all. Like I said, you’d have to ask my parents, who would definitely know.”
“Guess I’ll just have to give Bolt a call at some point, then,” said Triplet. He pulled out a paper notepad and scratched something off it with a pencil. “And let the Academy know that I’ve spoken to you, which I’m sure Night Soldier would like to to know.”
I nodded and looked at Omega Man. “What about you, Omega Man? Are you going anywhere?”
Omega Man sighed and sipped his coffee. “I do need to return to Hero Island at some point, but I didn’t come just because Hiro asked me to. Night Soldier asked me to give you an update on the Academy.”
“An update?” I said. “What update?”
Omega Man seemed to consider his words carefully. “Night Soldier told me to tell you to go to his office in the Admin Building after orientation. He didn’t say what he wanted to discuss with you, other than your ‘future’ at the Academy. He was very vague, so don’t ask me for details.”
That was odd, and slightly concerning. Night Soldier was usually pretty clear, if not blunt, about what he wanted to talk with me and the other students about. Night Soldier must have wanted to discuss something very sensitive with me if he didn’t even trust Omega Man with that information.
So I nodded and said, “Okay. Tell Night Soldier I got the message and will see him as soon as orientation is over.”
“Sure,” said Omega Man. He shrugged and stood up. “Anyway, I think it’s time we left, Triplet, assuming there’s nothing else to discuss with Ashley.”
“There isn’t,” said Triplet as he, too, rose, though not without downing what remained in his cup of coffee first. He looked at me and nodded. “Thank you for your time, Ashley. It was nice getting to meet you, even if it wasn’t under entirely ideal circumstances.”
I chuckled. “No, I should thank you guys for saving Barrett and me. If you two hadn’t shown up when you did, Parasite and Gentleman definitely would have killed us.”
“Probably,” said Omega Man. “I will make sure to let the NHA know about Parasite and Gentleman’s attack here. Given how the NHA still has a team dedicated to finding Parasite, they will probably be interested in learning about it.”
“Hope so,” I said, “and maybe tell the G-Men as well. They need to know about the attack, too.”
I didn’t like to admit that at all, but I had to. As much as I distrusted Shade and the G-Men in general, Parasite was infinitely worse. The more people keeping an eye out for Parasite, the better, in my opinion.
“Will do,” said Omega Man. He paused and added, “Oh, and good luck with your fourth year at the Academy, Ashley. I’m sure you’re looking forward to it.”
I smiled. “I am. Going back to the Academy will be nice. The Academy is kind of my home away from home.”
“Good to hear,” said Omega Man. He flashed me a mysterious grin. “I’m looking forward to it as well.”
With that, Omega Man and Triplet left my house before I could follow up on the question. I just watched the two of them leave through the front door and, a second later, saw Triplet’s beat-up old van pull into the street outside of my house and zip away quickly.
I leaned back against the sofa, my warm coffee cup held firmly in my hands. With no one else in the house other than me, it seemed strangely lonely, but I wasn’t really thinking about that.
No, I was thinking about Omega Man’s mysterious last line. What did he mean that he was also looking forward to the Academy? Omega Man definitely was not a student at the Academy. For that matter, he wasn’t a teacher or staff member, either, so it wasn’t like he was going to be teaching any of my classes. Maybe he was just glad that the Academy was opening up again, but somehow I doubted that.
More concerning than Omega Man’s cryptic saying, though, was the information Triplet gave me about Parasite’s parentage.
Like I said, I originally assumed that Parasite told the truth about being the long-lost grandson of Master Chaos. It made sense to me. That kind of crazy had to be genetic. Why else would Parasite be so obsessed with being a supervillain if not to live up to the legacy of his father and grandfather? It also explained his grudge against me quite well.
But what Triplet told me made even more sense. The facts were clearly stacked against the idea that Parasite was in any way, shape, or form related to Master Chaos. It would seem that Dragon King had lied once more, which didn’t surprise me in the slightest. Given Dragon King’s manipulative, lying tendencies, it was more of a surprise that Parasite believed Dragon King at all than that Dragon King would spin such an obviously false lie.
Then there was Omega Man’s memory and the picture of my birthday party. Assuming that woman was indeed Parasite’s mom, then it would seem that she had been planning for Parasite to become a supervillain, perhaps even before his birth. And somehow Omega Man was involved with that, though whether willingly or not, we couldn’t say. Somehow I doubted that Omega Man would willingly help in the creation of a supervillain.
The picture of my birthday party, though, made even that theory seem unlikely. If Parasite had been created to be a supervillain, then why was he in an orphanage? How did he end up at my birthday party? And who were his real parents?
With no way to find an answer to any of those questions, I decided not to worry about them. I had far more pressing issues to worry about, like Barrett’s health and our safety while Parasite and Gentleman were still at large.
Standing up, I decided to head to the hospital and see how Barrett was doing. That seemed much more productive—not to mention safer—than sitting around my house wondering about mysteries I couldn’t solve.
Even as I picked up my parents’ car keys and made my way to the door, though, I found myself hoping that I wouldn’t have to worry about any of this stuff once my fourth year at the Academy began in a couple of weeks.
Unfortunately for me, I didn’t know at the time that not only would I have to worry about this stuff, but that I would be drawn right into the middle of it … against my will, of course.




CHAPTER SIX


Over the next two weeks, life in Silvers, Texas was a little crazy. 
On the bright side, the doctors at Silvers Hospital were able to repair Barrett’s wound. An interesting side effect of Barrett’s dragon powers was that he healed from injuries far more quickly than both supers and normals alike, meaning that by the end of the week, Barrett’s shoulder wound was already closed and healed and he was ready to go back to the Academy with me.
But that was probably the only bit of good news to happen during that time. The rest was … mixed, to put it lightly.
Mom and Dad came home next Monday. I imagine they would have come back much sooner if I had called them and told them about the attack, but I didn’t want to ruin Mom and Dad’s anniversary.
Not that I needed to worry about that, though. Because by the time my parents got home, they both were already aware of Parasite and Gentleman’s attack. They had apparently heard it from Triplet, the NHA, the INJ, the G-Men, and it even made Neo Ranks. I learned that last bit when Barrett and I got emails from a Neo Ranks reporter who wanted to interview us about the experience, though we declined the request because were too busy getting ready for school to spend time chatting with the media.
As well, I ended up having to speak with the Silvers City Police Department, the G-Men, the NHA, and the INJ myself. Fortunately, Shade herself did not interview me. Instead, another agent, named Fingerprints, showed up to interview me. Fingerprints was apparently the G-Men’s top spy and could learn a person’s memories just by shaking hands with them. That was why the ‘interview’ was approximately three and a half minutes long, give or take a couple of seconds.
Unfortunately, I didn’t know how helpful any of the information I shared with them was. Without knowing where Parasite and Gentleman had teleported to, I could only tell the authorities that Gentleman was wounded, which meant that travel would probably be difficult for those two. Knowing their tendency to evade law enforcement, though, I suspected that Parasite and Gentleman wouldn’t be too slowed down by Gentleman’s injuries.
Jake came back home around the same time Mom and Dad did. He was even more furious about this attack than they were, doing a complete run around the entire city to find Parasite and Gentleman himself. He failed to find anything, though, so he came home and spent a lot of time angry about the fact that Gentleman had nearly killed me. I recalled that Jake was still pretty angry at Gentleman for betraying us in our first year, which was probably why he was so upset.
The NHA assigned more agents around my parents’ house, just in case Parasite and Gentleman tried to attack it. That seemed unlikely, given how Parasite’s real target was me, but they decided to be safe rather than sorry, and so assigned about half a dozen NHA agents to protect our house from further attacks from Parasite. I suppose it wasn’t entirely paranoid, though, when you considered that Parasite had tried to steal my dad’s powers once.
Cora, as you can imagine, was also upset. She actually learned about the attack from her mother, who worked as a nurse at the Silvers Hospital. In fact, Cora’s mom was actually one of the nurses assigned to Barrett, which was nice because it meant someone I knew was looking after him.
Despite that, Cora was both angry and afraid when she called me. She called me later that very night, in fact, after her mom got home from work and told her what happened. I assured Cora that I was still alive and okay, which Cora was happy to hear about, but she was still quite pissed. I could tell that a lot of her worry was for her mom, though, because she worked at the hospital and there was some fear that Parasite or Gentleman might attack the hospital while Barrett was there.
Granted, that fear turned out to be baseless, but it took me a while to reassure Cora that the hospital was safe and that neither Parasite nor Gentleman was likely to try to attack it anytime soon. That helped calm Cora down a great deal, but I could tell she was not going to be entirely worry-free until Parasite and Gentleman were both in jail.
That, sadly, was likely not going to happen for a while. Parasite and Gentleman had once again pulled off their disappearing act, which amazed me because they no longer had Dragon King’s backing to explain how they did that. Either they found a new patron—unlikely, given their reputation—or they really were good at hiding from the law.
Either way, I did ask my parents about Triplet’s birthday photo. And their answer disturbed me: Neither of them remembered inviting Parasite to my birthday party. Dad even insisted that he didn’t remember Parasite there, even after Triplet texted him the birthday party photo so he could see it himself.
Exactly what this meant for the Parasite case, I had no idea. Triplet did not call me at all during the next two weeks, so I had no idea how the case was coming along. Dad told me that Triplet’s only response to Dad saying he didn’t remember inviting Parasite to my birthday party was a simple “Interesting,” which was very unhelpful, as you might imagine.
I still didn’t understand it myself. How did Parasite and I know each other even before we met in my first year? Why did Parasite never mention that he had seen me at my sixth birthday party? Parasite and I were far from friends, but given Parasite’s utter obsession with me, I figured he would be more than happy to bring that up. Did we interact with each other so little back then that Parasite simply forgot about me?
Regardless of the answer, I really couldn’t wait to go back to school. While Parasite had attacked the Academy once already, Night Soldier had already sent out a message to the students telling us that the Academy was safer than ever now. On the bright side, if Parasite did attack me at the Academy, then at least he would leave my family alone. I was really worried about my parents and especially little Ronny, who I could easily see Parasite attacking if he couldn’t get to me.
Yes indeed, I couldn’t wait to get back to the Academy. I would get to see Courtney and Sofia again, resume my in-person weekly meetings with Professor Hernandez, and hopefully get closer than ever to finding a cure for my condition.
Unfortunately, I was about to learn the hard way that life at the Academy was not exactly going to be sunshine and roses.
Indeed, as I was about to learn, life at the Academy was, in some ways, going to be even harder than my third year at the Institute.
And it started on the first day of school when Jake and I arrived in front of the Academy Auditorium to start orientation for our fourth year …




CHAPTER SEVEN


Monday, September 13th, 7:55 AM, 2038 … 
Stepping into the Auditorium, a sense of familiarity washed over me.
Per usual, the Auditorium was packed with over a thousand students from every year and Team. No matter where I looked, I saw students talking, laughing, catching up with old friends, and generally having a good time. A few students were showing off their powers, like the second-year boy who caused blades to pop out of his wrists or the girl who was juggling fireballs for the amusement of her friends.
And, of course, the Auditorium security officers were trying to impose order on the chaotic mess of students. Barney, the Chief of Security, was going up and down the aisles, doing his best to enforce some semblance of order on the students. He was also helping first-years find places to sit, which made me smile because it reminded me of when I was a first-year and Barney had helped Jake and me find our seats, which was actually how I met Barrett the first time.
Speaking of Barrett, he stood beside me, a smile on his face as he took in the sights. “Looks like not much has changed since last year, eh?”
“I’ll say,” said Jake, scratching the side of his face. “Everyone is still loud and crazy. Can’t see Ken, though.”
That was impressive because Jake had actually gotten taller than me over the summer. That may have been hard to believe, but Jake was now taller than even Barrett, although he lacked Barrett’s muscle definition. Dad thought Jake had to have stopped growing now that he was seventeen, but I was worried that Jake wasn’t done growing yet.
“I can’t see Courtney, either,” I said, glancing across the huge crowd of students before us. I glanced over my shoulder. “Now that I think about it, I didn’t see her at the gates or in front of the Omega Sentinel, either.”
The ‘Courtney’ I spoke of was, of course, Courtney Carmichael, my best friend in the Academy next to Barrett. She was a fellow Team Justice fourth-year like me, although unlike me, Courtney came from a family of normals and was the first super in her family. Although our friendship had faced some rocky challenges over the years, it was very strong and Courtney was one of the things I looked forward to seeing the most at the Academy. I’d spoken to her over the phone nearly every week in the summer. It would have been every day, but Courtney’s family had gone on a huge summer road trip across the United States, meaning that Courtney had had little time to talk.
“Yeah,” said Jake, scratching the back of his head. “Now that you mention, I haven’t seen her, either.”
“Ashley!” a loud male voice suddenly boomed, causing all three of us to jump. “Glad to see you back!”
I looked down the aisle and saw Chief Barney ambling up to us. He looked pretty much exactly the same in his gray uniform as he did in my first year, although he seemed to have a few more gray hairs than he did in my first year. His friendly, enthusiastic smile, however, was still the same as he approached us.
“Hi, Barney,” I said, waving at him as he approached. “You seem pretty busy.”
“True,” said Barney, “but I just wanted to come and tell you I’m real proud of you for getting this far. You’re starting your fourth year this year, right?”
“Uh, yeah,” I said in surprise. “I didn’t realize you were keeping track.”
Barney chuckled. “I might not be a teacher, but I care about y’all just as much as they do. Why, I remember when you three were just simple first-years who didn’t have any friends. And now look at y’all. You three are all grown up.”
Barrett, Jake, and I chuckled, but we appreciated it. Barney was probably one of the nicest, friendliest members of the Academy staff bar none. Despite not being a teacher, he was incredibly supportive of the students in general. Although I hadn’t spoken with him as much as I should have over the years, I had witnessed him on more than one occasion helping lost or confused students find their way to class or their dorms. He seemed to know the layout of the Academy by heart.
Which made me ask him, “Hey, Barney, have you seen Courtney anywhere? We haven’t seen her anywhere since we arrived at the Academy.”
Barney stroked his chin briefly, a thoughtful look on his face. “Courtney Carmichael, eh? Let’s see … oh, I saw her about ten minutes ago going backstage.”
Barney jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the large stage below, where six empty chairs plus an empty podium stood. “Saw her talking with Night Soldier.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Why would Courtney go backstage? Is she going to make an announcement or something?”
Barney looked at me in surprise. “You mean you haven’t heard? I thought Courtney would have told you already.”
“Haven’t heard about what?” I said.
“The latest news,” said Barney. “Namely, that Courtney is—Hey! You two!”
Barney suddenly pointed at a couple of first-years who had come in behind us and were now arguing with each other about something. Based on the way the male student’s eyes were glowing, it looked like he was going to use his powers on the female student he was arguing with. “No using powers outside of class!”
Barney looked at me apologetically. “Excuse me, Ashley, but I need to break up that fight before it gets out of control. There’s always one fight at orientation, and I’m not talking about the Neo-Duel, either.”
“But what about Courtney?” I said. “Aren’t you going to tell me about her?”
“You’ll see for yourself pretty soon,” said Barney. “Here’s a hint: Keep an eye on the chairs where the Top Six usually sit. You’re gonna be surprised.”
With that, Barney rushed over to break up the fight between the two first-years. As for me, Barrett, and Jake, we took our usual seats in the back row, which gave us a decent view of the stage.
“How strange,” said Barrett as he sat down to my right. “Why did Barney tell us to pay attention to the Top Six’s chairs? They are empty.”
“And I don’t see how that relates to Courtney,” said Jake, taking a seat on my left. “Barney’s nice, but he can be kind of weird sometimes.”
I nodded but looked at the chairs on stage anyway. The chairs were normally occupied by the Top Six Students. To sum them up, the Top Six were, as their name subtly suggested, the best six students in the Academy, one for each Team. The Top Student of a Team was always a fourth-year with the highest grades or best performance in their respective Team. Because there were only six Top Students at any one time, they were colloquially referred to as the Top Six.
The benefits of being a Top Student were numerous, but the ones that stood out to me were being treated as basically a faculty member. Top Students were also default Team Leaders when actual Team Leaders—teachers assigned to lead a particular Team—were not available for whatever reason. It meant that the position of Top Student was highly coveted and sought after in pretty much every Team, although I personally didn’t care about it that much myself.
“I think he was trying to give us a clever hint,” said Barrett, “which is unfortunate, because Barney is not a clever man himself.”
“Agreed,” I said. “I hope Courtney’s okay, wherever she is. Perhaps—”
“Good morning, students of the Academy!” Night Soldier suddenly bellowed, his voice practically exploding from the speakers overhead. “Welcome, both new and returning students alike, to another year of the Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans!”
Startled, I looked down at the stage. Night Soldier had somehow sneaked onto the stage without me noticing, standing behind the podium with his hands on it. His dark, military-style gear helped him blend in with his surroundings at times, although right now it caused him to stand out sharply against the wooden floor of the stage itself.
Nor was Night Soldier the only one on the stage. The Top Six sat in the empty chairs that Barney had told us to keep an eye on. My eyes swept over the Top Six briefly, not paying attention to any of them in particular, wondering what Barney had wanted us to look at when I saw a familiar blonde-haired fourth-year sitting in the Team Justice chair. She sat next to Team Mask’s Michael Omar, who was apparently filing his nails with one of his fingers, which had morphed into a knife.
“Hold on …” I said. “Is that … Courtney?”
It was. Courtney Carmichael sat in the Team Justice chair. I couldn’t mistake those glasses or that ridiculously long blonde hair for anyone else’s. She looked a little nervous sitting there onstage with the other Top Six Students, but she also looked excited and happy.
“No way,” said Jake, leaning forward. “That’s her, all right. What’s she doing in the Team Justice chair?”
Barrett looked at us incredulously. “Is it not obvious? Courtney is Team Justice’s Top Student.”
My jaw fell when Barrett said that, but it made sense. Only the Top Six were allowed to be onstage with Night Soldier during orientation. It also explained Barney’s little hint earlier and Courtney’s mysterious absence from orientation. He must have known that Courtney had been picked to be Team Justice’s new Top Student.
“When did that happen?” said Jake. “Ash, did you hear about this?”
I shook my head. “No, I didn’t. Courtney didn’t tell me.”
“Do you think it happened recently?” said Jake. “Or was she keeping it a secret from you for some reason—?”
“No idea,” I said, shaking my head. “Can’t disagree with it, though. Courtney was always one of the best students in our year. Her grades are way better than mine, that’s for sure.”
“Well, I’m happy for her,” said Barrett. “I think Courtney looks very happy, don’t you?”
I couldn’t disagree with that. Although Courtney looked extremely nervous, she also had a huge smile on her face. She almost looked starstruck, as if unable to believe she was really the Top Student of Team Justice.
Like Barrett, I was happy for her. I just wondered why she had not told me about it before. Maybe it was meant to be a surprise or something?
In any case, Night Soldier was still speaking, giving his usual welcome speech to the Academy.
“It’s wonderful to see so many familiar faces in the crowd today,” said Night Soldier, smiling as he looked across the seated students. “It’s equally nice to see many new faces, especially among the first-years. I’m especially happy to see our returning second-year and up students because of the year off we took to repair the Stadium and enhance the Academy’s security.”
I knew what Night Soldier was talking about. Two years ago, the Guardians of Humanity—an anti-superhuman hate group led by the infamous Overkill—launched a devastating assault on the Academy, attacking and nearly destroying the Mecha Knight Stadium. The Guardians would have killed everyone in the Academy if not for the actions of me and some of the other students.
The attack had forced the Academy to shut down for a year while they worked on repairing the Stadium and improving the Academy’s security. That was why I had spent last year at the Superbian Institute for Superhuman Training and Excellence in Superbia.
“To celebrate the reopening of the Academy, we are resuming one of the Academy’s most cherished traditions,” Night Soldier continued. He smiled widely. “The Neo-Duel!”
Most of the second-year and up students cheered when Night Soldier said that, while most of the first-years looked confused. Myself, I just groaned and sank back in my seat, hoping that Night Soldier would not pick me again to participate in this Neo-Duel.
“They are still doing that?” Barrett said, raising an eyebrow. “The last Neo-Duel ended rather poorly for everyone.”
“I hope they pick me,” said Jake, rubbing his hands together eagerly. “I wouldn’t mind beating a first-year to a—I mean, sparring with a first-year student to give him or her a glimpse at what the Academy has to offer, of course.”
“I just hope I don’t get picked again,” I said, rubbing my chest. “That would suck.”
During my first year at the Academy, I’d been one of the two students randomly chosen to participate in that year’s Neo-Duel. Granted, my name had been hacked into the Neo-Duel drawing pool by a villain who wanted me dead, but it had still been an unpleasant experience that ended with me in the Academy Clinic due to my condition exhausting me.
“For those who may not be familiar with it, the Neo-Duel is one of the Academy’s most revered traditions,” Night Soldier continued. “In the Neo-Duel, a randomly-chosen fourth-year and first-year are pitted against each other in front of the whole Auditorium. The Neo-Duel is a perfectly safe activity, with strict prohibitions on excessive violence and teachers carefully monitoring the duel to ensure that no one is seriously injured or killed.”
I snorted at that. I liked Night Soldier well enough, but he had to know that that was at least partly BS. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have collapsed at my Neo-Duel in my first year.
Night Soldier held up two envelopes, a red one and a blue one. “The names of this year’s duelists were randomly selected by Hector, the Academy AI, ahead of time. Allow me to announce them.”
Night Soldier flipped open the red envelope and pulled out a card. Reading off the card, Night Soldier said, “The fourth-year participant in the Neo-Duel is none other than Ashley Carrie Jason of Team Justice!”
I sighed heavily as the Team Justice students cheered and screamed my name, while Barrett patted my back and said, “It’s okay, Ashley. I’m sure you will be fine.”
“No fair,” said Jake, folding his arms across his chest and pouting. “How come I have to stay here while Ashley gets to beat the first-year?”
“You can take my place if you want,” I told Jake. “I really don’t want to do it.”
“Actually, that’s against the rules of the Neo-Duel,” Jake replied. “Once a student is chosen as one of the participants, they can’t pass it onto another student to fight in their place. I read the rules. I know what I’m talking about.”
I sighed again, but rose up and made my way down to the stage. As I walked to the stage, students from every Team and year cheered me on. I ignored it, however, because I just wanted to get this Neo-Duel done and over with. I did wave at Courtney as I got closer to the stage, though, and she waved back, though she still looked quite nervous.
Stepping on to the stage, I took my spot next to Night Soldier, who patted me on the back and whispered, “Sorry, Ash, but Professor Hernandez said he thought it would be safe to let you participate in the Neo-Duel this year because you’re still taking the Super Pill.”
I rolled my eyes, but before I could respond to that, Night Soldier raised the blue envelope above his head and said, “And now, let’s find out who the lucky first-year is that will get a chance to take on a fourth-year!”
Night Soldier flipped open the envelope, pulled out the card, and squinted his eyes. A slight frown passed over his lips, which only I could see due to how close I stood to him.
Then Night Soldier looked up at the audience and declared, “The first-year duelist who will fight against Ashley Jason is Nigel Bryan Greggs of Team Justice! Nigel, please come down to the stage!”
The spotlight above flashed over to a seat in the middle of the crowd … which was completely empty.




CHAPTER EIGHT


A confused silence fell over the Auditorium as the spotlight focused on the empty seat. Several of the students sitting in the front rows twisted in their seats, trying to see Nigel’s seat. The students who sat in the seats around the empty chair, however, had to cover their eyes or turn their faces away to avoid getting blinded by the bright spotlight above. The Top Six exchanged puzzled looks with one another, especially Courtney, who took off her glasses, cleaned them on her shirt, and put them on again, perhaps to make sure her glasses weren’t obscuring her vision or something. 
Even Night Soldier looked confused, which told me that this was not part of orientation.
Leaning toward Night Soldier, I whispered, “I take it that this Nigel kid doesn’t have invisibility powers.”
“No, he does not,” Night Soldier whispered back without looking at me. “Not good.”
Night Soldier cleared his throat and spoke into the mic again. “Uh, Nigel Greggs? Will you please come down to the stage? You have been selected to participate in this year’s Neo-Duel against Ashley Jason. Nigel? Hello?”
Crickets. Literally, crickets started chirping in the Auditorium, which was strange because I’d never heard crickets here. Perhaps one of the students had cricket-related powers that I did not know of?
The students began to get restless. Mostly they were whispering and murmuring to each other about what a waste of time this was. Even the Top Six were starting to look impatient. A glance at Jake and Barrett above showed me that Barrett tilted his head to the side, while Jake tapped the top of the seat in front of him.
I couldn’t blame Jake. While I was far from excited about dueling a first-year, I’d hoped to get this duel done and over with so I could go to my dorm. That Nigel had apparently flown the coop—or perhaps wasn’t even here at all—meant that this was probably going to drag on longer than I wanted it to.
Night Soldier, however, cleared his throat again and said, “It appears that Nigel Greggs isn’t here. Fortunately, I had Hector pick out two fourth-years and two first-years each in case one of the original picks was missing or unable to participate. Let me open this envelope and—”
“Wait!” Barney suddenly called out, his voice echoing in the Auditorium. “Don’t open that envelope! I got the kid right here.”
Startled, I looked toward the entrance and saw Chief Barney walking down the aisle toward us. A short, scrawny boy who I assumed was Nigel walked behind Chief Barney, huge, thick glasses sitting on his face.
Everyone turned in their seats to follow Chief Barney and Nigel as they made their way to the stage. Nigel, however, paid no attention to anyone. He was looking at something in his hands as if it was the most fascinating thing in the world. His attention was so focused on whatever was in his hands that he nearly tripped when he and Barney climbed the steps onto the stage. He still didn’t look up at me or Night Soldier as he took his place beside Night Soldier on his right.
Night Soldier frowned and looked at Barney. “Barney, where was Nigel?”
“Found him out in the flowers outside the Auditorium, sir,” Barney explained, keeping his voice low, perhaps to make sure the other students didn’t hear him. “He was, er—”
“Talking to the butterflies,” Nigel said without looking up.
I raised an eyebrow. “Talking to the butterflies?”
Barney bit his lower lip. “What Nigel said.”
“I see,” said Night Soldier, who did not look surprised by this comment. He looked down at Nigel. “Nigel, what do you have there?”
Nigel looked up, a large, childlike smile on his face. “A caterpillar. Wanna see it?”
Nigel held up the largest, most disgusting caterpillar I’d ever seen in my life. Its hairy form writhed in Nigel’s hands, causing me to involuntarily take a step back. I hated insects, bugs, and creepy crawlies of all kinds, even caterpillars. It didn’t matter to me that caterpillars were harmless. They were just disgusting.
“Ah,” said Night Soldier. “Nigel, why don’t you give that caterpillar to Mr. Barney and he’ll release it back into the flowers outside? You can’t really fight and play with caterpillars at the same time.”
Nigel frowned slightly, but then nodded and said, “Okay. Dirk’s not gonna like that.”
I couldn’t help but smile at the name. “Dirk? Is that the name you gave the caterpillar?”
Nigel, however, shook his head. “No. That’s the name that he shared with me.”
I blinked. “Um—”
“Okay,” said Night Soldier, interrupting me. “Nigel, give Dirk to Mr. Barney, who will make sure to get Dirk to where he needs to go. Okay?”
Nigel’s frown deepened, but then he smiled and said, “Okay. Here you go.”
Nigel put ‘Dirk’ into Barney’s hand. I guess Barney must not have liked insects any more than me because he wore a rather disgusted look on his face when Nigel put the caterpillar in his hand.
Even so, Barney carefully walked off the stage, making sure not to drop the caterpillar. Nigel watched Barney go intently, however, as if to make sure that ‘Dirk’ made it safely back to the flowers where he lived.
Me, I was just confused as heck. Most of the students in the audience looked pretty confused, too. The Top Six looked a little less bewildered, but I saw Courtney and Michael exchange puzzled looks.
Before I could ponder that further, Night Soldier put his hands on the podium and said, “All right! After a short delay, we now have our two duelists! Ashley Carrie Jason, of Team Justice, and Nigel Bryan Greggs, of Team Justice, will duel for exactly ten minutes. The Neo-Duel will only end when one of them surrenders or the ten-minute time limit ends, in which case I will declare a winner based on their performance in the Neo-Duel.”
A holographic timer reading 0:10:00 appeared overhead. That got Nigel’s attention, causing him to crane his head back to look at the brightly-colored, glowing holographic timer, his jaw hanging open slightly. It was kind of cute the way he stared at the timer, ‘cute’ as in cute like a baby or an animal or something.
Night Soldier looked from me to Nigel. “Ashley, Nigel, please take your spots on the stage directly across from each other.”
I nodded and stood behind the white stripe on the stage that indicated my starting position. Nigel took his position at a similar white stripe about six feet away from me, a carefree, childlike smile on his face.
I summoned a light hammer in my hands and held it before me defensively. Nigel, however, did nothing. He just stared at my light hammer with big eyes before saying, “Your hammer is really pretty.”
Caught off-guard by Nigel’s comment, I said, “Er, thanks? It’s made out of light, so that’s why it’s glowing.”
“It is?” said Nigel. “That’s really cool. I can’t make hammers out of light, but I can talk to insects.”
“Uh-huh,” I said. “So that’s your power? Talking to insects?”
A strange smile appeared across Nigel’s face. “That’s one of my powers, yes.”
Before what Nigel said registered with me, Night Soldier—who stood closer to the back of the stage in between us—raised his hand and said into his mic, “On the count of three, the Neo-Duel will begin! One … two … three!”
As soon as Night Soldier said that, the ten-minute timer began counting down rapidly.
Deciding to end this quickly, I summoned Light Chains around Nigel, drawing upon the light from the spotlights to make them powerful. The Light Chains wrapped around Nigel’s wrists and ankles, tightening considerably to make sure he couldn’t run away.
Not that Nigel seemed to want to escape, though. He looked at the Light Chains wrapped around his arms and legs with an absolutely fascinated expression on his face, tugging slightly at them as to test their strength. “These chains are just as pretty as your hammer. They’re a bit tight, though.”
I chuckled. “Don’t worry, Nigel. I’m trying to end this quickly. Please stand there so I can hit you on the head.”
Nigel looked up at me in alarm. “Hit me on the head? But that would hurt.”
Again taken off-guard, I nonetheless said, “Um, yeah. That’s kind of the point.”
Nigel bit his lower lip. “I don’t know if I want to get hurt.”
“It doesn’t matter if you want to get hurt or not,” I said. “This is a duel. You can hurt me in response if you want.”
An interested look suddenly appeared in Nigel’s eyes. “I can?”
“Yeah,” I said in a slightly irritated voice. “Hit me as hard as you want. I’m a big girl. I can take it.”
Nigel nodded, a cheerful smile appearing on his face. “All right! But don’t cry when I hit you, okay?”
I rolled my eyes. “Okay, fine. No crying. Now let’s fight!”
I rushed toward Nigel, my hammer held tightly in my hands. Despite what I said, I didn’t intend to hurt Nigel too badly. A single tap to the head in the right place ought to knock him out without seriously injuring him. It was a technique that Sea Sister, one of my teachers, had taught me in Combat class in my second year. It was a nonlethal way of taking out opponents, useful for when you needed to arrest a villain or criminal rather than kill them.
As it turned out, however, I didn’t get a chance to put that technique into practice. When I got about halfway to Nigel, he opened his mouth wide and screamed.
‘Screamed’ was, perhaps, not the best word to use for it. It was like a million crickets were chirping all at once, a strange buzzing noise that slammed into my ears with the force of a bomb. It nearly knocked me off my feet, shattering my concentration and forcing myself to cover my ears to avoid getting deafened.
I wasn’t the only person affected by Nigel’s scream. Out in the audience, most of the students were clutching their ears painfully, with a few even shouting, though the scream was too loud for me to hear what they were saying. Night Soldier and the Top Six were clutching their ears, too, including Courtney, who looked like she was about to faint herself.
I couldn’t blame her. The scream completely wrecked my concentration, making it impossible for me to keep my hammer in existence.
Although I only realized that meant that my Light Chains were gone, too, when Nigel suddenly punched me in the stomach.
The punch wasn’t that hard—Nigel did have rather scrawny arms—but the abruptness of the blow did take me by surprise. Clutching my stomach, I staggered away from Nigel, who didn’t press his attack but rather smiled at me, no longer screaming.
“That was fun,” Nigel said. “Did I hurt you?”
I coughed slightly, rubbing my stomach as my ears rang despite the absence of screaming. “Y-Yeah. What was that?”
“My power,” said Nigel. He looked at me meaningfully. “My second power. I can talk to insects and sound like them, too.”
“Second power?” I said. “How many powers do you have?”
Nigel tilted his head to the side, a thoughtful expression on his face. “Um, three. I think. Or maybe four.”
“Three or four?” I said in alarm. I looked at Night Soldier, who had removed his hands from his ears, and hissed, “What is this kid? Why does he have so many powers?”
“Why are you talking to Night Soldier?” said Nigel. “He’s not in this duel.”
Nigel suddenly hocked and spat twice. Two loogies flew out of his mouth and hit my feet. The loogies expanded immediately, however, until my feet were covered by them.
Shocked, I nonetheless tried to pull my feet out of the loogies. Unfortunately, it was like getting stuck in cement. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t pull them free.
“Three powers,” Nigel said, nodding with a smile on his face. “That’s right. ‘One power is fun, two powers are exciting, and three powers are a good time.’ That’s what Dad says.”
I didn’t bother asking Nigel who his ‘Dad’ was or how come he had three powers. A glance at the timer showed me that I had less than five minutes left before the duel ended. If I didn’t do something fast, I’d lose to a first-year in front of the entire Auditorium and make myself look like a fool.
All right. Time to get serious.
I thrust my hand out toward Nigel. A ball of light flashed behind him and then the armored form of Arthur—my knight Construct—appeared. Nigel looked over his shoulder, his jaw falling open at the sight of Arthur.
“Huh?” said Nigel, blinking. “A knight? Where did you come from? This isn’t a ren fair.”
Arthur, naturally, said nothing. He just raised his sword and swung it at Nigel, but Nigel jumped out of the way.
Which was exactly what I had hoped he would do.
Even as Nigel landed on the stage again, I thrust out my hand and summoned a rope made of light. Nigel tripped over the rope and landed on his stomach, a stunned look on his face as the rope wrapped itself tightly around his body.
“Huh?” said Nigel, looking down at the rope that now ensnared his body. “Rope? Really tight. Guess I’ll just have to scream again.”
Nigel opened his mouth to scream, but then I summoned a gag made of light, which covered his mouth. A startled look appeared on Nigel’s face when the gag covered his mouth. He clearly tried screaming, but even his scream was too muffled to be audible.
Satisfied, I looked up at the timer and saw that there were less than two minutes left. With Nigel immobilized and his powers rendered useless thanks to the muzzle on his mouth, it looked like I had effectively won.
I looked at Night Soldier in triumph. “Okay, Night Soldier, it looks like I win. Can you declare me the winner? I’m ready to go to my—”
A loud buzzing sound suddenly interrupted me. At first, I thought it was Nigel’s eerie scream again, but then I realized that the buzzing sound wasn’t coming from Nigel. It was coming from the front doors to the Auditorium, which stood open to the outside.
Without warning, a dark cloud of crickets exploded through the Auditorium front doors and hovered in the air over the assembled students briefly … before descending on every single student in the building at once.




CHAPTER NINE


Students screamed as the crickets flew everywhere, landing in hair, on skin, clothing, seats, and pretty much every available surface. Some students swatted the crickets off them, while others used their powers to destroy or remove the crickets. One student, a third-year girl I didn’t recognize, even burst into flame outright, screaming her head off as she ran up and down the Auditorium’s aisles. 
Hundreds of crickets flew toward me, forcing me to summon a barrier to protect myself. The crickets smashed into the barrier like a missile, the impact not quite cracking the barrier, but still surprising me.
“What the heck?” I said, staring at the thousands of crickets that threw themselves uselessly against my barrier. “Where did all of these crickets come from?”
“Nigel!” Night Soldier’s voice thundered behind me. “Get rid of these crickets now!”
Startled, I looked over my shoulder to see Night Soldier swatting away the crickets trying to land on him. He looked more annoyed than I’d seen him in a long time and he was glaring at Nigel, at least when he wasn’t distracted by the crickets flying all around us.
Nigel tried to say something, but my muzzle made his words incomprehensible. I dismissed the muzzle, however, allowing Nigel to speak freely again.
“I’m sorry!” Nigel shouted. “I’m still not very good at controlling my powers yet. I got frustrated and asked all of the crickets in the area to help me.”
“Then tell them to go back to whatever tree they flew from,” I snapped. “Can’t you do that?”
Tears welled up in Nigel’s eyes as he sniffled. “I just said I can’t control my powers that well yet. I can summon these guys, but I can’t tell them to go away.”
“Seriously?” I said. I looked at Night Soldier. “Headmaster, with all due respect, why did you let a kid who can’t even control his powers yet into the Academy?”
“Long story!” Night Soldier snapped. “Right now, we need to focus on getting rid of the crickets and establishing some sort of control over the students before they destroy the Auditorium.”
Night Soldier was right. The sudden appearance of the crickets had caused the students to panic. Students were hurling fireballs, lightning bolts, laser beams, and various other projectiles and elements at the crickets in an attempt to destroy them. Most of their attacks, however, went blind, most often missing their targets and striking the floors, walls, or ceiling instead. It was pretty much total chaos and was getting worse with every passing second.
Even the teachers were having little luck in controlling the situation. Sea Sister, wearing her usual scuba-diving costume, was splashing the crickets with water blasts, while Harden used his stone-like skin to smash through the clouds of crickets that assaulted him. Although they made some progress in destroying the crickets, there were still too many for the teachers to deal with and establish some sort of order on the students themselves.
I thought fast as I considered our situation. The crickets were not particularly deadly or harmful, but with so many millions pouring into the Auditorium at once, it overwhelmed us. The panic among the students was the real issue here. We needed to get everyone to calm down long enough to escort them out of the Auditorium, but I didn’t see how that was possible. Night Soldier was desperately shouting into his microphone, trying to get the students to listen to him, but naturally, everyone was too busy trying to get rid of the crickets to pay attention to him.
My eyes darted to Barrett and Jake at the back of the Auditorium. Barrett incinerated any crickets that got too close with his fire breath, clearly trying not to cause collateral damage as he destroyed the insects. Jake, by contrast, was forced to swipe his hands through the air blindingly fast, forming a kind of wind barrier around his body to protect himself from the crickets. It was good to see Barrett and Jake not panicking, but they were just two students. We needed a lot more people if we were going to get everything under control.
“Ashley!” Courtney suddenly cried out. “Can you hear me?”
Startled, I looked to my right to see Courtney and the other Top Six Students running toward me. The Team Secret Top Student, a muscular guy with not a single hair on his head, was providing the other Top Six with cover, using huge, eagle-like wings to beat away the crickets.
“Courtney?” I shouted. “What are you doing? Are you okay?”
“I’m fine,” Courtney replied as she and the Top Six came to a stop. She gestured at the other Top Six. “I’ve got a plan to fix this situation but we’re going to need your help.”
“All right,” I said, relief washing over me when Courtney said that. “What do you need me to do?”
Courtney pointed at the exit. “I want you to make as many Constructs as you can, preferably net-like Constructs, to capture or push away the crickets. Don’t try to get all of them, but keep the majority of them distracted.”
I nodded. “Okay, but what about the students?”
“The Top Six will evacuate them from the Auditorium,” Courtney explained, “and then lock it up so Chase here can do his thing.”
Courtney gestured at Team Action’s Top Student. He was a fairly big, if not fat, black guy with long dreads and snake-like tattoos sneaking out from his shirt along his neck. He nodded when Courtney mentioned him and said, “Yeah. Everyone’s gonna need to leave the Auditorium so I can use my power without risking hurting someone.”
“What is your power, exactly?” I said, tilting my head to the side. “If it’s that dangerous—”
“No time to explain,” Courtney interrupted. “Can you do it, Ash? Without your help, our plan won’t work.”
I bit my lower lip. Courtney was obviously thinking about my condition and was worried about me overexerting myself. Had to admit that I was a little worried about that, too, but I’d taken my Super Pill this morning and didn’t feel strained or in pain yet, so I figured I would be okay.
Nodding, I said, “Sure thing, Courtney. I’ll get right on it.”
Courtney smiled. “Thanks.”
Then she and the other Top Students rushed off the stage and began helping the teachers enforce order on the students. They even seemed to be having some luck, based on the way the students appeared to be listening to them.
My attention, however, went back to the crickets pounding themselves against my barrier. Taking a deep breath, I thrust my hands forward and the barrier surged forward, smashing through the columns of crickets before it.
With another wave of my hands, I summoned about a dozen nets made of light throughout the Auditorium, focusing on the biggest clusters of crickets I could find. The nets worked like a charm, capturing huge swathes of crickets and clearing up the air in the Auditorium fantastically.
Even so, I did feel slightly strained holding back the crickets. Although the flow from the outside had slowed down considerably, there were still a lot of crickets rushing into the Auditorium, forcing me to summon more and more nets just to keep them from getting loose.
Fortunately, the Top Students and teachers worked almost perfectly in tandem to gather and organize the panicking students. Barney and the security guards were helping as well, leading the students to the emergency exits on either side of the Auditorium or carving a path for them through the crickets. Barney, in particular, was leading a group of scared-looking Team Cape first-years to the exit, swinging his nightstick through the air at the crickets.
Honestly, I was surprised at how well the plan was working. But I was even more surprised to see Courtney basically leading the Top Six. She moved tirelessly up and down the aisles, helping not only Team Justice students, but students from every Team. She seemed to be working especially closely with Michael Omar, although she ended up working closely with all of the Top Six Students at one time or another.
Courtney was a smart girl, but she never struck me as a leader type. Guess I was wrong. I wondered if that was another change that happened to her over the summer that she had not told me about or if she had always been more of a leader than I thought.
Either way, her plan was definitely working. The students were streaming out of the Auditorium, some through the main entrance, some through the emergency exits on either side of the building. They were streaming out quickly, too, and soon there were far more empty seats in the Auditorium than students. I spotted Barrett and Jake among the Team Justice students leaving through the right emergency exit, the two of them waving at me as they stepped out of the Auditorium.
Indeed, things were going so smoothly that I really should have expected a wrench to be thrown into things. That was usually how things worked here, after all. Nothing ever went quite the way it was supposed to.
And, as you might have guessed, that wrench happened to be named Nigel Bryan Greggs.
While everyone else was evacuating from the Auditorium, Nigel had not gotten off the stage. He had risen to his feet, a disturbed expression on his face as he looked around at my nets holding back the crickets. He even picked one of the dead crickets off the stage and looked at it closely, frowning.
“No …” said Nigel in a depressed voice. “This is all my fault. I’m the one who messed up this stuff. I’m sorry.”
Straining slightly to hold back the crickets, I said, “I-It’s fine, Nigel. Just go and join the Team Justice line over there and evacuate the Auditorium with everyone else, okay?”
Night Soldier, who had not left the stage, either, walked up behind Nigel and patted him on the back. “Ashley is right. Chase is planning to use his power to kill all of the crickets at once. Everyone needs to leave the Auditorium before Chase kills everything.”
Nigel, however, shrugged Night Soldier’s hand off his shoulder and shook his head. “No. It’s my fault this happened. Let me fix it.”
Before either of us could object to that, Nigel opened his mouth and screamed.
That same awful buzzing scream from before issued forth from his mouth, the scream so loud that it nearly broke my concentration. Even Night Soldier was forced to cover his ears to protect them from the onslaught of noise spewing out of Nigel’s mouth. Probably the only reason my concentration didn’t break is because I had already experienced his scream once and so was somewhat used to it already, though it still hurt.
What the heck was Nigel doing? How would screaming stop the crickets? Did he plan to scream them all to death?
That was when I noticed the dead cricket in Nigel’s hand. As Nigel screamed, the cricket began to wriggle its tiny legs. Then it started to grow.
The once-dead cricket went from being smaller than Nigel’s palm to about the size of a smartphone in less than a second. That was disgusting enough by itself, but it didn’t stop growing. It soon became as big as a basketball, forcing Nigel to drop the oversized cricket onto the floor.
But it was still growing. In seconds, a cricket the size of a Labrador retriever stood on the stage before us. Its antennas shifted back and forth as it took in its surroundings, the spotlights above gleaming off its exoskeleton, apparently having bee brought back to life by Nigel somehow.
“What the heck?” I said. “Nigel, did you do that?”
Nigel, who had stopped screaming, looked at me in confusion. “I guess so.”
“What do you mean, you guess so?” I said. “I thought you said you only have three powers.”
Nigel scratched the back of his head. “I did, but now I guess I have four or something. His name is James, by the way.”
The giant cricket, apparently named James, flew into the air. It immediately started devouring all of its tiny brethren, tearing through my netting and devouring thousands of crickets at once.
I gasped. “Now it’s eating the other crickets?”
“Yeah,” said Nigel, though he sounded slightly hesitant. “I wanted to summon a bigger cricket that would eat all of the other crickets. So I did.”
“I … what?” I said.
Night Soldier sighed in exasperation, though not at Nigel’s explanation. “It’s even worse than I thought.”
“What is?” I said. “The crickets?”
“No,” said Night Soldier, shaking his head. “Nigel.”
Before I could ask Night Soldier what he meant by that, a voice in the middle of the Auditorium suddenly shouted, “Hey! What are you guys still doing here? I’m going to blow any minute now!”
Startled, I looked at the center seats of the Auditorium where Chase stood. He was no longer wearing a shirt, showing off his rather flabby body. His skin, however, was slowly turning a sickly green, while his eyes were now a toxic purple. His body shook uncontrollably like he was trying to keep himself from exploding.
“Chase?” I said. “What are you doing?”
“What does it look like I’m doing?” Chase snapped. “I’m going to explode and unleash my toxic gas that will kill all of the crickets, including that kaiju that Nigel just created!”
“Toxic gas?” I said in horror.
“Yes,” said Night Soldier, who didn’t look or sound nearly as horrified as I did. “Chase can generate toxic gases from his body that can have a variety of effects, from paralyzing a being who breathes it to killing them outright. I figured that was how the Top Students planned to deal with the crickets. Glad they got everyone out in time.”
A glance around the Auditorium showed me that we were definitely the only other people still inside the Auditorium aside from Chase. Not only that, but all of the doors and exits had been closed and likely locked. It annoyed me that Courtney had apparently not given us a chance to escape before Chase exploded, but maybe Courtney had been in such a hurry that she just forgot.
“Can’t he just cancel his power?” I said, looking at Night Soldier hurriedly. “It’s his power. He can control it.”
“Not quite how Chase’s power works,” said Night Soldier, shaking his head. “Once Chase has built up enough gas inside him—which he clearly has, based on how green his skin is—he has to let it out. He can hold it in for a while, but sooner or later he has to release the gas. Otherwise, he risks hurting himself.”
“You mean Chase has the power to make killing farts?” asked Nigel. He giggled. “That’s a funny power. Wish I had it.”
“Don’t,” I warned Nigel. “I don’t need you getting a fifth power already.”
Nigel suddenly sniffled. “Okay. I’ll try not to.”
“There’s no time for us to get out of here,” said Night Soldier. “Chase will blow any second, and once he does, the whole Auditorium will be filled with his gas.”
I couldn’t argue with Night Soldier. Chase’s skin was now a solid emerald green, while his eyes were completely purple. He looked like he was barely holding it together as is, his lips tight as he held his breath.
The giant cricket, on the other hand, was busily devouring its smaller cousins, apparently paying no attention to the strangely-colored human in the center of the Auditorium. It was disturbing to watch the giant cricket devour thousands of smaller crickets at once, but that wasn’t any of my business at the moment. We needed to figure out a way to survive.
An idea occurred to me and I said, “Nigel, Night Soldier, get close to me. I’m going to protect us with a barrier.”
“Will that work?” Night Soldier asked in a slightly skeptical tone. “If your light barrier is airtight—”
“It’s our only shot at survival,” I snapped. “Now get over here or die!”
To my satisfaction, neither Nigel nor Night Soldier argued with me further. The two of them crowded around me, with Nigel even grabbing my leg, fear appearing in his eyes. I felt oddly protective of little Nigel right now, even though I was still really annoyed with him.
Then I thrust out my hands on both sides and, drawing upon as much light as I could, summoned the thicket, strongest light barrier I could.
In the next instant, Chase opened his mouth and unleashed a huge cloud of green gas, which exploded from his lungs and swept across the entire Auditorium in less than a second. The toxic gas cloud consumed the giant cricket, which disappeared within the thick cloud in an instant.
But when the gas cloud hit our barrier, it didn’t penetrate, although it did block our vision of the Auditorium, making it impossible for us to see outside.
A second later, however, the gas cloud started to get sucked up. In a couple of seconds, the gas cloud went back into Chase’s open mouth, who closed his mouth as soon as the last of the gas disappeared. A slightly sick look on his face, Chase nonetheless gave us a thumbs-up, which I took to mean it was safe to lower the barrier and breathe the air, which I did.
Without the toxic gas cloud, I could now see that the entire Auditorium was covered in millions of dead crickets. That included the giant cricket, James, which lay flat on its back on the eastern side of the Auditorium, its body as still as a statue.
As for Nigel, he picked up a dead cricket and, after inspecting it, looked up at me and Night Soldier and smiled. “That was fun! We should do it again sometime.”




CHAPTER TEN


It was a miracle that I did not murder Nigel then and there for his suggestion. Or maybe it was because I knew Night Soldier wouldn’t be happy if I murdered a first-year student on the first day of school. 
Either way, the events of the next half hour or so blurred past me quickly. Chase, Night Soldier, Nigel, and I left the Auditorium, where we were immediately greeted by the teachers, who had been extremely worried for our safety. Nigel and Chase were transported to the Academy Clinic due to their injuries, while I, having escaped that ordeal relatively uninjured, went to take a shower because Chase’s toxic gas had the unfortunate side effect of causing dead crickets to fall on my body and make me feel really gross.
But I didn’t get to stay in my dorm forever. Night Soldier asked me to come to his office after I showered. He said he had a few things he wanted to explain to me, and, although he was really vague about the details, one of those ‘things’ was obviously Nigel.
That realization hit me while I was showering. Night Soldier seemed to know Nigel better than most of the first-years. He had acted completely unsurprised to see Nigel develop new powers on the fly and had even asked me to be understanding of Nigel.
That puzzled me more than anything. It was normal for supers to manifest their powers when they hit puberty, usually thirteen or fourteen years of age. I was something of a late bloomer, my powers manifesting at fifteen, but normally you only manifested one power and that was it. Your power might develop and grow as you aged and learned more about how it worked, but you didn’t spontaneously develop more powers out of the blue.
Nigel, however, did. And even worse, Nigel did not seem to know how. He acted like it was totally normal for him, which it definitely was not. I didn’t know who Nigel’s parents were or what kind of upbringing he had, but it was not normal for a super to just spontaneously develop two new powers in the space of an hour like that.
Whether Night Soldier intended to explain Nigel to me or not, I definitely planned to ask him about Nigel.
Although when I entered Night Soldier’s office after I got out of the shower, my brown hair still slightly damp from the water, I was surprised to see that it wasn’t just Night Soldier and me.
Professor Dean Hernandez sat in a chair before Night Soldier’s desk, along with Courtney, who smiled nervously at me and waved, and Chase, the Team Action Top Student. Night Soldier himself, of course, sat behind the desk with his usual stern expression on his face, though now he looked really worried, which was unusual for him because Night Soldier typically was rarely worried.
“Ah, Ashley,” said Night Soldier, looking up at me as I entered. “Glad you are here. Please take a seat next to Professor Hernandez.”
Still not sure what was going on, I nonetheless took the empty chair next to Professor Hernandez, who flashed me a quick smile, which I returned. Professor Hernandez was my favorite teachers, so it was nice to see him again, even if I had no idea why he was here.
“All right,” said Night Soldier, turning his attention to the four of us as a whole, rather than me in particular. “I think we all know what we are going to discuss today.”
“Yeah,” I chimed in. “Nigel.”
Night Soldier grimaced slightly but nodded. “Yes. Given what happened this morning, I felt you deserved to know more about Nigel.”
“Good,” I said. “Saves me the effort of having to ask you about him myself.”
“Ash?” said Courtney, looking at me with a little concern. “Are you okay? You sound a little … tense.”
“Why wouldn’t I be?” I said, doing my best not to snap at Courtney. “I got assaulted by thousands of crickets, almost got poisoned to death, and had to deal with getting my butt handed to me by a first-year who apparently collects powers like marbles. But sure, I don’t have any reason to be annoyed.”
“Yes, I expected you would be,” said Night Soldier. “Truthfully, I didn’t expect Nigel to do that when he was chosen. I figured that you would beat him quickly, as fourth-years usually do in Neo-Duels, and then we’d get him off the stage and no one would ever have to see … that.”
I snorted. “ ‘That,’ huh? You mean Nigel coming up with a new power every five seconds?”
“Yes,” said Night Soldier again. “That’s what I wanted to explain to you. And why Dean is here. He can explain it better than I can.”
“Explain what?” I said, looking at Professor Hernandez. “How Nigel can get new powers on the spot?”
Professor Hernandez nodded as he readjusted his glasses. “His condition.”
I frowned. “Condition? Like mine? Nigel doesn’t have Hernandez’s Disease, too, does he?”
I shuddered at the thought. However annoyed I was with Nigel, I wouldn’t wish my condition on anyone else. Hernandez’s Disease was a genetic disorder, exclusive to superhumans, that basically caused my powers to slowly but surely kill me. My condition was why I went to the Academy in the first place. Here, Professor Hernandez—my Neogenetics teacher and one of the best neogeneticists in the world—could give me the Super Pill, an experimental pill that helped me manage my otherwise incurable condition.
“Nigel does not have Hernandez’s Disease,” said Professor Hernandez, shaking his head.
“If he doesn’t have Hernandez’s Disease, then what does he have?” I said, tilting my head to the side in confusion.
“Hernandez’s Disease isn’t the only genetic defect that superhumans can suffer from, Ashley,” said Professor Hernandez. “Didn’t Howard teach you that last year?”
I nodded. Howard Sycamore, the Neogenetics teacher at the Superbian Institute for Superhuman Training, had indeed taught me about the wide variety of superhuman diseases and defects that could affect supers. It had blown my mind to learn that supers, despite being a relatively young community, had quite a few diseases and disorders of our own already. It was also apparently the fastest-growing field of study within Neogenetics, which meant that cures and treatments were also being discovered all the time.
“Right,” I said, scratching the back of my head sheepishly. “I forgot. Sorry.”
“No need to apologize,” said Professor Hernandez, patting me on the shoulder. “Nigel’s condition is even rarer and newer than yours, with cases only being seriously reported within the last five years or so. It’s called Power Multiplication Disorder, or PMD for short.”
I frowned. “Power Multiplication Disorder? What, exactly, does that mean?”
“PMD is a genetic disorder that causes supers to spontaneously develop new powers,” Chase suddenly explained, causing me to look at him in surprise. “That’s how Nigel was able to manifest new powers on the spot back in the Auditorium.”
I blinked. “Wow. You sounded like a real scientist for a moment there, Chase.”
“Chase is my understudy for this year,” Professor Hernandez explained. “He wants to become a neogeneticist after he graduates from the Academy, which I fully support because he’s easily one of the best students in my Neogenetics class. No offense, Ashley.”
I nodded, but then started and looked at Chase again. “Hold on. Do you know about my condition?”
“I do,” said Chase, nodding. “But don’t worry. Professor Hernandez made me promise not to tell anyone. It’s our secret.”
Scowling, I looked at Professor Hernandez again. “Why did you tell Chase about my condition without consulting me first?”
“Sorry,” said Professor Hernandez. “Chase has a special interest in neo-diseases. Given how closely he was going to be working with me, I couldn’t hide your condition from him forever. Plus, unlike most supers, he knows that Hernandez’s Disease is not contagious.”
I frowned. I felt like Professor Hernandez had breached my trust here, but then again, Chase seemed like a decent guy. It would be a while before I could actually trust him myself, though.
Shaking my head, I said, “So, PMD. How do you get it?”
Professor Hernandez chuckled. “Like so many other neo-diseases, the exact cause is not known. My current theory is that PMD is the result of a person’s neo-gene going nuts, allowing their bodies to manifest more than one power at a time. To put it in simple terms, superhuman brains will limit themselves to giving a super a single power, although it is not the only power they could have.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Huh?”
Professor Hernandez sighed. “Powers are genetic, as you know, Ashley. And all powers come from the same set of shared genes that supers have. If these genes were hard-coded with only a specific power, then supers would not be a common race.”
“What Professor Hernandez is getting at here, Ashley, is that the neo-gene means that we all carry the DNA necessary to have any power,” Chase explained. “It’s why super children don’t always have the same powers as their parents, why they can even get completely different powers from what their parents had. The power a super gets is randomly chosen during puberty.”
“And normally,” Professor Hernandez added, before I could respond to Chase’s explanation, “once your power manifests, that’s it. You will not manifest any other powers during your life. You are stuck with that one power for as long as you live.”
I considered Professor Hernandez’s and Chase’s statements. “It sounds like this PMD condition subverts that.”
“Yes,” said Professor Hernandez, smiling, looking relieved that I was catching on. “PMD is what happens when a super’s neo-gene does not turn off. Think of the brain like a pie-making factory. Normally, you get only one pie by pressing the button that gets the pie-making machinery going. But once you get your pie, you turn off the machine.”
“But PMD is like what happens if the pie-making machine isn’t turned off,” I said. “Which means endless pies.”
“Indeed,” said Professor Hernandez. “And now, I hope, you can see why PMD is considered a disorder. Constantly generating new powers at the drop of a hat is both exhausting and stressful on the human body. Young Nigel is holding up so far, but I’ve personally seen cases where the victim gets overwhelmed by their own powers and dies. Just as no human being can eat endless pies, so can no human being handle an endless array of powers.”
I folded my arms in front of my chest, thinking deeply about Professor Hernandez’s explanation. “Can supers with PMD choose which powers they get? Nigel seemed to be able to do that back in the Auditorium, but sometimes even he seemed surprised by the powers he had.”
“That’s another area of uncertainty,” said Professor Hernandez. “At times it seems like a super with PMD can consciously influence the powers they get, but other times they come out of nowhere when you least expect it. Nigel does not seem to have much control over which powers he gets, which makes sense, because he can barely control the powers he does have.”
“Which is another problem with PMD,” Chase said, running a hand through his dreads. “You know how hard it is to learn how to control one power. PMD sufferers, on the other hand, usually don’t have very good control over any of their powers due to how many they get. It’s kind of like learning how to walk, ride a bike, drive a car, paint a picture, write a book, and program a computer … all at the same time.”
I shuddered. Put that way, PMD sounded like pure torture, much worse than even Hernandez’s Disease. It even made me feel sorry for Nigel. Although rather immature, he seemed like a sweet kid. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to have all the powers in the world but no way to control them or keep yourself from harming others.
“Why is Nigel here at the Academy, then?” I demanded, looking at Night Soldier. “Doesn’t his condition make him a liability to the other students and faculty?”
Night Soldier rubbed his forehead. “You could say the same about yourself, Ashley, yet here you are.”
I bit my lower lip. “I didn’t mean it like that—”
“But more than that,” Night Soldier continued, “Nigel is here because his father wants him to be.”
“And who is his dad?” I said, tilting my head to the side.
Night Soldier shook his head. “One of the most powerful supers in the NHA: Christopher ‘Stinger’ Greggs, a member of the Neohero Alliance Leadership Council, and a member of the Academy Board.”




CHAPTER ELEVEN


My eyes widened in surprise. “Nigel is Stinger’s son? I didn’t know that. I didn’t even know Stinger  had a son.”
Stinger was another superhero friend of Dad’s, who he had met as a teenager in the Young Neos. I’d met Stinger a couple of times, but only whenever we visited Hero Island. I didn’t know him all that well, aside from knowing that he was one of the NHA’s leaders and one of the most well-known supers in the country as a result.
“It’s true,” said Night Soldier. “Nigel is Stinger’s only son.”
“Are you telling me that Stinger used his influence in the Academy Board to get Nigel into the Academy?” I said.
“More or less,” said Night Soldier. “You know that the Academy Board is aware of your condition, right, Ashley?”
I nodded slowly. “Yes, I know that. What about it?”
“Stinger used your presence at the Academy to justify Nigel attending,” said Professor Hernandez, pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose again. “Not only that, but Stinger even got me to agree to study Nigel and try to find a cure for PMD.”
“Really?” I said. “What does that mean for me?”
“It won’t interfere with our weekly meetings,” Professor Hernandez added hastily. “But I may be busier and less available than normal. I hope that doesn’t bother you too much.”
I tried not to look too upset, but it was harder than you’d expect. Not only had Nigel humiliated me in front of the school, but now he had basically stolen my favorite professor? I know that was silly to think, but I still found myself liking Nigel less and less.
“How lethal is PMD?” I said. “In comparison to Hernandez’s Disease, for example?”
“Slightly less so,” said Professor Hernandez. “I would estimate that about seventy percent of PMD cases die, compared to HD’s one hundred percent death rate.”
“Oh,” I said. “So there’s a chance that Nigel might survive this, after all.”
“Lower than you’d think,” said Professor Hernandez. “The only surviving case of PMD I am aware of doesn’t know how it happened. She reported that her powers just abruptly stopped manifesting one day and she’s never had to worry about it since.”
I bit my lower lip again. “How long would you say that Nigel has to live?”
“Impossible to know at this point,” said Professor Hernandez, running a hand through his hair. “Based on previous cases, I’d say a year, but he’s the youngest known case in the world, so who knows.”
My gut wrenched. “A year? That’s awful.”
“I know,” said Professor Hernandez. “Although PMD is less lethal than HD, it also kills much faster. That is one of the reasons Stinger pushed heavily for Nigel to get into the Academy. With no idea of how long he will survive, this is our best shot at saving his life.”
Now I felt ashamed of myself for feeling jealous of the kid. Hernandez’s Disease took four or five years to kill someone once they got it. PMD, on the other hand, sounded like it worked much more quickly even if it was overall less lethal than my own condition. Now that was something I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemies, and Nigel wasn’t even an enemy at all.
“But that ties into the main reason I called you to this meeting, Ashley,” said Night Soldier, “and it’s not just so you will know that you will not be Dean’s sole experiment anymore.”
“What’s the main reason, then?” I said.
“I want Nigel to be your sidekick,” Night Soldier said.
I frowned in confusion. “My … sidekick?”
“Yes,” said Night Soldier, nodding eagerly. “You heard correctly.”
“But …” I rubbed the back of my head. “I’m not a legal superhero yet. How can I have a sidekick?”
“I don’t mean an actual sidekick, like what many superheroes have,” Night Soldier said. “I am referring to a new Academy program that we are rolling out this year: The Sidekick and Superhero Program, or SASP for short.”
Night Soldier tapped a few keys on his holographic keyboard. A holographic image of the words ‘SIDEKICK AND SUPERHERO PROGRAM’ appeared over his desk, right underneath a silhouette of an Omega Man-like superhero standing back-to-back with a young teenager superhero who looked a bit like Dad when he was a teen.
“To sum it up, SASP is a program where a fourth-year student can mentor a first-year student,” said Night Soldier, “essentially making that first-year student into their de fact ‘sidekick,’ hence the name. As your sidekick’s mentor, it’s your job to introduce the first-year to the Academy and answer their questions about it, as well as train them and help them with their homework.”
I blinked. “Sounds neat, but where did this come from?”
“It came from the Intraschool Academy Competition from your second year,” Night Soldier explained. “I was inspired by the relationship between Champions like you and your fourth-year mentors that I wanted to offer all fourth- and first-year students a chance to practice it themselves. I feel like it will create greater camaraderie between the students while helping first-years integrate more easily into the student body. Your SASP experience will also go on your school record, so you could use it to help get a good job when you graduate from the Academy.”
I knew what Night Soldier was talking about. In my second year, Night Soldier had announced a huge, intraschool competition that pit the Academy’s six Teams against each other in a year-long competition for the title of Champion of the Academy. I had been the Team Justice Champion and had mentored under Nisha Mars, the former Top Student of Team Justice. It had certainly been a beneficial relationship for me because Nisha had helped me develop and refine my Construction power, so I could see why Night Soldier wanted to make such opportunities open to more students.
Speaking of Nisha, I said, “Makes sense, but does anyone know what happened to Nisha? I know she graduated at the end of my second year, but haven’t heard from her in a while.”
“Nisha went to work for the NHA,” said Night Soldier. “Last I heard, she was operating in Chicago at the NHA’s Chicago branch. Seemed to be doing well, too, based on what I’ve heard.”
I smiled. That didn’t surprise me. Nisha had been the Top Student of Team Justice for a reason, and it was because she was really good. It made me happy to know that she was still doing well and made me hope I could see her again at some point, even though I currently had no plans to go to Chicago anytime soon.
“So you basically want me to be Nigel’s mentor?” I said, getting back on topic. “Why me and not, say, Jake? Jake’s a boy. He’d probably get along better with Nigel than me.”
“Two reasons,” said Night Soldier, holding up two fingers. “One, Jake isn’t mature enough to be a superhero to a first-year, especially to one as precocious as Nigel. Two, you suffer from an incurable genetic condition of your own and therefore are far more likely to understand Nigel’s struggles than Jake would.”
I bit my lower lip. “I see your point, but—”
“Nigel may not look like it, but he is a scared little boy,” Night Soldier continued. “He’s a nice kid, but also very frightened and confused by his condition. He needs someone older than him who has dealt with a condition of their own who can guide him. And you, Ashley, are the best candidate for the job.”
“I am?” I said. “But I’m not cured yet.”
“You don’t have to be,” said Night Soldier, shaking his head. “It’s not about giving Nigel hope for a cure. It’s about showing him even someone with a condition as terrible as his can live a decent, if not normal, life. Right now, Nigel is a lot more frightened, confused, and even depressed than he looks.”
Night Soldier looked at me directly. “Nigel needs you, Ashley. He needs help.”
It was hard to say no when Night Soldier put it that way. And, although I didn’t know Nigel all that well, I had noticed his fear and confusion as well. Back in the Auditorium, Nigel had seemed genuinely afraid and apologetic for his lack of control over his powers. He very much reminded me of how I was when I first learned about my condition over four years ago.
And wouldn’t I have liked to have someone who could teach me how to live with my condition like that? That would have been wonderful. It would have saved me a lot of heartache, confusion, and conflict if I had had a mentor who knew me and understood what I was going through. Even my own parents weren’t as helpful as they could have been, despite doing their best.
Returning Night Soldier’s gaze, I nodded and said, “All right. I’ll be Nigel’s mentor. How long?”
“Just for the year,” said Night Soldier. He smiled. “And thanks. I really appreciate you stepping up and accepting this responsibility. It makes me proud of you, Ashley. You’ve really grown since you were a scared little first-year yourself.”
It was hard not to smile at that. I respected Night Soldier a great deal, so hearing that he was proud of me was really nice. “I’ll do my best, sir.”
“Indeed,” said Night Soldier with a nod. He glanced at his holographic computer and tapped a few keys. “I think that’s about all we needed to discuss. So you are free to go, Ashley, Chase, and Courtney.”
“What about Professor Hernandez?” I said, glancing at Professor Hernandez. “Isn’t he allowed to leave, too?”
Professor Hernandez cleared his throat. “I … have some important matters to discuss with Roger, matters that do not concern any of you, before I return to my research lab myself.”
I frowned. The way Professor Hernandez cleared his throat and exchanged a meaningful gaze with Night Soldier told me that these ‘important matters’ probably did concern us a great deal. It made me wonder why Professor Hernandez did not want to discuss them around us. Maybe they related to security?
With a shrug, I stood up, along with Courtney and Chase. Chase held the door open for Courtney and me, allowing us to step through. Even as Chase followed us, however, and closed the door behind us, I distinctly heard Night Soldier say to Professor Hernandez, “Ashley’s condition is—”
Night Soldier’s sentence was abruptly cut off as Chase closed the door behind us. Annoyed, I almost stopped to listen, but Courtney was talking and walking and I didn’t want to seem weird.
Even as I fell into conversation with Courtney and Chase, though, I couldn’t help but wonder why Professor Hernandez was speaking with Night Soldier about my condition. Perhaps he was just giving Night Soldier an update on how my condition was coming along.
So why did Night Soldier sound like he was discussing my funeral arrangements?




CHAPTER TWELVE


Why didn’t you  tell me that you were the Top Student of Team Justice?” I said to Courtney, the two of us sitting on my bed together. “I was really shocked when I saw you sitting up on stage there with the rest of the Top Six.”
Courtney, who was lying on her back chewing on a granola bar, smiled apologetically at me when I said that. “Sorry! Professor Hernandez told me to keep it a secret until school started. Apparently, the Top Student is selected in secret during the summer and aren’t allowed to tell anyone except their family the news. Trust me, Professor Hernandez’s acceptance email shocked me as much as anyone else.”
I shook my head and sipped my bottled water. “I mean, I can’t say I am surprised. You really deserve it. You work harder than anyone else I know and your grades really are second to none.”
Courtney blushed. “Thanks. But you aren’t bothered that you didn’t get picked to be Top Student?”
I shook my head again. “Why would I be? I already had my time in the spotlight as the Champion of Team Justice. I really don’t want the responsibilities of a Top Student.”
Courtney shrugged. “Your loss. Though I guess it doesn’t matter, seeing as that decision was entirely outside of our control.”
I nodded. Courtney had explained to me that the Top Student of the year was always picked out by the Team Leader before the school year started, based on an examination of the fourth-year students’ grades, character, skill, talent, and leadership abilities. Professor Hernandez, being the Team Leader of Team Justice, had chosen Courtney to be the Top Student, which made her almost as powerful as a faculty member, although of course her authority was not absolute.
Even so, it was definitely a step-up for Courtney. It was easy to tell how pleased she was about it, despite acting humble. She obviously was pleased with the recognition that she received for all of her hard work, and I couldn’t blame her. I meant when I said she deserved it because she did.
“You’re right,” I said. I tilted my head to the side. “But honestly, I kind of expected Sofia to become the Top Student, given how popular she is.”
Courtney frowned. “Um, Ash, Sofia graduated last year. She’s working for the G-Men now.”
I slapped my forehead. “Oh, that’s right. Sofia was a year ahead of us, wasn’t she? I guess I thought that they were going to push back the graduations due to school being closed.”
Courtney shook her head. “Nope. Professor Hernandez told me that they considered it, but decided to let the fourth-years who had to attend different schools graduate from there instead. I was at Sofia’s graduation ceremony in Blackwell.”
It was my turn to frown. “First Jake goes to Blackwell, then you, and now Sofia. Did everyone in the Academy go to Blackwell aside from me?”
Courtney took another bite out of her granola bar. “No, but because America only has three super schools—the Academy, Blackwell, and Turner—the students were divided pretty much between Blackwell and Turner. I know that Fadil and Michael went to Turner, for example. I think you and Barrett were the only two to go to the Institute in Superbia.”
I nodded. “And it wasn’t because President Marcus was impressed by my grades, either.”
Courtney nodded sympathetically. I’d already filled her in on my year at the Institute and Dragon King’s real reason for accepting my application to attend the Institute for my third-year. “I know. I can’t believe Barrett’s dad turned out to be such a psycho. He seemed like one of the better world leaders, honestly. Sometimes I even wished that he was our President rather than Parker, who’s a little … crazy.”
“Trust me, Dragon King is much worse than President Parker could ever hope to be,” I replied. I sighed and looked down at my bottled water. “I’m just worried about the Superbians themselves now. Especially the normals among them. I haven’t heard anything from any of the Superbians I knew, nor has Barrett.”
“Sounds like Dragon King’s communications blackout has worked,” said Courtney. “I’m just glad that you and Barrett managed to escape, but …”
I glanced at Courtney, who looked like she wasn’t entirely sure she wanted to finish that sentence. “What?”
“It’s nothing,” Courtney insisted, shaking her head. She smiled at me. “As I said, I’m just happy that you and Barrett made it back to America alive and in one piece.”
I chuckled bitterly. “Alive, maybe, but not safe. Parasite and Gentleman tried to kill me and Barrett in my hometown’s park on my birthday.”
Courtney sat up so fast that she nearly hit her forehead against the underside of the bunk bed. “What? Tell me everything.”
I briefly told Courtney about Parasite and Gentleman’s attack on my birthday, making sure not to leave out any details. I made sure to mention Omega Man and Triplet coming to our rescue, along with Triplet’s investigation into Parasite’s background and the mysterious photo from my sixth birthday party.
By the time I finished, Courtney looked pale as a ghost. “That is so scary. It’s almost as scary as the time that the Guardians of Humanity tried to kill your baby brother.”
“Yeah,” I said grimly. “I suppose I should consider myself lucky that they chose to attack me in a fairly public place. Otherwise, who knows how that fight would have ended?”
“Agreed,” Courtney said with a quick nod. “And I can’t believe that you were rescued by Omega Man, of all people. I would be jealous if your life hadn’t been in jeopardy.”
“Trust me, it wasn’t the best circumstances under which to meet Omega Man,” I said, shaking my head. “Unless you want to get almost murdered by a couple of crazy supervillains, that is.”
“That’s why I said almost,” said Courtney, “but I’m also confused about the birthday photo. Does that mean that you and Parasite knew each other before you started attending the Academy?”
“I think so?” I said with a shrug. “I don’t know. I don’t remember my sixth birthday party at all. My parents told me that they don’t remember inviting Parasite, but the orphanage where he grows up said that he had gone to a birthday party around that time. It’s really confusing.”
Courtney bit into her granola bar again, thoughtfully crunching the granola in her mouth before swallowing. “And how does Omega Man tie into all of this? That’s what I want to know.”
“Don’t we all?” I said with another shrug. “We still don’t know how Omega Man ended up underneath the Academy or why he’s apparently been cured of the Neo-Plague in the first place. Nor do I know what Omega Man meant by the changes coming to the Academy. He was very coy about that.”
“Possibly he knew that I was going to become a Top Student?” Courtney suggested. “Then again, that doesn’t seem like a big change to me, seeing as new Top Students are chosen by Team Leaders all the time.”
“Agreed,” I said. “And Night Soldier didn’t mention any major changes, aside from the sidekick program, which I guess is big, though I think Omega Man was probably referring to something else.”
“Speaking of sidekick program, I’m excited for you, Ash,” said Courtney, flashing me a happy smile. “I’m glad you’re willing to take Nigel under your wing. I think he will appreciate having an older student to teach him how to handle his condition.”
I nodded. “I suppose.”
Courtney raised an eyebrow. “What does ‘I suppose’ mean? You agreed to mentor him, didn’t you?”
I nodded again and sipped my bottled water. “Yes, but I don’t know if I have what it takes. I’m not the best student in the Academy and I feel like I’ve done a poor job of managing my condition. I really don’t know what Night Soldier sees in me.”
“What are you talking about?” said Courtney. “Of course you’re the most qualified student to mentor Nigel. Sure, mentoring is a big responsibility, but—”
“That’s exactly it,” I said. I rubbed my arm. “I don’t know if I can handle that level of responsibility.”
“Well, you’re used to bossing Jake around, right?” said Courtney with a grin. “Just think of Nigel as another younger brother. You’ve already got two. A third one shouldn’t be that hard for you to deal with.”
I couldn’t help but chuckle at that. “True, but there’s a difference between being a big sister and mentoring someone you are completely unrelated to. I just don’t know if I have what it takes.”
“As I said, I know you can, Ash,” said Courtney. “You just need to believe in yourself. After all, I believe in you.”
I smiled. “I know you do, Courtney. I just don’t know if I believe in myself.”
“You should,” said Courtney, “but your mentorship program doesn’t begin until tomorrow, right? So you have time to think it over, at least.”
That was true. Night Soldier had messaged me via my Team Watch with more details about the sidekick program after the meeting in his office. Nigel had already been informed of me being his mentor, which apparently made him ‘happy,’ though without having spoken to Nigel myself, I didn’t know for sure how he felt about it. All I knew was that Nigel and I were supposed to have breakfast together tomorrow and eat every future meal together for the rest of the year. Night Soldier told me to prepare myself for Nigel’s questions and be ready to help him however I could.
Even so, I found myself more than a little hesitant about it. Understanding Nigel’s background helped me understand him a lot better, but I still wasn’t convinced I was the best candidate for the job. Guess it was too late now. It sounded like once you were enrolled in SASP, then you couldn’t get out. It gave me flashbacks to my experiences in the Superhero Apprenticeship Program, or SAP, in my second year, only with fewer snarky government agents or anti-super serial killers.
Courtney finished off her granola bar and stood up from the bed. “Well, I’m going to go for a walk around campus and probably go swimming at the pool later. Want to join me?”
Seeing as I didn’t have any other plans this afternoon, I nodded and said, “Sure. I—”
Without warning, Jake suddenly burst into our dorm room, shouting, “Sis! You got to see this!”
“Jake!” I said, half-horrified, half-shocked as Courtney covered her chest despite wearing clothes. “You know that boys aren’t allowed in the girls’ dorms, right?”
“Whatever, sis,” said Jake, coming to a stop beside me. He raised his Team Watch. “Did you get the newest announcement from Night Soldier?”
“About the sidekick program?” I said, exchanging puzzled looks with Courtney. “Yeah, we did.”
“Not that one,” said Jake, shaking his head so rapidly it looked like it was about to fly off his neck. “Night Soldier just sent out another new one literally five minutes ago. Everyone’s already talking about it on the Team Justice Bulletin Board. It’s insane.”
I frowned. “How so?”
“Check it out for yourself,” Jake insisted. “It was sent out to all Academy students. It should be in your inbox.”
Puzzled and slightly suspecting this was a prank, I nonetheless opened my Watch’s inbox at the same time that Courtney opened hers. I immediately spotted a brand new unread message from Night Soldier at the top, with the subject line ‘ANNOUNCING THIS YEAR’S RESIDENT SUPERHERO.’
“Resident Superhero?” Courtney repeated, apparently reading the subject line as well. “That’s weird. I’m pretty sure the Academy doesn’t have a ‘Resident Superhero,’ whatever that is.”
“It’s a new program that Night Soldier wanted to announce at orientation,” Jake explained hurriedly, “but I don’t want to spoil it for you. Read the message yourself.”
Annoyed by Jake’s constant pushing, I nonetheless opened the message and started reading. My jaw dropped as I read the message’s header, which showed a picture of Omega Man shaking hands with Night Soldier in front of the Omega Sentinel, the two smiling broadly at the camera.
Underneath the header image, a simple caption read thus:
Headmaster Roger ‘Night Soldier’ Tanaka welcomes John ‘Omega Man’ Waterson as the Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans’ first-ever Superhero in Residence, or Resident Superhero for short.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Dear students of the Academy, 
My apologies for sending out so many messages today. I had meant to make all of these announcements live at orientation, but the, ah, interruption caused by the Neo-Duel forced me to delay announcing them to the general student body. Seeing as both the sidekick program and the superhero-in-residence program will make a major impact on the Academy going forward, however, I couldn’t put off announcing them forever (see the previous message, subject line ‘ANNOUNCING SUPERHERO AND SIDEKICK PROGRAM’ for more information on that. If you did not receive that message or missed it, you can navigate to the SASP app on your Team Watch for information on that program and how to apply).
The superhero-in-residence program has been on the Academy’s radar for four years now but only picked up steam during the last three when Omega Man, whom some of you may know as the legendary Lost Hero, was found after missing for over a decade. Omega Man’s rediscovery happened at the same time that the infamous Guardians of Humanity hate group launched an attack on the Academy, an attack that was fortunately rebuffed by a combined effort from the students, faculty, G-Men agents, and Omega Man himself.
In the wake of the attack, the Academy Board demanded that the Academy take the security and safety of our students more seriously than ever. As you know, the Academy is famous for being one of the safest superhero schools in the world. It hurts us to think that some students might not feel safe here because of prior attacks on the campus.
Therefore, with unanimous approval from the Academy Board, I am pleased to announce the beginning of the superhero-in-residence program. Our first Resident Superhero will be, as you might have guessed from the photo above, Omega Man himself.
The superhero-in-residence program is simple. A professional, experienced superhero will be invited to spend anywhere from between one and five years at the Academy. This professional superhero will be known as the Resident Superhero and will live in a separate house from both the teachers’ and students’ dorms.
The Resident Superhero will not be another teacher. He will not teach any classes, although he might audit some. The Resident Superhero will instead give a speech at the end of each semester to encourage and inform students. In between speeches, however, the Resident Superhero will be open to private interviews about the superhero life with individual fourth-year students and question and answer sessions with groups of students below fourth-year.
The Resident Superhero will have another job, however, in addition to his teaching duties: Defending the Academy itself from attack. While we hope that the Academy will not get attacked again anytime soon, it is still a real possibility, so the Resident Superhero will be another layer of security on top of our other security precautions.
Omega Man agreed to test out this program because he has always viewed the education and protection of superhuman children important. In fact, Omega Man was one of the founders of the original Hero Island Academy, alongside Thaumaturge and Mecha Knight, before its closure over twenty-years-ago during the Visionist scandal.
Starting tomorrow, Omega Man will be living at the Superhero Residence in the northern end of campus. The Superhero Residence is a new building built over the last year which can be found about a block north of the Mecha Knight Stadium. Any fourth-years who wish to have private consultations with Omega Man may contact him via the ‘RESIDENT SUPERHERO’ app on your Team Watch, while chances for third-years and below to meet with Omega Man in groups have been posted on the community bulletins of each Team. Check your local Team Bulletin for more information on times, dates, and more.
As I said, this is a pilot program that will likely be changed depending on feedback from students and faculty. But I am confident that the superhero-in-residence program will become a permanent addition to the Academy’s many offerings and will prove to be an important program going forward.
Yours,
Headmaster Roger ‘Night Soldier’ Tanaka.”
I looked up from my Team Watch at Professor Hernandez, who sat across from me on the other side of his desk. “Did you know about this?”
Professor Hernandez, who had been studying some kind of scientific paper on his computer, glanced at me. “Hmmm? You mean the superhero-in-residence program? Of course. Roger wouldn’t stop talking about it, especially after we found Omega Man. It’s been a pet project of his for years.”
I bit my lower lip and looked at the announcement message again. I couldn’t tell you how many times I’d read and reread this announcement message since receiving it this afternoon. I still couldn’t quite believe it was real, despite having gone to visit the Superhero Residence myself, which was indeed a block north of the teachers’ dorms at the north end of camp.
It was a simple, one-story house that reminded me of something you might see in a suburb. It looked a little out of place next to the dorms and class buildings that dotted the rest of campus, but perhaps that was the point. It certainly made it easy to find, although the NHA flag that hung from the flagpole outside of the house ruined the effect of normalcy somewhat.
I wasn’t the only student to be shocked by the news. An entire crowd of students from every year and Team had formed around the Superhero Residence, all of them hoping to catch a glimpse of the legendary Omega Man himself. Of course, the message said that Omega Man wasn’t supposed to arrive until tomorrow, which meant that the house was likely empty. That was probably why Harden and Sea Sister, two of the Academy’s teachers, had broken up the crowd and sent us all back to our dorms. It had been hard to convince Jake to go back to his dorm, though, forcing me to practically drag him by his feet, although Barrett was able to pick up Jake and take him back with little effort.
Nonetheless, the students began talking excitedly about Omega Man’s arrival at the Academy. Both online in the chat features of the Team Watches and in real life, it seemed like all anyone could talk about was Omega Man’s status as the Resident Superhero. The news about Omega Man coming to the Academy, I noticed, displaced all of the rumors about SASP and Nigel, which was fine by me because I didn’t want Nigel to have to suffer from the Academy’s rumor mill like I did when I was a first-year.
“It’s just so surprising,” I said. “Omega Man is easily one of the most famous superheroes in the world. Heck, he’s even more famous than my dad, which is saying something.”
Professor Hernandez sighed and typed something on his computer’s holographic keyboard. “Yes, and that’s why I am not entirely sure I agree with this decision.”
“Why not?” I said, tilting my head to the side. “I kind of like the idea of having a Resident Superhero, especially one as powerful as Omega Man. Seems like a win-win for everyone involved.”
“The theory behind the superhero-in-residence program makes sense,” said Professor Hernandez, “but … I don’t trust Omega Man.”
I blinked at Professor Hernandez’s unusually blunt statement. “You don’t trust Omega Man? Why? He’s one of the best superheroes ever. He even saved my life from Parasite and Gentleman, not to mention taking out Overkill and crippling the Guardians two years ago.”
Professor Hernandez stopped typing and looked at me with an unusually serious expression. “I don’t deny the good things that Omega Man has done. But it’s also true that Omega Man went missing for over a decade and doesn’t remember a thing from that time. As well, we can’t forget that the Guardians brainwashed him and tried to use him to destroy the Academy.”
I grimaced when Professor Hernandez said that. Yes, the Guardians of Humanity—or rather, their infamous leader, Overkill—had indeed brainwashed Omega Man, using a special mind-controlling device called a Crown, into attacking the Academy. Overkill had planned to use Omega Man as a weapon with which to destroy the Academy and kill everyone in it. Had we not destroyed the Crown, Omega Man likely would have become a threat not merely to the superhuman community, but to the world itself.
Rubbing the back of my neck, I said, “What are you worried about? Omega Man getting brainwashed again or something? We destroyed the Crown. He’s safe.”
“Not exactly,” said Professor Hernandez. He rubbed his brow. “When I was doing research for the G-Men last year, I got a chance to study the Crown that they had confiscated from the supervillain Hybrid. I discovered that not only does the Crown allow the user to control someone, but it weakens the mind of someone who has worn it.”
“Meaning what?” I said. “That Omega Man might not be mentally fit?”
Professor Hernandez held up his hands. “I’m not saying that Omega Man is mentally ill or anything like that. As far as I know, he’s not. But I do think that the Crown has left him mentally weaker than before, meaning that he is more at risk of getting controlled, influenced, or mentally attacked than normal. It’s not exactly a nice thing to think about, but it’s true.”
“If you think that, did you tell Night Soldier or the Board?” I said. “Because that seems like a really serious security flaw if true.”
“I brought up these concerns to the Board during the summer,” said Professor Hernandez. He huffed. “But I suppose that a ‘normal’ teacher like me isn’t worth listening to.”
“Were your concerns seriously dismissed just because you are a normal?” I said in shock. “No way.”
Professor Hernandez shook his head. “I’m being a little facetious here, Ashley. But they did ignore my concerns, although I think it had more to do with Omega Man’s fame and legend than anything. Omega Man commands so much respect in the American superhuman community that it’s very hard to say anything even slightly negative about him without drawing unwanted attention to oneself.”
“I see,” I said. “Surely Omega Man himself would agree with you?”
“Omega Man understands my concerns,” said Professor Hernandez slowly, “but he accepted the Resident Superhero position. I don’t blame him, though. It is a good position for a superhero to have because it gives you more control over the hearts and minds of the next generation of superheroes.”
I rubbed my arm uncertainly. “I hope that Omega Man doesn’t get brainwashed again. We just barely beat him the last time. I don’t know if we could stop him a second time.”
“I don’t know, either,” said Professor Hernandez. He shook his head. “But that’s for the future. Hopefully, my worries will turn out to be baseless.”
Despite what Professor Hernandez said, I could tell that he believed that his concerns were completely justified. He was obviously still annoyed by the fact that the Academy Board and Night Soldier had overridden his objections. Couldn’t blame him, either. Based on what he told me, it sounded like his concerns had some justification in reality.
Before I could comment on that, however, Professor Hernandez looked at me and said, “More importantly than that is your health. We need to talk about it.”
I nodded. Ever since I started attending the Academy four years ago, I had talked with Professor Hernandez about my condition almost every day and then, later on, about once a week. I would report my health to Professor Hernandez, as well as the side effects of the experimental Super Pill that he had prescribed to me. In fact, these talks with Professor Hernandez were the primary reason I was attending the Academy in the first place.
But Professor Hernandez’s expression looked far more serious than before. He almost looked like he was in mourning, which seemed odd to me because no one had died recently that I was aware of. Then again, he had sounded rather somber when he called me into his office earlier, making me wonder if he had some bad news to share.
Regardless, I smiled and said, “Sure thing. Do you have a new Super Pill formula for me to try?”
“I do,” said Professor Hernandez slowly. He pulled out a bottle of green pills from his desk and place them on the table between us. “Taking into account your feedback, I’ve improved the formula yet again.”
Smiling in relief, I reached over to take the pill bottle, but Professor Hernandez suddenly pulled it away from me. Startled, I looked up at Professor Hernandez, who now looked more somber than ever. He held the bottle just outside of my reach like it was a deadly poison rather than the medicine I needed.
“Professor?” I said. “Is something the matter?”
Professor Hernandez was silent for a moment. He looked from the pills to his computer screen and back again. He seemed to be fighting with himself about something.
Then Professor Hernandez nodded. “It’s about your condition, Ashley.”
“Uh-huh,” I said, nodding. “What about it?”
Professor Hernandez took a deep breath. He looked at the pill bottle again, not meeting my gaze. “You have less than eight months left to live.”




CHAPTER FOURTEEN


My whole world seemed to shatter underneath my feet when Professor Hernandez said that. Despite sitting in a perfectly firm, solid wooden chair, I felt like I was falling into an endless, dark pit, the light above quickly growing small until it disappeared entirely. 
Taking a deep breath, I said, “Professor, did you say that I have less than eight months to live?”
“Yes,” said Professor Hernandez, still without looking at me. “Maybe as much as nine if we’re going to be optimistic, but you likely won’t live long enough to attend your own graduation ceremony.”
My head spun, making me feel dizzy. My heart beat faster than ever while my hands shook. I almost felt faint, but I managed to stay upright.
Professor Hernandez, however, must have noticed that something was off, because he said, “Ashley, do you need to go to the Clinic? I know this is shocking news, which is why I was so reluctant to share it with you, but—”
I shook my head, though even that simple motion was difficult. “N-No, sir. I’m fine. I just … yeah, ‘shocking’ is the understatement of the year.”
Professor Hernandez flashed a grim smile at my joke. “I am sorry. I—”
“How long have you known this?” I asked, finally snapping out of my funk long enough to form coherent sentences.
Professor Hernandez went silent again, which infuriated me more than I could say. “Not long. I would say since you got back from Superbia at the start of the summer.”
I took a deep breath to steady myself. “Why did you wait so long to tell me?”
“Because I wanted to be sure,” said Professor Hernandez. “The preliminary tests I received from Mr. Sycamore were interesting, but I wanted to run some tests of my own. Don’t you remember how I asked you to mail me a blood sample over the summer?”
I nodded, though everything still felt unreal. “I remember, yeah. I thought it was just to do my blood work.”
“There was that, but I also wanted to see if Howard’s own tests were accurate,” said Professor Hernandez. “I couldn’t believe the data he showed me, which showed that your condition had worsened steadily during your time in Superbia.”
“But I feel just fine,” I replied, putting a hand over my chest. “Sure, if I use my powers too much it still hurts, but as long as I take the Super Pill, I won’t die.”
Professor Hernandez eyed me skeptically. “I thought so as well, but after doing a few more tests, I came to the conclusion that the Super Pill might not have worked the way we thought it did.”
Now it was my turn to raise a skeptical eyebrow. “Professor Hernandez, what do you mean by that?”
I knew how hostile and accusatory my tone sounded, reflected by Professor Hernandez’s cringing, but I didn’t care. If Professor Hernandez had messed up something with the Super Pill, then I deserved to know. My life was on the line here, after all. I deserved to know the whole truth, even if it was uncomfortable.
Professor Hernandez fingered the pill bottle in his hands. “The Super Pill was designed to strengthen your body’s natural defenses against your own powers, which your condition weakens. The Super Pill was supposed to help with that. And it did, I think.”
“I know that already, professor,” I said. “So what went wrong?”
Professor Hernandez rubbed his chin. “The Super Pill wasn’t a cure. It was a treatment. And an experimental one, at that. I had hoped we could find a cure before you turned twenty, but—”
“But we didn’t,” I said. “Right?”
Professor Hernandez nodded heavily. “Yes. And that lack of a cure is reflected in your medical charts. Let me show you.”
Professor Hernandez turned the monitor of his computer to face me, showing a chart. At the top of the chart was my name in big, bold lettering, while below it was a simple chart showing a red line going from 2035 to 2038. The red line had a few highs here and there—especially during my first year at the Academy—but the trend was unmistakably declining.
“This chart is an easy way to look at your health during the last four years or so,” said Professor Hernandez. His index finger ran down the line until it stopped at the bottom right corner of the screen. “As you can tell, your general health has been on the decline since your doctor first diagnosed you with Hernandez’s Disease.”
“I don’t understand,” I said. “I thought the Super Pill helped.”
“But it did,” said Professor Hernandez. He pointed at the bumps I’d noticed. “These bumps correspond with the dates when you took a new batch of Super Pills from me. You would see an initial improvement in your health for about a week, maybe two, but then it would resume its downward trend. I expect to see a similar bump when you start taking this new formula.”
Professor Hernandez shook the pill bottle he held, the green pills dancing around inside it.
“Then why should I keep taking the Super Pill if it hasn’t actually helped?” I said, barely hiding my anger. “It’s basically a placebo at this point.”
Professor Hernandez looked at me in surprise. “The Super Pill is far from a placebo. Let me show you another chart, this one a little different from the one I am showing you.”
Professor Hernandez tapped a few keys on his keyboard and the chart changed. Rather than showing a slow but steady decline from 2035, the red line simply dropped at the start of 2036 and never recovered. Above, the heading read ‘ASHLEY JASON HERNADEZ’S DISEASE PROJECTED HEALTH CHART.’
I frowned. “What happened in 2036 to make my health fall through the floor?”
“Nothing,” Professor Hernandez replied. “This chart is actually something I threw together when your parents first contacted me about curing your condition. Your parents wanted to have an idea of how long you had to live after you were diagnosed by your doctor. Using your medical records and what little official information we have on people who suffer from Hernandez’s Disease, I made this chart that projected how long you had to live if you did not receive treatment for your condition.”
I hesitated and looked at the chart again. “But according to this chart, my health would plummet through the floor a year after my diagnosis if I didn’t get treatment.”
“It wouldn’t just be your health that would decline, Ashley,” said Professor Hernandez with a shake of his head. “You would have died. That’s why the line goes all the way down to the bottom of the chart. If you had not taken the Super Pill, then you would have died about a year or so, maybe two, after you were diagnosed with Hernandez’s Disease.”
My head spun at the revelation. “Wow. I knew it was bad, but I didn’t realize my condition was that bad.”
“Indeed,” said Professor Hernandez. He sat back down in his chair, a troubled expression on his face. “That’s why your parents were so eager to get you into the Academy as quickly as possible. They wanted you to get the treatment you needed right away.”
I rubbed my forehead, still trying to comprehend everything Professor Hernandez was telling me.
I was well aware of the facts surrounding Hernandez’s Disease. Of the ten known cases in the whole world, none of them had lived past the age of twenty-one. The youngest case was actually a thirteen-year-old boy.
A part of me had, perhaps foolishly, hoped that I would survive, or at least get older than twenty-one. Yet it looked like now I wouldn’t even reach twenty-one, if Professor Hernandez was correct.
My hopes and dreams for the future—which I had dared to believe in once I started taking the Super Pill—came crashing down all around me like precious china.
Even so, I said, “Have you told my parents yet?”
“I did earlier,” said Professor Hernandez, nodding. “I have not told Jake, however. I will let you do that.”
“I … I see,” I said. “Yes, Jake will have to know. My friends—”
“No,” Professor Hernandez said, shaking his head. “Your friends cannot know.”
“What?” I said. “Why? They already know about my condition. Why can’t I tell them?”
“Because the information we discuss here is between you, me, and your family only,” said Professor Hernandez. “Remember, we’re still keeping your condition a secret from the rest of the school. I don’t want to risk your condition becoming known to your classmates.”
I bit my lower lip, but couldn’t argue with Professor Hernandez’s argument. “What about Barrett, then? He’s my boyfriend. I could never lie to him about this.”
“I … suppose it would be fine to let him know,” said Professor Hernandez reluctantly. “I would prefer it if you didn’t, but I know how close you two are. But don’t want you telling anyone else who isn’t in your family, at least not right now. You need to keep it to yourself.”
“I know,” I said, my hands balling into fists. “It’s just that I don’t want to.”
“I know, but it’s for the best,” said Professor Hernandez. He pushed the pill bottle back toward me. “But not all hope is lost. You still have these Super Pills to take.”
I glanced at the bottle cynically. “Oh? And what will they do, just prolong my inevitable death?”
“Don’t look at it that way,” said Professor Hernandez, shaking his head. “If you don’t take these Pills, then you will die even earlier than I said. It’s for your own good.”
Grumbling under my breath, I nonetheless took the pill bottle and put it in my purse without looking at the contents or label very closely. “Fine. Once a day, right?”
“Yes,” said Professor Hernandez. “Every morning before breakfast.”
“Gotcha,” I said. “And we’re still meeting once a week, right?”
“Yes,” said Professor Hernandez again, though he looked a little hesitant for some reason. “But, er, there is something else I wished to discuss with you, Ashley.”
“What would that be?” I said.
“A possible cure for your condition,” said Professor Hernandez, locking eyes with me, “that isn’t the Super Pill.”
My mouth fell open again. “What? A cure? But you said one didn’t exist.”
“Not a surefire one,” said Professor Hernandez. “But there is a potential way to cure you that might just work: Disabling your superpowers entirely.”
I put a hand on my head to protect my brain. “Is that really possible?”
“Yes,” said Professor Hernandez, nodding. “In Britain, Nigel Wallace, one of my neogenetics colleagues, came up with an experimental surgical procedure that removes a super’s powers. It’s been theorized to help people with Hernandez’s Disease because if you don’t have any powers anymore, your body won’t hurt itself.”
“I think I remember you telling me about that procedure once,” I said. “But we dismissed it because I didn’t want to give up my powers. Plus, it doesn’t have a very high success rate, right?”
“That was correct,” said Professor Hernandez, “but in Britain specifically, ‘power removal,’ as the surgery is called, has become safe enough that the UK government is considering legislation to allow the NHS to make it an available procedure to the general public. I have read the studies and results and can’t argue that it has definitely advanced quickly within the last couple of years.”
“If it becomes legal in Britain, how long until it becomes legal over here?” I said, tilting my head to the side. “Not that I see it becoming very popular. Hernandez’s Disease is pretty rare, after all.”
“True,” said Professor Hernandez, nodding. “But not all supers want their powers, Ashley. Some just want to be normal. Isn’t that what you’re always telling me?”
I rubbed the back of my head uncertainly. “I … I mean, I would like to live a normal life, I guess, but I’m not a big fan of surgery.”
“I’m not, either,” said Professor Hernandez, “but Wallace has offered to perform the surgery on you if you want. I’m only telling you about this because it’s the only way to guarantee your survival.”
I bit my lower lip. “I’m still not sure. It sounds so invasive.”
“It is,” said Professor Hernandez, “but it may also be necessary. You need to decide for yourself if you want to give up your powers and live … or keep them and die.”
I wanted to say that Professor Hernandez was being a little dramatic, but when I thought about it, I realized that he was just being honest.
Either I gave up my powers and lived—which would let me become the normal mother and wife I’ve always wanted to be—or I keep my powers and perish.
And I wasn’t sure which one I wanted to pick.




CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Professor Hernandez, fortunately, did not force me to make a decision right away. He said that, although I had less than nine months left to live, he understood how hard this decision was for me to make. He said he would discuss it with my parents first and that I should probably discuss it with them before I did anything as well. 
That was probably a wise idea, but when I returned to my dorm that night, I didn’t call my parents right away. Instead, tired and exhausted from the excitement of the day, I decided to shower and go to bed early. It helped that Courtney and the other two girls who shared our dorm were out, which meant that the dorm was dark and quiet enough for me to sleep in.
Falling asleep, however, didn’t save me from my troubles. It just gave me a whole new set of them to deal with.
As soon as I fell asleep, I found myself standing in a familiar clearing in the middle of a dark, spooky forest. I looked around the clearing wildly, my heart hammering in my chest, though I didn’t let myself panic. A shallow pond stood off to the side, clear enough to let me see through to the muddy bottom underneath, but I paid little attention to that.
No, most of my focus was on the fact that I had visited this forest—full of dark trees with inhuman faces—before.
A low, greasy chuckle could be heard behind me. “Long time, no see, Ashley Jason.”
Keeping calm, I turned around to see a ‘woman’ standing on the edge of the clearing opposite me. I put ‘woman’ in quotation marks because she barely resembled one. Ghost pale skin, long, stringy black hair that hung across her face like curtains, scraps of a dark dress on her body, and sagging breasts that looked like sacks of rotten vegetables, and, worst of all, red eyes that were the exact same shade of blood, gleaming from sunken sockets like lights. The scent of death emanated from her body, filling my nostrils.
Despite the creature’s horrific appearance, I said, calmly, “Nightmare. I thought you were dead.”
Nightmare was the name of a Superbian supervillain who had plagued my year at the Institute with nightmares. In real life, she was a woman known as Erica Shannon, the bodyguard of Dragon King, who I had fought back during the Superbia Day Parade. I’d thought she had died when Dragon King destroyed the float, but apparently, I was wrong.
Nightmare chuckled. “Although my physical body might have perished, my mind retreated to the world of dreams. Here, I barely cling to existence, scraping by on the dreams and nightmares of unsuspecting humans.”
I raised an eyebrow. “So I take it you aren’t even human anymore?”
“Barely,” said Nightmare. She glanced at her form. “I no longer can even remember what my human form looked like. All I know is that I must consume dreams to exist.”
I shook my head. “If you think you are going to get any sympathy from me, you’re delusional. You’re the reason I didn’t get any sleep last year. This is the punishment you deserve.”
Nightmare chuckled a third time. “I don’t need your sympathy, Ashley Jason. I am only describing my condition so you understand what I am. I can still serve Dragon King in this form, perhaps even better than I could in my physical form.”
I snorted. “Tell Dragon King that he needs to find prettier minions to harass me.”
An armored hand fell on my shoulder and a disturbingly familiar voice in my ear said, “Why don’t you tell me that yourself?”
Startled, I yanked my shoulder out of the hand and spun around to see someone infinitely scarier than Nightmare standing behind me.
A tall man in golden armor towered over me, his red eyes gleaming down at me through the eyeholes of his dragon-head-shaped helmet. A long, black cape hung from his shoulders, while his gauntlets ended in wickedly sharp claws that looked like they could cut through human skin as easily as paper. A long, silver sword was sheathed at his side, while heat radiated off his body and smoke—which I could smell all too well—hissed from the corners of his helmet.
Instinctively, I backed away from the tall man, almost falling into the pond. Catching myself at the last minute, I summoned two hammers in my hands and held them up before me. “Dragon King.”
The golden giant, Dragon King, simply nodded at me. “Ashley Jason.”
I scowled but didn’t reply to that. Between Nightmare, who was now smirking at me, and Dragon King, I wasn’t sure I stood a chance between them. Especially in the realm of dreams, which this clearly was.
“How did you get into my dreams?” I demanded. “Or are you just a figment of my imagination?”
Dragon King shook his head. “Nightmare’s powers can extend to more than just herself. She can also transport other people into dreams. Right, Nightmare?”
“Yes, Your Majesty,” said Nightmare, bowing deeply when Dragon King inclined his head toward her. “Up to ten people, more if I push myself.”
“Your Majesty?” I repeated. “I guess Mr. President wasn’t good enough?”
“It never was, Ashley,” said Dragon King. He raised an armored fist, clenched tightly. “No longer am I simply the President of Superbia. I am now the Dragon King of Superbia, its sole—and rightful—ruler.”
I nodded. “I expected that. What about the other Founders?”
Dragon King lowered his fist and snorted, more smoke coming from his nostrils. “The smart ones have pledged allegiance to my will. The dumb ones, however, have suffered the same fate as Henrik. Or wish they had.”
I shuddered. I knew that Dragon King had shredded his appearance of respectability in favor of coming out as the totalitarian dictator he always was, but it still chilled me to the bone to hear him talk that way. “Without Parasite’s help, I assume.”
Dragon King spat. “Parasite … what a fitting name for a leech.”
“Can’t say I disagree,” I said. I raised my hammers higher. “What do you want, Dragon King? Are you trying to kill me?”
Dragon King shook his head again. “No. In fact, Nightmare’s powers, although useful, cannot directly kill someone. I could ‘kill’ you in your nightmare, but then you would wake up safely in the real world. If I wanted to kill you, I would do it myself in real life with my bare hands.”
Dragon King clenched both of his fists so tightly that his knuckles cracked under the pressure.
“Then what’s all this supposed to be?” I said, gesturing at the forest. “Just trying to scare me?”
“Partly,” said Dragon King, “but one of the first rules of negotiation is that you must control your environment before you make an offer. Controlling the battlefield is a good idea both in business and in war.”
I raised an eyebrow. “An offer, huh? What kind of offer are we talking about here?”
“Simple,” said Dragon King. He extended an open hand toward me. “An offer to join me.”
I stared at Dragon King in disbelief. “Join you? I thought you wanted to kill me after Barrett and I betrayed you.”
“I have … had time to think about it,” said Dragon King slowly. “I still hate you for what you did—especially crashing me into the Institute—but I also still want you. You are far more powerful than you or anyone else realizes, Ashley, and I want that power for myself.”
I shook my head. “My answer is still the same: I will never join your ridiculous superhuman army. I don’t want to take over the world.”
Dragon King laughed. “My army? No, Ashley, I don’t want you to join my army. No, I want you to become mine.”
A chill went up my spine when Dragon King said that. “Yours? As in, your wife?”
Dragon King’s eyes flashed a deadly red color. “In a sense, yes.”
“Gross,” I said. “First off, you’re already married. What would Julia think? And second of all, I’m dating your son. Creeping on your son’s girlfriend is really weird.”
“Julia’s opinion no longer matters to me,” said Dragon King. “She produced an heir that betrayed me. Although it is fair to say that I don’t have a son at all anymore, not after what that spawn did to me.”
My eyes widened. “So is Julia … dead?”
Dragon King, however, apparently ignored my question because he said, “You, on the other hand, come from a powerful superhuman family. You could produce an heir worthy of succeeding me as Dragon King of Superbia. By mixing the blood of the Marcuses and Jasons, we could produce a superhuman child stronger than even Omega Man.”
I blinked. “You do realize how insane that makes you sound, right?”
“If I cared what other people thought, I would not be the Dragon King of Superbia,” said Dragon King. “But you are right. In a negotiation, both sides need to see a benefit from it. I have yet to show you how you would benefit.”
“Because I wouldn’t?” I said. “At least you have enough self-awareness to realize how crazy it sounds that you want me to be pregnant with your child.”
Dragon King tilted his head. “What if it was in exchange for your life?”
I blinked. “My life? What do you mean?”
“The life that Dean Hernandez told you that you will lose in nine months,” said Dragon King, “because of the incurable condition with which you were born.”
I shifted uncomfortably on my feet. “How do you know about that? I didn’t tell—”
“Sycamore did,” said Dragon King. “Howard wasn’t just sharing his research with Professor Hernandez. He shared it with me, as well. That is how I know you don’t have much longer, even if you faithfully take your Super Pills every day.”
I scowled. Of course Mr. Sycamore would tell Dragon King. Whether it was because Mr. Sycamore was actually loyal to Dragon King or because he was afraid of what Dragon King would do to him if he didn’t, it was really something I should have seen coming. “And what are you going to do about it? Give me your ‘cure’?”
Last year in Superbia, Dragon King had told me that Superbia had already discovered a cure for Hernandez’s Disease and that he would be willing to give it to me if I agreed to become a Superbian and serve him. At the time, I didn’t believe him and figured he was lying.
That was why I was surprised when Dragon King said, “Yes. Let me show you.”
Dragon King pulled out a syringe filled with a weird-looking black liquid that almost seemed to be boiling. He held it up for me to see and said, “Behold, the cure for Hernandez’s Disease. According to Mr. Sycamore, this cure is injected directly into the bloodstream, which will then rebuild and even strengthen your body’s natural defenses against your powers. Permanently.”
My breath caught in my throat. “How do I know that’s real? This is a dream. You can do anything in a dream.”
“Sure,” said Dragon King, “but when you wake up, you will know it’s real. Trust me, it’s not a figment of your imagination or subconscious. Not even remotely.”
I considered asking Dragon King how I would ‘know’ it was real, but then decided that that would be a waste of time.
Instead, I said, “So if I take it, I will survive.”
“And you won’t need to take your Super Pills anymore, either,” said Dragon King. “Sycamore has already experimented with it on several test subjects, all of which have been cured. It is yours for the taking … assuming you accept my offer and join with me.”
“What part of ‘no’ don’t you understand?” I said. “I really don’t want anything to do with you.”
“Then do you wish to lose your powers?” Dragon King questioned. “That is the procedure that Hernandez offered you, is it not?”
I breathed in sharply. “How did you know?”
“I didn’t,” said Dragon King. “I simply guessed that Hernandez, being a normal, would offer such a heinous surgery to a super like you. Normals everywhere wish to bring us down to their level. It is only natural that Hernandez would offer that awful ‘power removal’ surgery to you under the guise of caring for your life.”
“Professor Hernandez does care about me,” I said. “I mean, I’m still not sure I want to do that surgery, but it would be a million times better than accepting your marriage proposal.”
Dragon King shook his head. “If it was, you would have accepted it back in his office, now wouldn’t you? No. Deep down, you don’t want to give up your powers. You are a proud super, from a line of proud supers, and any super who has any dignity at all would never accept such a terrible surgery, even if it would save their life.”
I bit my lower lip, but Dragon King had a point. Despite what I always said about not wanting to be a superhero, something deep inside me protested at the idea of giving up my powers to save my life. To do that would be to give up a part of me.
And it was that same voice telling me to consider Dragon King’s offer.
Aloud, I said, “I’m just thinking about it. It is a big surgery, after all, even life-altering.”
Dragon King laughed again, which sounded like a dragon roar. “No one ‘thinks’ about life-altering surgery like that. Your instincts—which never lead you astray—have made that choice for you. It’s simply your rational mind that is grappling with the possible consequences of the surgery, but the rational mind is weak and easily fooled.”
I gulped, but said, “Still doesn’t mean I want anything to do with you.”
“Be that as it may, you won’t be able to run away from me forever,” said Dragon King. “I know where you live. There’s nothing you can do to stop me.”
“The Academy is safe from people like you,” I replied. “Make all the threats you want, but you wouldn’t be able to get past any of the teachers. Or our new Resident Superhero, Omega Man.”
Dragon King smirked. “Trust me, girl, you aren’t nearly as safe as you think. Omega Man or otherwise, the Academy cannot protect you. Although I find it amusing that you think I am referring to the Academy here.”
“Why wouldn’t I?” I asked suspiciously. “That is where I am at the moment, after all.”
“I won’t answer that question,” said Dragon King. “I will say this: If you insist on resisting my will, then I will come after you myself.”
Dragon King said that last sentence with so much power and confidence that I found it hard to disagree with him. He sounded like he meant every word, which made me more afraid than it should have.
Still, I said, “If you want me so badly, then come and get me yourself.”
Dragon King laughed once more. “Be careful what you wish for, Ashley, because you just might get it.”
With a wave of his hand, Dragon King and Nightmare disappeared. The forest also vanished, leaving me floating in midair for a moment before I fell …
And woke up in my bed, panting and sweating and feeling someone shaking me.
“Ashley!” said Courtney’s voice. “Ashley, you need to see this!”
Blinking rapidly, it took me a while to realize that I was no longer in my dream anymore. I was back in my bed in my dorm room, lying underneath my covers, feeling very tired and exhausted.
Looking to my left, I saw Courtney standing by my bed. Her face was illuminated by the light of her smartphone because the room was extremely dark.
“Courtney?” I said, rubbing the sleep out of my eyes. “What … why did you wake me up? It’s the middle of the night.”
“I know,” said Courtney in a whisper, “but you need to see this. Now.”
Courtney practically shoved her phone into my face. Puzzled, I took her phone and saw that it was a Neo Ranks article, though it took my bleary eyes a moment to read the headline.
Once I did, though, my stomach churned. The headline read:
FRANKLIN ‘DRAGON KING’ MARCUS OF SUPERBIA ANNOUNCES CURE FOR HERNANDEZ’S DISEASE HAS BEEN DISCOVERED!




CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Impossible,” said Jake the next morning, sitting next to me at the breakfast table. “No way they came up with a cure before us.” 
Jake said that while looking at the same Neo Ranks article I had read the night before. Although the article was only four paragraphs long—more like a press release—Jake had spent ten minutes on the first paragraph alone, giving me his commentary on the impossibility of its claims as he read.
“It looks real to me,” said Courtney, sitting across from us, playing with the remnants of her eggs on her plate. “Granted, I’m not a neogeneticist, but I spoke with Chase about it and he seemed to think it was legit.”
“So did Professor Hernandez when I called him this morning,” I said with a yawn, “although he said he was waiting to hear back from Mr. Sycamore for more information before he jumped to any conclusions.”
Barrett, who sat on my left, said, “I don’t see why any of you are surprised. Superbia is a superhuman nation with some of the best neogeneticists in the world. Why would we not be the first to come up with a cure for Hernandez’s Disease?”
I looked at Barrett in surprise. “You mean you’re still proud of your country?”
“Why would I not be?” said Barrett, sipping his milk carton. “Although I might be in exile, I am still a Superbian through and through. It is really only my father I have a problem with.”
I nodded and stuffed some more eggs into my mouth, but didn’t reply to that. I was too busy thinking about the article that Jake was slowly making his way through to respond.
According to the Neo Ranks article, Dragon King had announced at midnight last night that Superbia had finally discovered a cure for Hernandez’s Disease. The article further stated that Dragon King had offered to give the cure to any supers in the world who needed it, whether they were Superbians or not.
This was significant for several reasons. It was the first time that Dragon King had made a public announcement to the world since Superbia’s communications blackout. As well, the discovery of the cure—referred to as Franklin’s Cure for obvious reasons—was a breakthrough in neogenetics because it was the first superhuman genetic disease to have any sort of cure at all.
This obviously got the news media and social media buzzing. When I looked at my newsfeed this morning, it was headline after headline about Dragon King’s livestream announcement and press release. Apparently, the media didn’t have anything better or more exciting to talk about right now other than the questionable announcements of a small-time dictator from a tiny country.
I’d also seen several medical analysis from normal and super doctors and neogeneticists alike. The verdict so far seemed to be that the cure was real and Dragon King wasn’t just making stuff up. It helped that Bioman, AKA Mr. Sycamore, did a follow-up livestream this morning in which he demonstrated the cure on a fifteen-year-old Superbian girl and explained the science behind Franklin’s Cure and answered some of the questions that came up the night before.
All in all, it was a well-done media blitz and announcement. It was another example of Dragon King’s cunning. He was just as clever as he had been the night before, if not even more so.
And I knew why he did this, of course: To pressure me into marrying him.
I hadn’t told any of my friends about my nightmare. I hadn’t even told Barrett yet. That was because I was still reeling from the implications of Dragon King’s offer, which made me realize that he had likely been one hundred percent serious about helping me if I married him.
Most likely, Dragon King had revealed the cure to the public to pressure me into marrying him. Now that the cure was public knowledge, it meant that my friends and family would probably push me to get it as soon as I could. And there was no way I could tell anyone why I didn’t want to take the cure. I couldn’t even imagine how angry Barrett would get if I told him that his dad wanted me for himself.
“Isn’t this good news, though?” said Courtney, smiling at me. “It means that there is a cure for your condition, after all.”
I snorted. “Yeah, but if you expect me to go all the way to Superbia just to get that cure, forget it.”
“I dunno, Ashley,” said Jake, apparently reading another article now, “but this other article says that Superbia is willing to ship out the cure to supers who can’t or won’t make it to Superbia, including American supers. This even though America and Superbia are at war with each other.”
“I understand Ashley’s concern, though,” said Barrett, wrapping a strong arm around my shoulder and hugging me close. “Even if this cure is legitimate, Superbia is still a dangerous place for either of us to go. And knowing Father, I imagine he has an ulterior motive for announcing the cure to the public like this.”
I sighed. If only Barrett knew just how true that was …
“Still, I think you should figure out how to get it anyway, Ash,” said Jake, looking up from his phone. “It looks like the real deal.”
I stared at Jake in disbelief. “I thought you were saying that Superbia couldn’t have discovered a cure before us.”
“I thought so until I read a couple more articles,” Jake replied. “Now that I know they actually do, I think you should take it. Not that you should actually go to Superbia, but figuring out some way to get your hands on that cure sounds like a good idea to me.”
“I … I don’t know,” I said. “I think I want to wait until Professor Hernandez has had enough time to analyze it. I want his opinion on it before I try to do anything.”
There was a lot of truth to that statement. Professor Hernandez and I had agreed earlier that he needed to study the issue more in-depth before making any decisions one way or another. It gave me a convenient excuse for not trying to get it right away. It also let me avoid the issue of my nightmare entirely, which meant avoiding an even more awkward conversation with Barrett about his dad wanting to marry me.
“Okay,” said Jake, his shoulders slumping. “Makes sense, seeing as Hernandez basically is your doctor for all intents and purposes.”
“And it’s never smart to take medicine without your doctor’s knowledge,” Courtney added, “though personally, I hope it’s real and I hope you get to take it. You deserve it given everything you’ve had to suffer through, Ash.”
I nodded politely, but before I could say anything, a wasp buzzed past my ear, causing me to start and almost fall off my seat. “Ah!”
“Sorry!” said a voice behind me. “I told Paul not to scare people like that, but he doesn’t listen.”
Looking over my shoulder, I saw Nigel Greggs standing behind me, a tray filled with eggs and sausage patties in his hands. A red, angry-looking wasp buzzed around his head before landing on his shoulder, causing Nigel to smile at the wasp.
“Is that … your wasp?” I said, trying not to show my disgust.
Nigel looked at me and nodded. “Yep. His name is Paul, by the way, though don’t expect an apology out of him. Paul is kind of a jerk.”
The wasp buzzed noisily when Nigel said that, though whether it was trying to speak or just making noise, I didn’t know.
“But I can apologize for him,” said Nigel. “As I said, I told Paul not to scare people, but he doesn’t always listen.”
I felt my anger wash away when I saw how apologetic Nigel looked, causing me to sigh and say, “That’s fine, Nigel, but can you keep your wasp a safe distance away from me? I don’t want to get stung.”
“Okay,” said Nigel. He walked around the table and sat down next to Courtney opposite me, causing Courtney to scoot all the way down the table to get away from his wasp. “I’ll just sit here, then, rather than next to you. Not like there’s a lot of room next to you, anyway, with those two sitting there.”
Nigel gestured at Jake and Barrett when he said that, causing Jake to say, “Hey, kid, what do you mean ‘those two’? I’m her brother and he’s her boyfriend.”
“Oh, I know that,” said Nigel, smiling at Jake and Barrett. “Night Soldier told me about you two. Nice to meet you. My name is Nigel.”
Rubbing my forehead, I had almost completely forgotten about the sidekick program. Nigel was supposed to have breakfast with me this morning, which was probably why Nigel was sitting here with his pet wasp apparently named Paul.
Jake, however, stood up and said, in a slightly hectic tone, “Er, nice to meet you, too, Nigel, but I gotta go. I have, er, a class in the pool or something.”
Without warning, Jake zipped away, though not to the exit. Instead, he ran over to a table on the other side of the cafeteria where several other Team Justice fourth-years sat. He sat down next to a pretty blonde-haired girl who he immediately began talking rather animatedly with, causing her to laugh at whatever jokes he was telling her.
I frowned. “Who is that?”
“You mean that girl?” said Courtney, glancing at Jake’s table. “Um, I think her name is Rachel. She’s another normal-born like me from New Mexico. I don’t know her all that well, though.”
I frowned even deeper. “Jake never mentioned Rachel to me. He sure seems to like her a lot.”
“Ah,” said Barrett, “perhaps young Jake found himself a girlfriend when you weren’t looking. I am surprised he hadn’t found one before. The girls seemed to like him.”
For some reason, it bothered me that Jake apparently had a girlfriend who he had never told me about. Maybe it was just that I felt like he should have mentioned her to me before, but it did explain why Jake had acted so mysteriously over the summer. He did seem to be on the phone a lot more, though he claimed that he was just talking with his male friends. Should have known it was a girl, though.
“She is pretty,” said Nigel, who I had once again forgotten about, “but I think you are prettier, Ashley.”
I looked at him in surprise. “Um, that’s nice of you to say, Nigel.”
“Yes,” said Barrett. “A very nice thing to say.”
That was when I noticed that Barrett’s hands were clenched so tightly that his plastic spoon had snapped. Uh-oh. It looked like Barrett was getting a little jealous.
“No problem,” said Nigel, apparently not noticing Barrett’s jealousy or anger. He stuffed a forkful of eggs into his mouth and swallowed. “I’m glad you’re my mentor, Ashley. The Academy is a big place and I don’t know what I would have done without your help.”
“But I haven’t even helped you with anything yet,” I said.
“I know,” said Nigel, “but I know you will. Night Soldier told me so. Right, Paul?”
Once again, Paul the wasp buzzed loudly, which had to be an assent because Nigel looked at me and said, “See? Even Paul knows you will help me.”
I honestly didn’t know what to say to that. I had never met a wasp named Paul and was not sure what proper etiquette for talking with wasps was. Then again, I didn’t even know it was possible to talk to wasps at all, so that was probably why.
“Plus …” Nigel trailed off. “It’s nice to know that I’m not the only student with some kind of disorder, you know?”
I nodded. “Yeah. I guess it is nice, although mine is a little different from yours.”
“Maybe,” said Nigel, “but I’m sure you can still help me. I’ll try not to create more powers as I did back in the Auditorium.”
I couldn’t help but smile at Nigel’s sincerity. It was tough to stay mad at a kid like Nigel. He really did seem like a sweet kid, even if I found his fascination with insects a bit disturbing. Plus, I remembered what Night Soldier told me about how Nigel felt out of place in the Academy, which made it easier to sympathize with him.
Barrett rested his chin on his hand, eying Nigel with obvious jealousy. “So you can spontaneously create more and more powers randomly, right?”
“Yeah,” said Nigel, nodding. “It’s a really rare disorder, just like Ashley’s, but I do my best to live with it.”
“Fascinating,” said Barrett. “Back in Superbia, I studied Power Multiplication Disorder in my Neogenetics class, but never met someone like that in real life.”
“It’s really rare,” said Nigel. “And I guess people don’t like me because of it.”
“People?” I said. “Which people?”
“The other students,” Nigel replied.
I looked around the cafeteria and noticed what Nigel meant. The students at the tables around us would occasionally glance in our direction and were clearly gossiping about us. More than a few of the students shot nasty looks at Nigel, making me feel angry with them.
“I think everyone is still peeved about you summoning the cockroaches in the Auditorium yesterday,” said Courtney. “That’s probably why they don’t seem to like you that much.”
Nigel sighed. “I know. But it’s okay. I’m working on controlling my powers and getting better at it every day. See? I’ve never been able to control a wasp before, but now I have Paul under my control.”
As if to prove him wrong, Paul suddenly stung Nigel on the neck and flew off, causing Nigel to yelp in pain and grab his neck. “Ouch!”
I grimaced, but then heard a few of the other students chuckle at Nigel’s expense. I even heard a second-year Team Mask student, sitting at the next table over, mutter, “Paul’s the real hero here.”
Scowling, I looked at Paul the wasp flying away and, without thinking, stretched out my hands.
Arthur the puppet appeared in the path of Paul the wasp. Paul tried to get out of the way, but Arthur cut Paul in midair with his sword, causing both halves of the dead wasp to fall harmlessly to the floor.
The rest of the cafeteria stared at Arthur in shock. Even Nigel looked surprised by the appearance of my Construct.
Looking at Nigel, I said, “I can’t guarantee that you’ll be as powerful as me, Nigel, but I’ll make sure that no one thinks they can bully you, either. Deal?”
Nigel’s shocked expression turned into a grateful smile. “Okay, Ashley.”
“Please,” I said. “Call me Ash.”
“Okay … Ash,” said Nigel, still smiling.
As I smiled back at Nigel, I found myself thinking that maybe I was going to like this whole sidekick program thing more than I thought I would.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Over the next month or so, Nigel and I got to know each other really well. Due to our different class schedules, we would only really get to meet up at mealtimes, though we would sometimes train together over the weekend as well. 
Nigel turned out to be a pretty cool kid. His interest in insects meant that he had an almost encyclopedic knowledge of every insect known to man. He could describe pretty much any insect you asked him about, explaining every little detail about it. He was also something of a computer geek and even ran a website dedicated entirely to insects.
That was why I wasn’t surprised when Nigel told me that the superhero name he had picked out for Costumes & Designs was Insection. His costume was even less surprising, resembling the exoskeleton of a grasshopper/wasp hybrid, complete with a functional stinger that was basically just a blade on an artificial arm. Had to admit that it was pretty cool, although Nigel still looked like a dork in it.
I began to notice that I wasn’t the only fourth-year mentoring a first-year. Fadil Azizz, a fellow Team Justice fourth-year, seemed to be mentoring a first-year boy who looked a little older than Nigel, teaching him some advanced art techniques that looked really fancy. Courtney expressed an interest in mentoring a first-year but admitted that her status as Top Student meant she had no time for them.
As for the Auditorium, it had to be closed down for a while. Apparently, panicking superpowered teenagers could cause a lot of damage trying to squash bugs. Fortunately, they did get it repaired and reopened quickly, so it wasn’t closed for long.
But the sidekick program became quickly forgotten about when Omega Man himself finally arrived on campus later that day. All students were forced to attend Omega Man’s opening speech to the school in the Auditorium, although frankly that seemed unnecessary to me. Omega Man was popular enough that I knew most students would attend any speech he gave, regardless of whether it was mandatory or not. I knew Jake would, at least.
And it was a good speech, too. Omega Man basically complimented the Academy and talked about how excited he was to work with the Academy students. He emphasized how much he cared about superhuman education and that he was looking forward to getting to know all of us and sharing his knowledge and experience with us.
Even when speaking to a crowd of a thousand students, Omega Man came across as warm, friendly, and grandfatherly. And what made it better was that I knew that was Omega Man’s genuine self. He wasn’t wearing a mask or putting on a show to win over the students. He was simply who he was. He reminded me of Mr. Rogers, only if Mr. Rogers was strong enough to bench-press skyscrapers without breaking a sweat.
Omega Man also revealed at the Auditorium that he was now officially accepting applications for private one-on-one sessions in the Superhero Residence. Apparently, you could use an app on your Team Watch to submit an application, although when I tried to do it myself after the speech (mostly out of curiosity), I discovered that the app was down due to how many students were trying to access it at once. When I tried again a little while later, I found out that all of the first semester’s slots had been taken up, meaning I would have to wait until next semester before I could schedule a meeting with Omega Man.
Jake, true to his superhero name, had managed to get his application approved faster than anyone else. In fact, Jake might have been the first student to get approved to meet with Omega Man for all I knew. That’s the way he made it sound when he bragged about it to me at dinner time. He also bragged about it to his girlfriend, Rachel.
And yes, Rachel Kennedy, as I learned her name was, was indeed Jake’s girlfriend, who I got to meet on the second day of school. Apparently, Jake and Rachel had actually been dating since last year when they were both transferred to Blackwell to complete their third year. Rachel was also in Team Powers just like Jake and was planning to join the INJ after she graduated. Her powers apparently allowed her to walk on walls and ceilings, as well as scale surfaces that were normally impossible to climb.
Rachel seemed nice enough, but I couldn’t stop teasing Jake about his new girlfriend. I remembered how much Jake had been against the idea of having a girlfriend when he was younger, even outright saying that girls had cooties one time. Guess Jake must have had a change of heart, but that was fine. They seemed happy together. And, I mean, I got with Barrett while in Superbia without telling anyone in my family until we got back to America, so it wasn’t like I had any room to talk.
But the thing that occupied my thoughts more than anything else was Dragon King’s announcement about the cure. While the initial response from the superhuman and scientific communities was that Dragon King was lying, now there was almost a consensus that Dragon King was telling the truth. Reports of supers from all over the world taking Franklin’s Cure and being cured of their Hernandez’s Disease appeared online and in the media. Even more importantly, the reports spoke of the cure having a 100% success rate, which seemed ridiculously high to me, but there had yet to be any reports of failed uses of the cure.
Professor Hernandez was one of the believers in the cure now. He said that he had looked at the data and it all seemed legitimate to him. He expressed confusion, though over how Sycamore had apparently discovered this cure and why Superbia kept it secret for so long. I told Professor Hernandez what Dragon King told me when I asked him the same question: Political power and influence over the global superhuman community and, by extension, the world itself.
Then Professor Hernandez revealed to me that Sycamore had contacted him, offering me a free dose of the cure if I would just travel to Superbia. Professor Hernandez thought it seemed like a good deal to him, but I told him I didn’t want to go back to Superbia for any reason, not even for a cure.
Of course, the real reason I didn’t want to take the cure is because of Dragon King’s offer in my nightmare. No way was I ever going to become Dragon King’s wife. Nor would I ever bear his children. Granted, I was twenty-years-old now, so I wasn’t exactly a kid anymore, but it still seemed like a crazy idea to me. More than ever, I was grateful that Barrett and I had left Superbia when we did, even if it meant abandoning our friends in the Normal Liberation Front, which I still felt bad about. I told Professor Hernandez about my nightmare and he agreed with my decision not to accept Dragon King’s offer, thankfully.
I could reject Dragon King’s offer as much as I wanted, but it didn’t change the fact that I was dying. In less than eight months, I would be dead unless I picked one of two options:
1) Become Dragon King’s wife and live in Superbia forever, where I would bear his children for him, or;
2) Undergo power removal surgery and become a normal woman and lose my powers forever.
Neither option appealed to me much. I had no interest in marrying Dragon King for obvious reasons, but neither did I want to give up my powers. Since getting back from Superbia, I had become more and more comfortable with the idea of being a superhero. It was now a career choice that I was seriously considering.
Besides, my powers had come in handy on more than one occasion. Without my powers, I might not die from Hernandez’s Disease, but I’d still be targeted by Dragon King and Parasite. Something told me that those two wouldn’t leave me alone just because I was cured.
Of course, I was soon reminded of yet another enemy that I had forgotten about but really shouldn’t have. An enemy not quite as powerful as Parasite or Dragon King, perhaps, but just as deadly, if not more so.
And I found out about them on the first Saturday in November, when Night Soldier summoned Nigel and me to his office for the first time in a while …




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Saturday, November 6th, 8:30 AM, 2038 … 
Burr,” said Nigel, wrapping his scarf more tightly around his neck as we walked up to the Admin Offices. “I hate winter. It’s so cold.”
Smiling in amusement, I said, “That’s kind of what winter is supposed to be, you know.”
“I know,” said Nigel. He shuddered and rubbed his mittens together. “Summer is just so much better. In summer, you get all kinds of bugs and insects coming out. But when winter rolls around, the bugs die or leave. It’s boring.”
I shook my head as we entered the Admin Offices, waving at the receptionist as we walked. “That’s kind of the opposite reason why most people like winter over summer.”
“I guess,” said Nigel, “but people need to understand that insects are nice once you get to know them. Even wasps aren’t always jerks.”
I chuckled. “So they’re just jerks some of the time, right?”
“Exactly,” said Nigel, apparently missing my sarcasm. “Wasps are completely underrated. I mean, some people are jerks, too, but you don’t see anyone saying we need to kill all humans or anything like that because some people aren’t nice.”
I didn’t bother arguing with Nigel. If there was one thing I’d learned about Nigel since taking him under my wing, it was that he was a fierce debater. Although a sweet kid, he wouldn’t let go of an argument once you got him going, even long after it was over and everyone else forgot about it. Especially if it involved insects and whether they were good or bad. Nigel had very firm opinions on insects and wasn’t afraid to let anyone know about them, especially if no one asked.
Still, Nigel had come a long way since that first day of school. In less than two months, Nigel had become much more confident in himself. He’d even made a few first-year friends of his own, which was amazing given how much of the school still thought of him as that weird bug kid who couldn’t control his powers.
More importantly, however, is that Nigel made some serious progress in controlling his powers. He hadn’t manifested a new power—accidentally or intentionally—since the Neo-Duel and had made great progress in mastering the five or six powers he did have now. In particular, his ability to control insects had increased to the point where wasps never stung him even accidentally anymore. He could even control entire ant colonies, although that was apparently harder to do than it looked, especially for larger ant colonies.
Myself, I was just pleased with his progress. It made me feel like I was contributing to something bigger than myself. Of course, my own condition hung in the back of my mind, which I was always reminded of whenever I used my powers. I still hadn’t made a decision on what procedure I wanted to undergo or if I wanted to undergo a procedure at all.
But that was for later. Nigel and I reached the door to Night Soldier’s office very quickly and I knocked on it.
“Come in,” said Night Soldier’s familiar voice. “The door’s unlocked.”
Nodding, I opened the door and stepped into Night Soldier’s office … something I came to regret the second I saw who else was sitting before Night Soldier’s desk.
A young-looking woman with short dark hair and dark leather combat gear was leaning back in her chair, her feet propped up on Night Soldier’s desk. She looked over her shoulder at me and smiled a smile I wished I could forget.
“Hey there, Ashley,” said the woman, waving at me happily. “Is it me, or did you get taller since I last saw you?”
“Hi, Shade,” I said with no enthusiasm whatsoever. “I thought you were too busy reading paperwork to come down to the Academy.”
Shade shrugged and took her feet off of Night Soldier’s desk, causing Night Soldier to look relieved. “Hey, my job isn’t always boring. Sometimes it’s exciting. Like today.”
“Um, Ashley?” said Nigel, looking from me to Shade and back again. “Do you know this lady?”
“She does,” Shade said before I could respond. She put a hand against the side of her mouth like she was telling Nigel a secret. “Maybe you don’t know it, but Ashley and I are actually besties.”
Nigel blinked. “Besties? What does that mean?”
“It means Shade is showing her age,” I said, putting a hand on Nigel’s shoulder. “Back when she was a kid, that’s what they used to say.”
Shade frowned. “That’s a surprisingly polite way of calling me old, but I’ll take it. Just some friendly ribbing between besties.”
“Which we’re not,” I said. I looked at Night Soldier. “Headmaster, what is Shade doing here?”
“And me,” said a teenage boy sitting next to Shade who I hadn’t noticed. He raised a thin, lanky arm. “Nice to see you again, Ash.”
I looked at the dark-haired teenage boy in surprise. “Ethan? When did you get here? I didn’t notice you.”
The boy, Ethan Silver, a student from the Blackwell Institute who I had met in Superbia, flashed me a smile. “Did you forget what my power is already? I make people not notice me.”
“Is he another bestie of yours, Ashley?” asked Nigel, scratching the side of his head in confusion.
“Shade isn’t my bestie and neither is he,” I said. I looked at Ethan. “Ethan, I thought you were still in Superbia. I figured the government would arrest you for helping me.”
Ethan shrugged. “They almost did, but Shade saved me and got me out of there pretty quickly.”
“Yep,” said Shade, nodding. “Had to abort the mission because Ethan here decided to step in and save you.”
Ethan frowned. “You would have done the same thing, Director. It was either that or let Mind Games kill her.”
Shade shrugged herself. “Maybe. Doesn’t change the fact that your job was to spy on Superbia, not get involved in whatever is going on there. But that’s irrelevant to our reason for being here.”
“Yeah,” I said, looking at Shade suspiciously. “Why are you here? Does it have something to do with Parasite? Please tell me that you found and killed him.”
“Nope!” said Shade cheerfully. “We’re still looking for him. Our agents combed Silvers and couldn’t find hide nor hair of either Parasite or his theater boyfriend. We did find evidence to suggest that they might have headed north to Dallas, though, so I sent a few agents there to check it out.”
“Then it must be about Superbia,” I said. “Like news on what Dragon King is doing or when Superbia is planning to launch an attack on the US.”
Shade shook her head. “Nope, but good guess. Superbia’s communications blackout and travel restrictions mean that it’s darn near impossible for even us to sneak into the country. Ethan was supposed to be our long-term spy, but given how he outed himself, we had to extract him ASAP, so we currently do not have any spies or informants in Superbia. Your guess about what is going on there is as good as mine right now.”
“If it’s not about Parasite or Dragon King, then why are you here at all?” I said.
“It’s about your favorite group of anti-super bigots,” said Shade. “The Guardians of Humanity. Remember them?”
I nodded tensely, while Nigel’s face became pale as snow and he said, “T-The Guardians of Humanity? I’ve heard about them. Aren’t they supposed to be a super dangerous anti-superhuman hate group that wants to kill all supers?”
“That’s the one,” said Shade. “But don’t worry, kid. The Guardians still aren’t strong enough to try to launch another attack on the Academy, so you’re safe.”
Nigel sighed in relief, while I said, “What about them? Last time I saw them, half a dozen of those idiots tried to hijack my plane to Superbia, only to get themselves killed by Dragon King and Barrett. Not to mention that Omega Man completely obliterated their leader, Overkill, while Bloodbath was arrested.”
Shade smiled tightly. “Yeah, about that. Overkill is still alive.”
I stared at Shade in disbelief. “What? How? I saw Omega Man punch him into atoms back in the Stadium. There’s no way that Overkill—or anyone, super or normal—could have possibly survived that.”
“I saw the same thing you did,” said Shade. “Nonetheless, our spies within the Guardians have reported that a new video is circulating among the remnants of the organization. It … well, let me show you it myself.”
Shade tapped her smartwatch’s surface a few times and then a holographic video play appeared in the air. The screen was blank for a moment, but then the image shifted, revealing the blood-red faceless mask of Overkill.
There was no mistaking it. Although all Guardians of Humanity wore identical faceless steel masks to conceal their true identities, Overkill’s was distinct because of its red coloration versus the normal grayish silver of the rank-and-file Guardians. The video showed only Overkill’s head from the neck up, with nothing but a blank white wall behind him, making it impossible to tell where he was.
“Greetings, brothers and sisters in arms,” said Overkill, his voice just as harsh yet authoritative as I remembered it. “Some of you might be surprised to see this video. It is well-known that I was slain by Omega Man in the Mecha Knight Stadium in the Academy almost two years ago now. A few might think this is a fake, or even worse, believe that I filmed it before my death. I can assure you that neither is the case. I filmed this video one week ago, but if you would like further proof, let me introduce you to my guest.”
Overkill shifted his camera over to a young woman sitting in a chair. Her arms and legs were bound together in the chair, while a burlap sack covered her face, making it impossible to identify her. She wore a slightly torn t-shirt and jeans, her head lolling on her chest.
“This is a super I kidnapped recently,” said Overkill. “Those of you in the know might recognize her already, but for those who aren’t … well, I will introduce her soon enough.”
Shade tensed when Overkill said that. She stared at him with such intensity that it seemed like she was trying to kill him through dirty looks alone. I couldn’t blame her. I didn’t know who that woman was, but I didn’t even want to know how Overkill had been treating her since he kidnapped her. Based on the bruises on her arms, he obviously hadn’t been very gentle with her.
The camera shifted to focus on Overkill’s mask again. “You might be wondering how I came back from the dead. The truth is, I didn’t. The Overkill murdered in the Stadium was yet another body double, just like the one killed in Washington. I’ve always been alive, but since the death of my second body double, I’ve been forced to hide underground to avoid arrest by the authorities. Rest assured, however, that I have been working hard in my isolation, building up a newer, more powerful Guardians of Humanity and planning a grand debut for us that will leave the mutant ‘community’ reeling.”
Overkill shifted the camera to a glass jar full of what looked like powerless gas. Unlike normal powerless gas, however, which was yellowish in appearance, this powerless gas had a thick green tinge to it, making it look like poison.
“More importantly, however, is the new weapon I have been designing for the Guardians to use,” said Overkill. “Some of you might be wondering why I am calling what appears to be powerless gas a ‘new’ weapon, even though it is actually the oldest weapon against supers that humans have. Truthfully, this is not powerless gas. It is better than powerless gas.”
Overkill’s hand appeared on screen and he rotated the jaw to let us read the label, which read ‘NEO-GAS.’
“Using the freaks’ own naming convention, I have decided to call this new biological weapon Neo-Gas,” said Overkill. “Powerless gas, as most of you know, negates a super’s powers, which makes them easier to kill. The flaw, however, is that powerless gas’s effects are always temporary. Powerless gas’s effects last anywhere from a few seconds to a full day, but even that is dependent on the quality of the gas itself. Natural powerless gas is a hundred times better than artificial powerless gas, but with natural powerless gas a scarce resource, I realized that we needed to go further if we were going to end the mutant menace once and for all.
“Neo-Gas permanently takes away a super’s powers.”




CHAPTER NINETEEN


When Overkill said that, my gut wrenched. I wasn’t the only one afraid. Night Soldier and Shade tensed, while Nigel put his hands on his cheeks in shock. 
“Permanently?” Nigel said. “Is that even possible?”
“Shh,” said Shade, holding up a finger to her lips. “Video isn’t over yet.”
Shade was right. The camera turned back toward Overkill, although he picked up the jar and held it by his face for all to see.
“Even without seeing any of you in person, I can sense the skepticism,” said Overkill. “The dream of the Guardians of Humanity has been to bring down supers to our level, to make them our equals, so we may kill them more easily. Yet until now, no one has ever figured out a way to permanently remove the powers from a super. The closest person to do that, ironically, was a super known as Robert Candle, whose power let him negate and steal the powers of other superhumans he touched. Of course, Candle died before his power could be studied and replicated, but one thing his power proved was that it was indeed possible to take away a super’s powers for good.”
Overkill laughed. “Irony of ironies! We who hate supers and wish them dead have once again taken our cue from them. It is satisfying in its own way, however, because I see it as giving them a taste of their own medicine. Let them fear masked, faceless individuals who are far more powerful than they. Then they will know what it is like to live as a normal every single day in a world of supers.”
I gulped. Once again, I felt fear when I looked at Overkill, but it was for different reasons now. He might have lacked the raw political power of Dragon King, but he was still very much a threat in his own right.
“But I know how distrustful and skeptical that we Guardians naturally are,” Overkill continued. “Which is a good thing. In fact, our skepticism of supers is what led so many of us to embrace the mask. So allow me to demonstrate with my captive super here.”
Overkill turned the camera toward the masked woman. He ripped the burlap sack off her head, allowing a thick mane of brown hair to fall down around the woman’s head. The hair looked really familiar to me for some reason, but I didn’t quite know where I had seen it before.
“Smile for the camera, freak,” said Overkill.
The woman did not respond at first. She kept her gaze fixed on her feet, her breathing heavy and shallow.
With a grunt, Overkill grabbed her hair and forced her face up. My jaw dropped in horror as I saw the familiar face of my friend and former classmate, Sofia Rogers.
Her face was bruised and beaten. Dried blood leaked out of the corner of her nose, while her right eye was almost swollen shut. Her lip was split and she seemed to be barely conscious. She blinked several times, her eyes slightly glazed over.
“Sofia?” I said in a low whisper of a voice. I looked at Shade. “Did you know—?”
Shade held up her finger to her mouth again to shush me, although her depressed expression told me that she had indeed known about it.
“This super is Sofia Rogers,” said Overkill’s voice off-camera. “She is the daughter of the superheroes Strike and Dizzy. More importantly, however, is the fact that she works for the G-Men as one of their agents.”
Sofia blinked again. She didn’t look like she could even talk. It made me wonder what Overkill had done to her to leave Sofia in such a pathetic, weakened state. He definitely didn’t just spray her with powerless gas. That was for sure.
“So I didn’t pick this one at random,” said Overkill. “No, I chose her to demonstrate to you Guardians that I am the real deal. No faker could have kidnapped a G-Man agent right out from underneath the government’s nose in the heart of D.C. itself. Anyone else would have been caught and likely killed. But not me. Not Overkill, the savior of humanity.”
Overkill let go of Sofia’s hair, but Sofia kept her head up. She sniffed and coughed, saying, “Uh … huh? Where am I? My head …”
“Don’t worry, freak,” said Overkill’s voice off-screen. “I’ll help with your headache … although very soon, you won’t be feeling anything ever again.”
A confused look crossed Sofia’s face before Neo-Gas was suddenly sprayed in her face. Sofia cried out in surprise, coughing and hacking as she inhaled the gas. The greenish-yellow gas covered her face, though it dissipated quickly, leaving greenish-yellow stains on her skin and hair that made her look sick.
“And now, to prove it works,” said Overkill.
A huge knife came out of nowhere and cut cleanly through the ropes binding Sofia to her chair. As if on cue, Sofia rose from the chair and thrust her hands forward automatically.
Normally, that motion would have fired deadly acid out of her palms and onto Overkill, who was clearly within range of her acid.
Instead, nothing happened. She simply thrust her hands forward pointlessly, like she was striking a pose, although it was obvious that she was trying to shoot acid.
It seemed to take Sofia a moment to realize that because she looked at her hands in bewilderment. “Huh …? Where is my acid?”
“Gone, girl,” said Overkill’s voice off-screen. “Forever.”
An armored fist came out of nowhere and slammed into the side of Sofia’s head. The blow caused Sofia to collapse onto the floor, gasping in pain. A heavy-looking boot slammed into her stomach, causing her to gasp and wheeze from the impact, curling into a fetal position to protect herself.
The camera then turned around to face Overkill, whose plain mask looked even scarier than normal. “I hope that this demonstration of my Neo-Gas is sufficient to quell any doubts the rest of you may have about my claims. But that isn’t where the good news ends.”
“He considers that good news?” Nigel said under his breath in shock.
“It is to him,” I replied in an equally low voice without taking my eyes off of the video.
“I am already moving forward to mass-produce the Neo-Gas,” Overkill continued. “I have acquired a factory with the right equipment to produce Neo-Gas on a large scale. I’ve already produced several thousand bottles, with thousands more on the way. Our regular powerless gas distributors will soon be sending out the first batch of Neo-Gas to the Guardians of Humanity. Even better, the Neo-Gas will only belong to the Guardians of Humanity. No other organization or institution on the planet has access to this weapon.”
Then Overkill pulled the camera in closer, despite his helmet hiding his face. “With the creation of Neo-Gas, the Saying will be averted and humanity shall be saved. Not only will humanity be saved, however, but it will be improved. The stars shall once again be ours and the genetic freaks who call themselves ‘super’ will be cast into the dustbins of history. For we, the Guardians of Humanity and protectors of Earth, are on the right side of history.”
The video suddenly ended just then, but the image of Overkill’s faceless mask focused on the camera lingered in my mind. Something told me I wasn’t going to be forgetting that face anytime soon.
I looked at Shade. “Is Overkill telling the truth? Does Neo-Gas really permanently take away a super’s powers?”
Shade folded her arms in front of her chest. “Our intel suggests that the video is real and that Overkill has, indeed, somehow created a form of powerless gas that is much stronger than the normal kind. I don’t need to point out how much deadlier it is as well.”
“So that was actually Sofia,” I said, glancing at the blank screen, “who lost her powers.”
“Yes,” said Shade. “We know that Sofia disappeared from her apartment in D.C. recently, but we hadn’t realized that Sofia had been kidnapped by Overkill, of all people. It explains why we haven’t been able to find her, though.”
“Is Sofia still …?” I let the question linger because I couldn’t bring myself to say ‘alive.’
“We’re not sure,” said Shade. “But we’re hoping that she’s still alive. Our spies think she is and that Overkill hasn’t killed her yet. In fact, that’s why I want to get you involved, Ashley.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Why me? And what do you want me to do, exactly?”
“It’s simple,” said Shade. She jerked a thumb at the blank holographic screen. “You’re going to help us save Sofia from Overkill.”
“But I thought you didn’t know where he is,” I said.
Shade laughed. “I don’t remember saying that! Fact is, Overkill has gotten a little sloppy since his return. Our IT guys were able to use the information in this video to locate the factory where Overkill is manufacturing the Neo-Gas, which is likely also where Sofia is being held prisoner and where Overkill filmed the video.”
Shade tapped her watch again. A holographic map of the state of New York appeared in the air all of a sudden, with a red arrow pointing somewhere in Upstate New York. “Our information points to an abandoned soap factory in New York as the location of the Neo-Gas factory. Its coordinates match the coordinates embedded in the video and it would be a good place to manufacture Neo-Gas without being seen.”
“Wow,” I said. “You guys found that out quick.”
Shade smirked at me. “Didn’t I tell you that we never leave a G-Man behind? Plus, Sofia is one of my besties. And besties always stick together.”
I groaned slightly at Shade’s insistence on using old, outdated slang from her youth, but Nigel raised a hand. “So, um, what is the plan?”
“Glad you asked,” said Shade with a smile. “I’m putting together a team of not just the G-Men, but even NHA and INJ members.”
“You’re including the NHA and INJ in this mission?” I said in surprise. “How did you get them to agree to help?”
“Because this Neo-Gas stuff affects everyone, Ash,” said Shade. “G-Men, NHA, and INJ alike. If we let this stuff get produced en mass, it could mean the end of the American superhuman community itself.”
“And the global superhuman community, too,” Night Soldier added. “I don’t want to imagine what would happen if Overkill starts distributing the Neo-Gas overseas. If that happened, we’d be totally screwed.”
“I see,” I said. “And, while I would like to help, I’m not sure I can. I mean, I’m still a student at the Academy. I can’t just run off and abandon my schoolwork, even to stop something as deadly as Neo-Gas.”
“Ah, ah, ah,” said Shade with a wag of her finger. “Remember, you’re still a SAP.”
“A sap?” said Nigel. “That’s not a nice thing to say to someone.”
“No, Shade isn’t insulting me,” I said, rubbing my forehead in exasperation. “She’s referring to the Superhero Apprenticeship Program, or SAP for short. It’s how I got to know Shade at all, although I didn’t think I was still in it.”
“You definitely are,” said Shade. “The only reason I didn’t recruit you for help last year is because you were all the way in Superbia. Now that you are back in America, however, I can draft you whenever I want. Night Soldier has already given his approval for you to go, right, Night Soldier?”
Night Soldier nodded. “Yes, I have. Normally, I hate putting my students in danger, but this situation is so dire that I couldn’t justify keeping you here. I hope you don’t mind, Ashley.”
“I don’t,” I said. “I probably would have been demanding to join, anyway.”
“Excellent,” said Shade, clapping her hands together excitedly. “Then that means we need to head out as soon as possible, preferably tonight.”
“Tonight?” I repeated. “That soon?”
“Of course,” said Shade, looking at me questioningly. “Time is of the essence here. The longer we put this off, the more supers we put at risk.”
I couldn’t argue with that logic, especially considering the seriousness of the situation. “All right. I can make that work.”
“But what about me?” said Nigel, holding up a hand. “Ashley is my mentor. Can I come, too?”
Night Soldier shook his head. “Sorry, Nigel, but this mission is way too dangerous for a first-year. Besides, Ashley will only be gone tonight. You’ll be able to see her again in the morning after she gets back from the mission.”
Assuming I survive, I mentally added, though I didn’t say it aloud to avoid scaring Nigel.
Nigel looked a little bothered by that, but he nodded anyway and looked up at me. “Okay, Ashley, I guess that works for me. Please be safe. That Overkill guy is scary.”
I nodded. “Yes, he is, Nigel. Yes, he is.”




CHAPTER TWENTY


Midnight that night … 
My boots crunched in the snow among the tall trees around us. I froze, listening to make sure that no one had heard me, but when I didn’t hear anyone, I resumed making my way through the snow.
I wasn’t alone, either. Walking with me on my right was Hogarth, wearing special winter camouflage gear to protect himself. To my left was Night Soldier himself, who, to my surprise, had volunteered to join the mission. He apparently considered the mission so important that he was willing to leave the Academy to make sure it was a success. Sea Sister was right behind him, bound in a thick coat herself, her trident clutched in her hands.
The four of us made our way silently through the snow, not saying a word until we reached the edge of the forest. Hogarth held up a hand, indicating that this was our location, and knelt down. Night Soldier, Sea Sister, and I knelt down beside him and peered through the snow-covered bushes in front of us to see what was on the other side.
A huge, seemingly abandoned factory stood in a clearing in the trees. And I mean the factory was huge. It was easily twice the size of the Auditorium, although it looked much worse. Most of the windows were busted out or boarded up. The parking lot was cracked and grass grew between the cracks. A couple of deer walked among the overgrown weeds and grass, seemingly unaware of the weapons being built within the building.
Yet even now, I could see hints that the factory wasn’t quite as abandoned as it looked. A light in the top right window was on, while smoke rose in columns from the factory’s chimneys. A dull thud, thud, thud noise could be heard from within the factory itself, likely the sound of the machines at work creating the Neo-Gas.
“Is this the place?” I whispered to Night Soldier, my eyes fixed on the factory.
“Sure looks like it,” said Night Soldier. “Doesn’t it?”
“It is,” said Shade in my ear all of a sudden.
I looked around but didn’t see Shade anywhere, despite having heard her voice. “What—? Shade?”
“Earcom, Ash,” said Shade in an amused voice in my right ear. “Remember?”
“Oh, right,” I said, tapping the small plastic piece in my ear. “I keep forgetting, sorry.”
“It’s okay,” said Shade. “I know that earcoms are kind of old-fashioned, but there’s a reason the G-Men still use them and it’s because they’re so convenient.”
“Right, Director,” said the aged voice of Bloodboil, a G-Men agent who I had met during my apprenticeship. “Kids these days don’t know anything about the good old tech. Much better than those silly ‘Team Watches’ the Academy makes them all wear.”
“Thanks, Grandpa,” said Shade in a sardonic voice. “Your wisdom is profound.”
“Darn right it is,” said Bloodboil. “If only most kids would listen to—”
“Guys,” said Night Soldier, his tone slightly irritable. “Can we focus on the mission at hand and stop talking about how old Bloodboil is?”
“Okay, okay,” said Shade, though she sounded slightly amused. “You’re right. I was just checking to make sure that everyone is ready. A-Team, y’all good?”
“Yes,” said a familiar female voice over my earcom that caused me to perk up. “A-Team is ready.”
“Nisha?” I said, a smile breaking out across my face when I heard her voice. “Nisha, is that you?”
“Oh, hey, Ash!” said Nisha Mars, my former mentor during the Intraschool Academy Competition two years ago. “I heard you were going to be involved in this mission. How you doing, girl?”
“Great,” I said. “Are you working for the NHA now?”
“Yep!” said Nisha cheerfully. “Mecha Knight himself assigned me to the team he sent to help the G-Men. Excited to get started.”
“Hey, Nisha isn’t the only friendly face around here,” said another familiar voice, this one male, over my earcom. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me you were going to be on this mission, Ashley.”
My jaw dropped. “Dad? You’re here, too?”
“Of course,” said Dad with a chuckle. “Taking down the Guardians of Humanity is a Jason family tradition at this point.”
My smile weakened slightly when a question occurred to me. “What about Mom and Ronny? Are they—”
“The NHA agents protecting them are still at the house,” Dad assured me. “Plus, your mom practically threw me out of the house when I explained to her how serious this situation is. She did tell me to say hi, though, and so did Ronny.”
I chuckled. “So which team are you on?”
“A-Team,” said Dad. “Just like Nisha. But I’m looking forward to working with my daughter, which I think will be—”
“This is nice and all, but I need all four teams to announce themselves,” said Shade in a slightly impatient voice. “So A-Team is here and B-Team, which is my team, is also present.”
“C-Team is ready when you are,” said Night Soldier swiftly.
“D-Team is on point,” came a familiar female voice that made me frown.
“Reagan?” I said. “Reagan Almond? Is that you?”
“Yes, it is,” said Reagan’s arrogant voice over the earcom. “I’m working for the INJ now, although I kind of wish I didn’t sign up for this mission now that I know you are on it.”
I scowled. Reagan was the former Top Student of Team Secret from the Academy. During the Competition, she had been the mentor of Theo Jason, my cousin, who was the Champion of Team Secret. Reagan had gotten into trouble, though, when it turned out that she had cheated to get Theo to the Finals. I didn’t know what happened to her after that, but I guess she must have graduated and gone on to get a job from the INJ.
I wasn’t the only one bothered to find out that she was here. Night Soldier’s expression tightened when he heard her voice. I remembered how angry he had been when Reagan bragged about cheating the system and breaking the rules during the Competition. Guess even he hadn’t let it go.
Then another familiar male voice, with a slight Mexican accent, said, “I’m here, too, Ash! Also working for the INJ.”
I smiled when I heard that voice. It was Sean Gonzales, the former Champion of Team Powers. Unlike Reagan, Sean hadn’t been a cheater and had actually been a graceful loser. It was nice to hear his voice again.
“What is this, an Academy student reunion?” Bloodboil grunted. “I don’t even attend my own high school reunions anymore.”
“Can we get back on topic?” Shade asked in a slightly exasperated voice. “Please?”
“Okay,” I said. “Sounds like everyone is here, Shade.”
“Yes, it does,” said Shade. “With all of the teams present and accounted for, that means we’re basically ready to go. In five minutes, A-Team will begin the attack, while B-Team and C-Team will attack from behind, and D-Team will provide backup in case things go south. Once it’s time to strike, I’ll let everyone know through the earcoms. Sound good?”
“Got it,” said Night Soldier with a nod.
“Understood,” Dad replied.
“Gotcha,” said Reagan.
“All right,” said Shade. “Everyone, get ready to rumble because the party of the decade is about to begin.”
The earcom in my ear shut off with a soft click, leaving the forest around me totally silent. Hogarth drew a gun to my right, while Night Soldier raised his baton, his muscles bulging under his leather costume. His eyes also seemed to be glowing, but that made sense.
I’d never seen Night Soldier use his power before, but from what I understood, darkness made Night Soldier stronger, faster, and with better reflexes. It enhanced all of his senses, including his vision, allowing him to see well even in absolute darkness. It would be interesting to see how Night Soldier’s powers played out in-person. Hopefully they would be helpful.
Sea Sister, too, looked ready for combat. She held her trident tightly, her eyes fixed on the factory, like a cat about to pounce on a mouse. Out of all of us, she was probably the best equipped to deal with the Guardians in case she lost her powers from Neo-Gas, seeing as she was a master practitioner of powerless training. With any luck, though, Sea Sister would not need to demonstrate her skills to us tonight.
Myself, I felt a little bit vulnerable. Due to the darkness of the night, my Light Constructs weren’t all that useful. Granted, the moon was out tonight, along with the stars, but that wasn’t enough light to make anything very powerful. I guess that was why Night Soldier had given me this miner’s helmet with the big light on it. I could turn it on and create a floodlight, thus increasing the amount of light I had to work with.
It was part of our training at the Academy, specifically the Costumes & Names class. In our fourth year, the Fashionista, our teacher, had started teaching us how to modify our costumes to help make our powers stronger. Her suggestion to me had been to add some kind of external light source onto my costume that I could turn on and off as I pleased. That way, I would always have light to work with even in the darkest places.
I hated taking advice from the Fashionista—who still seemed to hate me because of my condition—but in this case, I was glad I listened. It was so dark tonight that I doubted I would be able to summon even an arrow, much less Arthur, my puppet, or any other even medium-sized Construct.
I also took this moment to reflect on the plan Shade had laid out for us earlier:
Shade had assembled four teams of four superheroes each. These teams, respectively, were A-Team—basically the G-Men—B-Team—the Academy, including me—C-Team—the NHA, including Nisha and Dad apparently—and D-Team, which consisted of four INJ agents, of which Sean and Reagan were members.
At midnight, A-Team would attack the front of the factory. Their attack was supposed to draw out the front line defenders of the Guardians, who would direct their attention to defend the factory entrance from A-Team.
But A-Team was really just meant to be a distraction. B-Team and C-Team would take advantage of A-Team’s distraction to storm the factory. We would enter through the back and side entrances and—to put it in Shade’s words—start wrecking stuff. D-Team, meanwhile, was supposed to be back-up, patrolling the woods around the factory to make sure that none of the Guardians escaped.
In fact, ‘wrecking stuff’ was the best way to sum up this mission. The goal was to destroy not merely whatever supply of Neo-Gas had already been produced, but the machinery used to make it. Killing or capturing Overkill was actually secondary to the main mission of destroying his supply of Neo-Gas, though Shade did emphasize capturing Overkill if the opportunity presented itself. We were also, of course, supposed to rescue Sofia.
Otherwise, the basic idea was simple: Go in, destroy the factory, and save Sofia, while capturing or killing as many Guardians as possible, Overkill included.
There were a few problems with the plan, though. For one, we didn’t know how many Guardians were stationed in the factory aside from Overkill. The video made it sound like Overkill was by himself, but Shade thought it best to assume that Overkill had some Guardians with him. The plan was designed with the assumption that Overkill had at least a dozen Guardians protecting him and the factory, though Shade told us to expect twice as many. It seemed likely that Overkill had some kind of protection for the Neo-Gas.
Another problem was that we still didn’t know if Sofia was alive or not. The plan rested on that assumption, but I didn’t see any reason why Overkill would spare Sofia. Without her powers, Sofia had no way of fighting back. I didn’t want her to be dead—far from it—but realistically, I didn’t see how she could still be alive.
All in all, though, the plan seemed simple enough. Hopefully, it would work as well in real life as it did in our heads.
Or so I thought until my earcom crackled and Shade announced, “It’s go-time! B-Team, C-Team, attack as soon as you see the signal, which should be any minute now.”
The second Shade stopped speaking, a huge explosion erupted in front of the factory, sending a plume of smoke rising into the air. Shouts and screams came from the factory entrance, with the sound of gunfire piercing the air.
Without hesitation, Night Soldier, Hogarth, Sea Sister, and I rushed out of the bushes toward the factory as fast as we could, all four of us ready for whatever awaited us within.




CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Without any apparent effort, Night Soldier kicked the back door to the factory open and rushed inside. Sea Sister and Hogarth followed quickly, and I came in last. 
To my relief, it was much lighter in here than outside, though not by much. Dim lights hung from the ceiling overhead, providing enough illumination by which to see, which was how we were able to see exactly how huge the operation here was.
And it was enormous. A huge conveyor belt ran the whole length of the factory, with tons of strange-looking machines hovering over it. Row upon row of jars moved smoothly down the conveyor belt, going through the machinery. They started out as empty jars before getting injected with the greenish-yellow Neo-Gas, only for a lid to be placed on top before any gas could escape. Another machine would put a label on the jar and then the jar would be picked off the end of the conveyor belt by an automated arm, which would place it in a crate full of other jars. The crate would then be pulled away on an automated dolly, placing it with a bunch of other crates of similar size.
And there were a ton of crates. It was hard to say exactly how many crates of Neo-Gas there were, but it looked like there were well over five hundred, if not more. They stood at the other end of the room, awaiting delivery to wherever Overkill was shipping them.
The room smelled harshly of chemicals and dust. Despite the efficiency of the process, it was clear that this factory had definitely been abandoned for a while. The machinery looked quite old, although clean, while the conveyor belt was stained, likely from the soap chemicals manufactured here in the past. The concrete floor was also cracked and stained in several places, while the dim lights just barely seemed to work.
Outside, I could hear the sounds of explosions and gunfire. I also heard another blast somewhere on the west side of the factory, perhaps C-Team staging their attack. There were no Guardians in here that I could see, which filled me with relief because I expected that we’d need to fight our way through over two dozen Guardians just to get to the equipment.
“Amazing,” said Night Soldier, his eyes widening as he took in the factory. “This operation has only been active for a couple of months and yet it’s already operating as smoothly as if it’s been running for years.”
“Don’t be too impressed, Headmaster,” said Sea Sister, clutching her trident as she looked around the room. “They might be efficient, but the stuff they’re producing here is deadlier than even the worst street drugs you can find.”
“On the bright side, it’s entirely undefended,” I said, summoning a light hammer in my hand using the dim light from above. I gestured at the crates. “Between the four of us, we should be able to destroy all of the Neo-Gas that they’ve created and the equipment used to make it, too.”
Hogarth held up a hand and made a serious of sign language movements that I totally missed.
Night Soldier, on the other hand, seemed to understand Hogarth, because he nodded and said, “Good plan.”
“What plan?” I said, looking from Night Soldier to Hogarth and back in bewilderment. “What did Hogarth say?”
“Hogarth said he thinks we need to split our team,” Night Soldier explained. “Hogarth brought some explosives that he will use to blow up the crates, while you, me, and Sea Sister destroy the equipment. He thinks it will be safer that way because Neo-Gas doesn’t affect normals and he is a normal, so if the explosion unleashes the Neo-Gas, our risk of losing our powers will be quite low.”
I nodded. “I didn’t know you knew sign language, Headmaster.”
“I have a mute brother,” Night Soldier replied. He raised his baton. “In any case, we have no time to lose. Sooner or later the Guardians will realize that their factory is under attack from multiple angles. Once they do, it will be much harder to—”
A twang echoed through the factory, and a second later, an arrow struck the ground at Night Soldier’s feet. Looking at the arrow, I saw a blinking light on top of it, causing me to instinctively summon a light barrier around us.
I was not a moment too late. In the next instant, the arrow exploded, the impact of the blast cracking the shield but not breaking it. A small cloud of smoke surrounded us, but I quickly swept it away with a fan made of light, blowing the smoke away and letting us see the smoking crater where the arrow had exploded.
“Quick reflexes for a freak,” said an unfamiliar British voice above us. “Next time, I will aim for the head.”
Looking up, I saw a Guardian standing on top of a catwalk that spanned the length of the factory. He carried a technological-looking bow, with a quiver of arrows behind him. He drew an arrow and nocked his bow in one smooth motion, but didn’t let it loose just yet.
“I knew this was too easy,” Sea Sister grumbled. “Who are you, Robin Hood?”
“Close, but not quite,” said the British Guardian. “My brothers call me Splatter, mostly because my exploding arrows do that to the bodies of my enemies. It’s really quite a pain because the clean-up process afterward takes forever.”
“Splatter, huh?” said Night Soldier. “Seems odd that Overkill would leave just one guy to defend the most important part of his operation.”
Splatter chuckled. “You supers are so naive. I’m a distraction.”
A shadow suddenly appeared over us, making us look over our shoulders.
A huge Guardian towered over us. He looked like a normal-sized Guardian, except clad in an exoskeleton mecha armor that made him look like a robot. Shaped like an ape, the Guardian raised a boulder-sized fist over his head and brought it down on us.
The four of us scattered, avoiding the Guardian’s fist, which smashed into the floor hard enough to make the ground shake.
“Very quick,” said Splatter in amusement. “Then again, I wouldn’t want to get smashed into pieces by Crusher, either.”
“What the—?” I said, looking at Crusher as he wrenched his fist out of the floor. “That looks like a Super Smasher.”
“Trust me, girl, it’s much better than those silly mechas that the G-Men are playing with,” said Splatter with a dismissive wave, “although we might have stolen the blueprints for one of their Super Smashers and modified it for our purposes.”
Crusher grunted. “Modified it? Don’t be so modest, Splatter. We improved the design, eliminating the inefficient, unnecessary bulk and creating a truly beautiful machine that can smash any supers that get too close.”
“I don’t know,” I said. “I think your Super Smasher is a lot slower than the one I fought in the Danger Chamber.”
Crusher glared at me. “Slow, huh? Then maybe it’s time I kicked this into overdrive.”
Without warning, Crusher’s Super Smasher began making a sound like a jet plane about to take off. Then Crusher shot toward me, propelled by two jet rockets on his feet.
Before I could do anything, Crusher snatched me off the floor and skid to a stop, almost crashing into the conveyor belt but catching himself at the last minute.
“Crusher!” Splatter called out in annoyance. “Watch where you’re playing with that thing! Remember, we’re supposed to protect the equipment from the supers, not destroy it ourselves!”
Crusher shook his head. “You talk too much, Splatter. Talking doesn’t kill supers. Absolute, overwhelming force, on the other hand, does.”
Crusher tightened his grip around my waist, causing me to gasp as the air was forced out of my lungs. I beat against the giant hand crushing me, but it was useless.
A shout behind me made me look over my shoulder to see that a third Guardian had appeared out of nowhere. This one appeared to be a female in black armor wielding a katana. She was taking on Night Soldier, Sea Sister, and Hogarth at once, her sword flashing through the air wildly. It was a miracle that those three hadn’t been slashed to pieces yet, perhaps a testament to their agility.
“Excellent job, Stabber,” Splatter called out approvingly. “Keep them distracted. I’ll do my best to hit them from here.”
My eyes widened in shock. It seemed like Overkill had either foreseen that we would try something like this, or else these three were just ridiculously competent guards. Either way, we needed to turn the tables quickly before we got ourselves killed.
But my thoughts were interrupted when Crusher tightened his grip on me again, reminding me that I needed to save myself before I worried about the others.
Crusher was apparently thinking the same thing because he said, “I wouldn’t worry about your friends if I were you, girl. You’re in even more danger than they are.”
With how tightly Crusher was crushing me, I didn’t have enough air to respond.
Instead, I threw my hammer at his face. The hammer slammed into Crusher’s face, causing him to grunt in surprise. He stopped constricting me, but his grip didn’t slacken.
So I summoned a sword made of light and plunged it into the thumb of his Super Smasher, cleaving cleanly through the joint. Crusher cried out in surprise, his grip slacking just enough for me to pull myself out of his fist and jump down to the floor.
Landing on my feet, I whirled around to face Crusher, who was looking at his damaged hand with obvious anger.
“You damaged my machine,” said Crusher, looking at me again. “Ruined its perfect beauty and design.”
“Sorry I didn’t appreciate the aesthetics,” I replied, rubbing my rubs, which felt like they had nearly cracked. “No one’s ever accused me of being an art lover.”
Crusher scowled. His hands balled into fists again. “Crushing you will be more satisfying than any art I could create.”
Crusher raised his fists over his head again, only for a blast of water to strike his face. Crusher quickly raised his arms in front of his face to protect it from the constant stream of water, while I looked over to see Sea Sister walking toward us, water spewing out of her trident.
“Sea Sister?” I said in surprise. “What about Night Soldier and Hogarth?”
“They have Stabber under control,” said Sea Sister, glancing at me while keeping up the water stream. “I’ll keep Crusher distracted. You need to go and find Sofia. She’s probably in that office.”
Sea Sister nodded at an office at the beginning of the conveyor belt, a single light shining from within. “Looks like the place where Overkill filmed his video.”
“But what about you guys?” I said. “Don’t you need my help?”
“We’ve got this under control,” said Sea Sister. “Remember, we need to save Sofia and we can’t do that if all four of us are pinned. As your Combat teacher and elder, I order you to go.”
Sea Sister said ‘Go’ with such authority that I didn’t even consider disobeying. I nodded and ran off parallel the conveyor belt toward the office, hearing the sounds of my teammates battle the Guardians raging behind me. I felt bad about abandoning my teammates, but Sea Sister had a point. We couldn’t allow the Guardians to distract us from saving Sofia, especially if she was still alive.
An arrow suddenly flew past my head and struck the ground in front of me. Startled, I summoned another barrier just in time to protect myself from the ensuing explosion.
“Dang it,” said Splatter above me, who had apparently been following me on the catwalk. He drew another arrow from his quiver and aimed his bow at me. “Those light powers of yours are annoying. Maybe I need to use the extra strength arrows to make sure I get you.”
I scowled. I’d forgotten about Splatter. Unlike Stabber or Crusher, Splatter could follow me anywhere I went and hit me from a distance. Even if I avoided all of his explosive arrows, Splatter would still slow me down and make it harder to reach the office. Nor did I want to hold and maintain a barrier. I was already feeling stressed by using my powers as much as I did and didn’t need to use them anymore.
Then I glanced up at the conveyor belt and a realization hit me. Splatter had chided Crusher for nearly ruining the equipment earlier. Maybe that meant Splatter wouldn’t fire his arrows at me if I ran on the conveyor belt.
Without another thought, I summoned a light trampoline and jumped off it and onto the conveyor belt. Immediately I nearly fell over due to the still-moving conveyor belt, but I quickly regained my balance and ran up the conveyor bolt, kicking aside the empty glass jars in my path, causing them to shatter into pieces on the floor below.
Then Splatter suddenly dropped down from the catwalk above directly in my path. He swung his bow and smashed it into my face, the impact sending me staggering, my head spinning.
“Nice try, freak,” said Splatter, holding his bow before him like a double-bladed sword, “but I’m not afraid to get my hands dirty if I have to.”
Splatter pulled out a rope and hurled it at my feet. The rope wrapped around my ankles and Splatter yanked me down onto the conveyor belt.
Dazed from the impact, I looked up to see Splatter already standing over me, another arrow pointed at my face.
“Again, nice try,” said Splatter, “but there is a reason I am known as the most dangerous Guardian in Britain, and it’s not because I’m devilishly handsome under this mask.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Splatter let the arrow go, but I turned my head to the side at the last minute. The arrow pierced the conveyor belt right where my head had been literally a second ago. 
Splatter reached for another arrow, but I summoned a Light Pillar and smashed it into his gut. The blow knocked Splatter backward, allowing me to create a light knife to slash through the rope at my feet.
Jumping to my feet, I summoned two hammers in my hands and rushed toward Splatter. I swung my hammers at Splatter’s face, one of them smashing into his mask and leaving a dent, but he caught the other one before it landed and shoved me backward.
Staggering backward, I raised my hammers in time to block his bow. I then shoved Splatter back, but he jumped away out of my reach and chuckled.
“Have to admit, you’re pretty tough for a girl,” said Splatter. “Especially one as young as you. You can’t possibly be out of school just yet.”
“Does that make me any less of a threat?” I snapped.
“Hardly,” said Splatter, “but it does make you a less satisfying kill. Part of the fun of killing supers is taking out the adults who think they’re all that. By contrast, kids like you pose no challenge whatsoever. Quite boring, really.”
“No challenge, huh?” I said. “I don’t know. You haven’t beaten me yet.”
“Only because I don’t need to,” said Splatter. “Overkill said we only need to delay you, not kill you.”
“Delay?” I said. “You mean Overkill knew we were coming?”
“ ‘Course he did,” said Splatter. “What doesn’t Overkill foresee? I swear, if I didn’t know he was a normal, I’d assume he had the power to see into the future.”
A chill went down my spine at that. If Overkill knew we were going to attack, then that meant this entire mission was in danger. It was impossible to tell what Overkill was planning that required to delay, but not kill, us, but I assumed it wasn’t anything good. That’s why I needed to get to that office and save Sofia before Overkill could do whatever he was plotting to do.
A slamming sound behind me made me glance over my shoulder. The conveyor belt had taken us down to the part of the process where jars were sealed. Lids were slammed down on the jars and then hammered closed before moving further down the line for packaging.
Dang it. Splatter’s interruption had not only delayed me but actually reversed my progress. That had probably been his plan all along. I needed to take him out quick. But how—?
A plan suddenly formed in my mind, causing me to look at Splatter again. I dismissed my hammers, however, and raised my fists in a fighting position.
Splatter tilted his head to the side. “I didn’t know you were a boxer as well. Or have you realized that your odds of beating me are the same, with or without a weapon? That is, zero?”
“You’re right,” I said. “I don’t need a weapon to beat you. I need a knight.”
Without hesitation, I thrust my hands forward. Arthur the puppet knight materialized behind Splatter and brought his sword down on the archer.
Splatter, however, whirled around and brought up his bow, blocking the sword.
Sensing my chance, I rushed forward. At the same time, Arthur pulled his sword back and slammed his shield into Splatter, the blow sending Splatter staggering backward.
Right into my hands.
Using the momentum of Splatter’s fall, I hefted Splatter over my head and threw him behind me. Splatter landed flat on his back on the conveyor belt, dropping his bow onto the floor below.
But Splatter didn’t have enough time to react before his head went underneath the machine that sealed the jars. He had just enough time to look up at the machine before a lid was slammed into his face hard enough to crack his mask. The machine kept slamming the lid into his face, apparently trying to make it fit before it stopped. The hammers came next, bashing into Splatter’s mask and cracking it even further.
By the time the sealing process was finished, Splatter’s mask was broken, cracked, and chipped all over. Blood leaked out from the side of his helmet as the conveyor belt carried his prone body further down the line toward the packaging part.
I, of course, ignored that. Dismissing Arthur, whose form exploded into light, I ran down the conveyor belt unopposed. Reaching the end of the conveyor belt, I summoned a set of light stairs from the conveyor belt to the office above. I climbed the stairs in a second and, kicking the door open, shouted, “Sofie! It’s me, Ashley! I’m here to—”
I stopped speaking as soon as I saw what was in the office.
Sofia was still tied in the wooden chair from the video, but she looked even worse than before. More bruises covered her face, while dried blood coated her neck. She even seemed to be missing a few teeth, her left eye swollen shut. A gag in her mouth made it impossible for her to talk, but her pleading eyes told me everything I needed to know about how she felt. The faint stink of dried blood filled the air.
Standing next to Sofia, however, was Overkill himself. He had a gun pointed at her head, standing next to her very casually. He barely even reacted when I kicked the door open, inclining his head toward me when he saw me. Another Guardian stood on Sofia’s other side, although I had no idea who he was.
“Ashley Jason,” said Overkill. “It’s been a long time since I last saw you. Since the Stadium, I think. That was one of my doubles.”
“That wasn’t really you, though,” I said. “That was another one of your doubles, who you sacrificed to save your own hide.”
Overkill chuckled. “My doubles are willing followers, my most devoted and fanatical disciples. I didn’t force them to give up their lives. They chose to be my doubles knowing the risk involved.”
“Who cares?” I snapped. “Your Neo-Gas operation is over. The G-Men, NHA, and INJ have your factory surrounded on all sides. Sofia will be the only victim of your evil gas.”
Overkill pressed the barrel of his gun harder against the side of Sofia’s head. “As superficial as ever. Makes sense. You supers always fixate on appearances, never taking the time to understand the underlying reality of most things. It’s why I have nothing but contempt for you genetic dead-ends.”
“What are you babbling about?” I said. “Is that your way of saying you’re afraid?”
Overkill chuckled. “No. It’s my way of saying, ‘I win.’ ”
Without warning, the factory shuddered, causing me to look around in alarm. “What was that? An earthquake?”
“Not quite,” said Overkill. “It’s my trap finally being sprung.”
An explosion suddenly rocked the factory, making me stumble and stagger. Looking over my shoulder, I felt my heart fail me at the sight behind me.
A thick cloud of Neo-Gas had erupted on the other end of the factory, right where Night Soldier, Sea Sister, and Hogarth had been. The cloud grew in size every second, slowly but surely enveloping the factory itself.
“What the—?” I said.
Shade’s voice suddenly crackled in my ears, saying, “What was that explosion?”
“Neo-Gas!” Dad’s voice came over the earcom. “A big cloud of it just appeared out of nowhere! It nearly got Nisha!”
“We’re seeing multiple explosions out here,” said Reagan’s voice. “Need us to come in?”
“No!” Shade shouted. “Stay where you are. It looks like the factory is filling with Neo-Gas. We’re pulling out already.”
“Pulling out?” I repeated in horror. “But I still need to save Sofia! I just found her! She’s still alive!”
“Ashley, you’re still in there?” said Dad in shock. “Stay right there until I arrive.”
“Don’t!” I shouted. “Dad, I can do this myself. I’ll be fine. You stay with Nisha. I’ll get Sofia out. Just hang on, okay?”
Without waiting for Dad’s response, I turned off the earcom and glared at Overkill. “This was a trap the entire time, wasn’t it?”
Overkill nodded. “Quite so. I deliberately leaked the video of me boasting about Neo-Gas to the G-Men, knowing that such game-changing knowledge would force them to act quickly.”
“So you used your video and Sofia as bait,” I said, my hands balling into fists. “To lure in some of the most powerful supers in the world so you could permanently de-power us.”
“And kill you all, too,” Overkill added, “don’t forget that. It is easier to kill normals than supers, so why not turn supers into normals?”
“But isn’t that a waste of your Neo-Gas?” I said. “That explosion probably took out all of those cases we saw at the entrance.”
Overkilled tapped the side of his head. “So long as knowledge of the formula remains up here, I can always recreate it. Besides, you are assuming this is the only factory that produces Neo-Gas. Or that I haven’t already distributed over a thousand cases, filled with fifty jars each, to the Guardians of Humanity.”
My heart failed me. “Fifty-thousand jars of Neo-Gas … holy crap.”
“Indeed,” said Overkill. “Distributed through all fifty states, I expect to hear success stories from Guardians as they use the Neo-Gas to de-power and kill supers by the thousands. Pretty soon, forty kills will be considered a low kill count among the Guardians.”
My jaw dropped. In one smooth motion, Overkill had nearly de-powered some of the world’s most powerful supers and distributed a ton of powerless gas all across the country. Overkill might not have been as powerful as Dragon King, but I suspected he was way smarter.
“Then why haven’t you killed Sofia?” I said, glancing at the frightened Sofia. “What’s your game?”
Overkill tilted his head to the side. “What would that accomplish? Sofia has made a useful hostage so far. So long as I hold her life in my hands, you won’t try anything against me.”
I hated to admit it, but Overkill was right. I didn’t want to risk Sofia’s life if I could avoid it. Given how Overkill’s gun was at point-blank range, anything I did—any at all—could instantly result in Sofia’s death. The fear in Sofia’s eyes told me all I needed to know about how serious Overkill’s threat was.
“Is there something you want from me, then?” I said, looking at Overkill again. “A reason you haven’t killed Sofia yet?”
“Sure,” said Overkill. “I want you dead.”
“Dead?” I said.
“That’s what I said,” said Overkill sardonically. “I’ll even make a trade: Sofia’s worthless life for your slightly more worthwhile life. How does that sound?”
“Like the worst trade deal ever,” I replied. “Even if I let you kill me, I have no way of guaranteeing that you won’t kill Sofia, too.”
“I have no reason to,” said Overkill. “Sofia, after all, isn’t a super any longer. Granted, even former supers need to be exterminated, but it would not hurt me to let her live while you die. Between the two of you, you are the real threat, you and your little brother.”
“Don’t bring Ronny into this, you sick monster,” I said. “Otherwise, I’ll really lose my temper.”
Overkill, as usual, looked completely unafraid of me. “It’s true that your younger brother is currently not within my grasp, but he will be, sooner or later. It’s just a matter of when I’ll get a chance to do it.”
My eyes widened in anger. “If you lay even one finger on Ronny, I will kill you. Without hesitation.”
“Your threat would be infinitely more impressive if you weren’t a skinny young woman,” said Overkill. “As it is, you can’t stop me. Even if you kill me, I win. Soon, the genocide of the superhuman community will begin, and there’s nothing that you or any of your freak friends can do about it.”
My fists shook. More than anything, I wanted to attack Overkill and beat the ever-living crap out of him. Jerk deserved it after everything he did to me and Sofia.
But Overkill still had Sofia under his control. Not to mention the other Guardian standing the room, who stood silently with his gun pointed at me. Oh, and I couldn’t forget the steadily-advancing cloud of Neo-Gas making its way back here, either.
“The choice, I would think, is easy,” said Overkill. He pointed at the floor. “Get down on your knees, fold your arms behind your back, and let me shoot you. I can make your death quick and painless. In exchange, I’ll let Sofia go. Given how you hero types tend to think of yourselves as ‘selfless,’ this should be an easy choice for you.”
I bit my lower lip. I was willing to give my life to save Sofia, but at the same time, I couldn’t let Overkill win. Not when we were this close to capturing him. I just needed an opportunity, but there was none.
With a sigh, I got down on my knees and folded my arms behind my back. Sofia’s eyes widened in horror and she began screaming at me, but her screams were muffled by her ball gag. I didn’t meet her gaze because I knew Sofia wouldn’t understand and I didn’t want her to make me doubt what I needed to do.
Overkill, on the other hand, walked up to me and pressed his gun against my forehead. The other Guardian pointed his gun at Sofia’s head, although his gaze seemed to be fixed on Overkill for some reason.
Overkill’s faceless red mask looked down at me, the red lights on either side of it too bright to look into.
His finger pressing down on the trigger, Overkill said, “For the first time in your pathetic little life, you have made the correct choice. And it will also be the last choice you ever make.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


A gunshot echoed in the enclosed office. Sofia’s muffled screams were louder than ever, while my ears rang from the sudden loudness of the gunshot. 
But shockingly, I wasn’t dead. I didn’t have a bullet in my brain or anything. Opening my eyes, I quickly discovered the source of the noise:
A bloody bullet hole stood out against Overkill’s chest. Overkill himself stared at the hole in his chest, apparently stunned. He touched the bullet hole and said, in a whisper, “What …? Who shot—”
Two more gunshots went off and a couple more bullet holes—one in the center of his chest, the other through his right shoulder—appeared on him. Overkill dropped his gun and staggered past me, diving to the floor to avoid getting shot by more bullets that embedded themselves in the wall behind me. I also ducked low, keeping low to the floor to avoid getting filled with bullets myself.
I looked up to see who had shot Overkill and saw the second Guardian aiming his gun at his leader. The second Guardian was no longer pointing his gun at Sofia, who wore a confused and terrified expression on her face. The second Guardian’s aim was firmly on Overkill, who had backed away against the wall, clutching his bleeding chest.
“What the—?” said Overkill in an astonished voice. “Death Mask, what are you doing? Why did you shoot me?”
Death Mask shook his head and said, in a familiar rough voice, “Because my name isn’t Death Mask.”
With that, Death Mask removed his helmet from his face and tossed it to the side. I gaped when I saw his face:
It was the face of Triplet and he looked even more pissed-off than he had when he saved me from Parasite and Gentleman. His aim never wavered as he pointed his gun at Overkill, his scowl deepening as his finger hovered over the trigger.
“Triplet?” I said, half-confused, half-happy. “What … why are you wearing a Guardians of Humanity uniform?”
Triplet glanced at me. “Obviously, I infiltrated the Guardians. Why else do you think I’d be wearing this crap? I certainly don’t agree with their idiotic ideology, that’s for sure.”
“A super?” Overkill said. “I didn’t even realize you were a super. I thought you were a normal.”
Triplet looked at Overkill again, contempt covering every inch of his face. “That’s one of the reasons I like to keep a low profile in comparison to some superheroes. Makes it easier to infiltrate groups like yours, although given how stupid the average Guardian is, you guys don’t take much effort.”
“But why did you infiltrate the Guardians?” I asked in confusion. “Is this part of your investigation or something?”
“I’ll explain later,” said Triplet. His gaze shifted to Overkill. “Right now, I’ve got trash to take out.”
Overkill, however, made a break for the exit. Triplet didn’t shoot. Instead, his body flashed blue and his Thirds appeared. One of his Thirds immediately blocked off the exit, while the second Third shot at Overkill’s feet. Overkill was forced to back into a corner, with Triplet and his Thirds training their guns on him.
“It’s over, Overkill,” said Triplet. “We’ve finally got you cornered like the rat you are. What do you have to say to that?”
With his mask covering his face, it was impossible to tell what Overkill was thinking. His body language was tense, if not outright hostile, but because he was wounded and outnumbered, he wasn’t as much of a threat as he normally was.
But then Overkill shook his head and said, “Your deception was clever, but I think you got it backward. I’m not stuck in here with you. You are locked in here with me.”
Overkill suddenly tapped his mask. The red lights began to blink rapidly, while a strange whirring sound came from either side of his helmet.
“What’s going on?” I said. “What are you doing with your mask?”
“Isn’t it obvious?” said Overkill. “I am going to blow myself up. And take all of you with me.”
“What?” I said in shock. “You mean that your mask has a self-destruct feature built into it?”
“Bingo,” said Overkill. “Normally, the self-destruct feature is only used when you need to make a quick escape and need to ditch your mask. But in this room, I’d say it would be worth it to kill you three. Neo-Gas is also flammable, so the explosion should start a chain reaction that will destroy the entire factory.”
“How much time do we have before your mask explodes?” Triplet demanded.
Overkill held up five fingers. “Five minutes.”
Alarmed, I looked at our surroundings. The tiny, enclosed office had only one exit, and right now I could see that the huge cloud of Neo-Gas was nearly upon us. It was so thick at this point that I couldn’t even look through it. It looked like a huge cloud of fog more than anything and it seemed to be growing bigger and getting closer all the time. Even if we escaped through the exit, we would just end up running into the Neo-Gas cloud. Plus, without knowing the factory’s layout, it would be impossible to find the closest exit we could use to get out of the factory in time anyway.
Triplet seemed to realize that, too, because he said, “You jerk.”
Overkill shrugged. “Call me what you wish. It doesn’t matter. As I said, a thousand cases of Neo-Gas have been distributed all over the US. If I die today, it will be knowing that I have all but ensured the demise of humanity’s evolutionary defects. Then humanity will finally be able to rightfully claim its place among the stars and I will be remembered as the hero that I—”
Without warning, a red-and-black blur smashed through the ceiling above, sending sparks of electricity everywhere. Before any of us could react, the blur punched Overkill hard enough to send him flying through the wall. Overkill and his blinking, whirring mask disappeared into the cloud of yellowish-green Neo-Gas outside without a word, although I thought I heard Overkill laughing maniacally as he went flying.
But I paid him no further attention because my attention was drawn to the man who had punched him. It was Dad, clad in his classic red-and-black costume, his body sparking with red electricity, his fist held out before him, an angry scowl on his face.
“Dad?” I said, staring up at Dad in disbelief. “Is that you?”
Dad’s scowl disappeared when he looked at me, a happy smile spreading across his face. “Ashley! Glad you are all right. Overkill didn’t take your powers away, did he?”
I shook my head. “No, I’m fine. How did you know how to find us?”
Dad tapped his earcom. “Valerie, my personal AI, was able to pinpoint your location via the tracking beacon in our earcoms. Simple tech, perhaps, but simple works for me.”
Then Dad looked over at Triplet and frowned in confusion. “What are you doing here, Trip? And more importantly, why are you wearing a Guardians uniform? Halloween was last week.”
“It’s not a Halloween costume,” said Triplet, who looked slightly taken aback by Dad’s appearance. “I infiltrated the Guardians.”
“You did?” said Dad. “Geez, I didn’t know that.”
“Can we catch up later?” I said. I pointed at the Overkill-shaped hole in the wall. “Because if we don’t leave now, that Neo-Gas will get all of us.”
I felt like my concerns were justified. The Neo-Gas was maybe a minute or two away from entering the hole in the wall and filling the office.
Dad, fortunately, seemed to grasp that because he nodded and said, “Sure, but what about Overkill? I don’t think I killed him. He could still—”
“Overkill activated a self-destruct sequence in his mask,” Triplet hurriedly explained. “I estimate we have less than a minute before his mask explodes. Neo-Gas is flammable, so once the mask explodes, the whole factory will go up in flames.”
An astonished look flashed across Dad’s face. “Why didn’t you tell me that sooner? Everyone, grab on. I’ll get us out of here in a flash.”
Dad picked up the bound-and-gagged Sofia in his arms, while Triplet and I grabbed onto Dad’s arms. Triplet’s Thirds quickly reunited with Triplet, and once they did, Dad shot up into the air through the same hole in the ceiling which he had made to enter the office. I summoned a barrier of light around us, however, to protect us as we flew out of the factory.
In less than a second, we emerged from the factory into the cold night New York air. We flew high enough that I could see for miles in every direction, the light from the full moon above affording enough to see by.
Dad came to a stop once we were hundreds of feet above the factory, panting slightly from the exertion. “Whew. That was a close one.”
Triplet—who hung onto Dad’s arm for dear life—nodded. “Yeah. Thanks for the save. We would have been screwed if you hadn’t shown up when you did.”
“Completely,” I agreed. I glanced down at the factory below us, squinting my eyes. “I just wonder what is taking it so long to explode. I figured we would have run out of time by—”
My voice was interrupted when a loud boom echoed from the factory. It was the first of a series of loud booms, each one louder than the last, until, with one final bang, the entire factory went up in flames.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Ugh,” said Sofia a couple of hours later, sitting in her hospital bed with a plate of gruel on her lap. “This stuff tastes like crap.” 
Sitting on a chair next to her hospital bed, I sighed and said, “You know, Sofia, most people in your situation would just be happy that they aren’t dead.”
“I know,” said Sofia, “and honestly, I should be used to this food by now seeing as I’ve been working for the G-Men for over a year now. But I’m just so used to the good food we had at the Academy that I can’t help but complain about the stuff they serve here at HQ.”
I shook my head in exasperation, although I also smiled a little. It was just like Sofia to focus less on the fact that she had lost her powers and more on the quality of the food she was being served for free. At least that meant she was getting back to her normal self.
Watching Sofia slowly and unhappily eat her gruel, I found myself thinking about the events of the past couple of hours.
In the aftermath of the factory explosion—which was big enough to destroy the whole building down to its foundations—Dad had taken Sofia, Triplet, and me to Shade, who used her shadow-travel powers to take us to the G-Men Hospital in D.C. for medical help. Fortunately, Triplet and I were mostly uninjured, so the doctors didn’t need to treat us very much aside from putting a few band-aids here and there.
Sofia wasn’t very injured, either, aside from some bruises where Overkill had hurt her. It seemed like Overkill really hadn’t physically harmed her all that much. The worst he did, it seemed, was spray her with Neo-Gas and render her powerless.
Of course, just because Overkill did not physically harm Sofia that much did not mean she was completely unscathed. The doctors I spoke to said that most of Sofia’s problems were likely to psychological or mental, although I was a little skeptical about that. So far, Sofia seemed like her normal self and almost entirely unaffected by the experiences she went through, other than being whinier than normal, that is.
But I didn’t know what else happened in the aftermath of the factory explosion. Dad and Triplet had gone to Shade’s office to discuss with her what happened in the factory office, but I didn’t know if we had any casualties on our side or if anyone other than Sofia lost powers or what. I didn’t even know if Night Soldier, Sea Sister, and Hogarth had managed to escape the factory before it exploded. I hoped they did, but until I actually heard news one way or another, I wouldn’t know for sure.
“Thanks,” said Sofia suddenly, her voice breaking me out of my thoughts.
“Huh?” I said, looking at Sofia in confusion. “Thanks for what?”
Sofia glared at me like I was an idiot. “For rescuing me, obviously. I honestly didn’t expect you to be part of the rescue plan, so I was genuinely surprised when I saw you enter Overkill’s office. But I am grateful.”
I waved off her thanks. “Eh, I didn’t really do much. You should thank Dad and Triplet. Those two did more to save both of us from Overkill than I did.”
Sofia, however, shook her head. “You don’t understand. I was freaking terrified the entire time I was Overkill’s captive. It was easily the scariest experience of my life, even though he didn’t abuse me too much. I just never knew if I would live to see the next day or if Overkill would get bored of me and kill me. He told me he wouldn’t because he wanted me to be his hostage, but I, of course, didn’t believe a word that came out of his mouth. I feel like I was saved from the pits of hell, and it was thanks to you.”
I nodded, although I felt a little embarrassed and even flustered. “Well, I mean, we’re friends, right? Friends are supposed to look out for each other. That’s what friends do.”
Sofia nodded. “I know that. Still, I have to thank you. Seeing you enter Overkill’s office was the first glimmer of hope I had in a long time. Thank you.”
I opened my mouth to say something, but then the door to Sofia’s room swung open and four figures entered the room.
First in was Dad, who looked rather exhausted, perhaps from the events of the night. Triplet followed in closely after him, with Shade coming in next, and finally, Night Soldier himself entering the room. I smiled at seeing Night Soldier enter and waved at him, causing him to wave back. I’d been worried about him and Sea Sister and was glad that he, at least, had survived the factory explosion. All four of them had a somber air about them, though, which made me wonder if we were about to hear some very bad news.
“Hey, girls,” said Shade, waving at us both as she and the others approached. “How are you feeling? Feeling better than you did in the factory?”
“Much,” Sofia said. She put a hand on her chest. “Aside from my complete and utter lack of powers, that is.”
“Right,” said Shade. She stopped at the end of Sofia’s bed, with Dad taking a spot next to me and Night Soldier standing on the opposite side of Sofia’s bed, while Triplet leaned against the wall away from everyone else. “I’m just glad that you’re alive, at least.”
“Same here,” I said. “Any updates on the factory explosion?”
“Our scouts are still digging through the wreckage,” said Shade. She rubbed her forehead. “Preliminary reports say that the entire factory was totaled. Neo-Gas must be extremely flammable stuff because there’s not one stone left standing on top of another. None of the equipment used to make Neo-Gas survived the blast and there certainly aren’t any more jars of the stuff lying around. Looks almost like a meteor crashed into the factory, to be honest.”
“What about casualties?” I said, looking at the adults worryingly. “How many people—?”
“None,” said Shade. “Although some of our agents got seriously injured during the initial assault, no one actually died during the attack. At least, no one on our side did.”
“Yes,” said Night Soldier, nodding. He looked at me. “Sea Sister, Hogarth, and I managed to escape the factory when the first explosion happened. Neither Sea Sister nor I inhaled any of the Neo-Gas, so we still have our powers.”
I sighed in relief. “That’s good to hear. I was worried about you guys for a while there.”
“What about the Guardians?” said Sofia. “How many of them died?”
“Nearly all of them,” said Shade, folding her arms in front of her chest. “It was the explosion, I think, that got most of them. A- through D-Teams had already evacuated the factory when the Neo-Gas was unleashed. The Guardians, however, stayed inside, probably thinking they were safe because they were normals.”
“Guess their dear leader didn’t think to tell them about the self-destructing mask ahead of time,” Triplet observed dryly. “Or that the Neo-Gas was flammable.”
“Our scouts suggest a few did escape,” said Shade, “though not very many and they are currently on the run. Overkill himself is not among the survivors, although we didn’t find any bodies.”
I chuckled bitterly. “That doesn’t matter. What are the odds that that was yet another body double pretending to be him while the real Overkill is hiding out in a cave somewhere or something like that?”
“The odds are higher than I’d like to admit,” said Shade. She glanced at Dad. “Although Overkill’s potential survival is probably the least of our concerns if the information about the Neo-Gas you guys gave me is true.”
“You mean the part where Overkill told us that he had shipped out a thousand crates of the stuff to all fifty States?” I said grimly. “Each case with about fifty jars, if I’m not mistaken?”
“Yes, that,” said Shade. “Assuming it’s true, that is a disaster on par with the Neo-Plague.”
“Assuming it’s true?” I said. “Is there any reason to assume it’s not?”
“It’s Overkill, Ashley,” said Night Soldier. “Overkill is not exactly known for his honesty. He could have been lying.”
“I don’t know,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. I looked at Sofia. “Sofia, you were his hostage for a while. Do you know if he shipped out any Neo-Gas canisters?”
Sofia furrowed her eyebrows. “Yes, I am pretty sure he did. I remember him talking to one of his lieutenants on the phone after he kidnapped me. He said he was shipping out a case of fifty jars to some Guardians in Nebraska, but I don’t know how many cases he shipped total or where they all went.”
“A thousand makes sense, given the size and scope of the factory,” said Shade. “According to the people involved in the raid, there were at least half that many cases in the factory alone.”
“Overkill also mentioned that there are other Neo-Gas factories,” I said. “Is that true?”
Shade sighed heavily and ran a hand through her hair. “I think so. One of the Guardians we caught admitted that there were other factories in the US. He told us about one in Indiana, but said that was the only one he knew of.”
“I assume you’re going to destroy it?” I said.
Shade locked eyes with me. “I sent over two dozen G-Men agents to blow the place up an hour ago. Five minutes ago, I got a text from the leader of the team telling me that the factory was rubble.”
My eyes widened. “Wow. You guys can move fast when you want to.”
“When we’re dealing with an existential threat to the superhuman community, we can’t afford to dillydally,” said Shade in an unusually serious voice. “And don’t be that impressed. We still need to find out the number and locations of the other factories. We also need to figure out how to track the Neo-Gas that has already been shipped out and destroy them before the Guardians use them.”
“That’s what I’m worried about,” I said. “What will we do about this Neo-Gas? Especially once it becomes common knowledge in the general public? Powerless gas is bad enough, but Neo-Gas is, like, a thousand times worse.”
“I’ve already briefed the President and Congress on the matter,” said Shade. “President Parker didn’t say what she was going to do, but I think she might declare a state of emergency over the whole country. She did authorize the G-Men to study the effects of Neo-Gas on a person, however, and see if the effects really are permanent or if there might be a way to restore a victim’s powers.”
“How are you going to do that if you don’t have any Neo-Gas to study?” I said. “Sounds hard, if not impossible.”
Shade pointed at Sofia. “That’s what Sofie is for. Since she’s the only known victim of Neo-Gas, we’re going to study her and try to restore her powers.”
I looked at Sofia in surprise. “Did you agree to this?”
“Of course,” said Sofia, nodding. She gestured at her body. “Without my powers, I am pretty useless as a field agent. If becoming a guinea pig for the G-Men is the only way I can help and keep my job, then I’ll be the best guinea pig ever.”
I nodded. “Makes sense. But, er, if you don’t mind me asking, how does it feel not to have your powers anymore?”
Sofia paused. She seemed taken aback by my question, or perhaps she was struggling to find the words to describe how it felt. “It feels like losing a limb. I feel like someone cut off my right leg and now I’m kind of hobbling around on one foot.”
“Phantom limb, right?” Triplet said. “It’s how people who have lost limbs describe it. You can feel it there, but it’s not actually there, right?”
Sofia nodded. “Yes, that’s exactly it. And I don’t like it. Not one bit.”
Dad nodded as well. “Reminds me of the time I lost my powers. Only, my powers were just negated. Don’t think there’s a serum you can drink that would restore your powers if you lost them permanently, though.”
“That’s what we’re going to find out,” said Shade, rubbing her hands together. “We’ll begin testing tomorrow. In the meantime, Sofie will need to get a good night’s sleep, while Ashley can go back to the Academy now that her help is no longer needed.”
“Hold on,” I said, raising a hand, “before I leave, I have another question to ask.”
Shade looked at me in confusion. “Question? What question?”
“Not of you,” I said. I pointed. “Him.”
I pointed at Triplet, who did not look startled when I pointed at him. Every eye in the room turned to look at Triplet, who merely nodded in resignation. “Knew you were going to ask that.”
“Ask what?” said Dad, frowning in puzzlement.
“What Triplet was doing there in the first place,” I said. “And why he had infiltrated the Guardians.”
Triplet sighed. “Guess I can let you in on it. I was infiltrating the Guardians as part of my ongoing investigation into Parasite’s ancestry.”
I blinked. “What do the Guardians of Humanity have to do with Parasite?”
“A lot, as it turns out,” said Triplet. “Much more than even I realized.”
Dad cracked a smile. “I hope you’re not suggesting that they’re somehow working together, Trip. I know that the Guardians and Parasite both hate me and my family for various reasons, but the Guardians hate all supers with no exceptions. Pretty sure that includes Parasite.”
“I never said they were working together,” said Triplet. “But didn’t any of you wonder how the Guardians were able to make Neo-Gas in the first place?”
“I just assumed that Overkill altered one of the recipes for artificial powerless gas or something,” I said. “Made it stronger.”
Triplet, however, shook his head. “Wrong. Dead wrong. Scientifically wrong. And I should know, because I double-checked with all of the neogeneticists I know, including Professor Hernandez, to make sure that it was impossible to simply ‘alter’ some recipe for artificial powerless gas.”
“Then how, pray tell, did Overkill make it?” Night Soldier questioned.
A grim expression appeared across Triplet’s face. “He used the Neo-Plague, of course.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Stunned silence filled the whole room at Triplet’s statement. Even Shade, who normally couldn’t shut up, seemed to be at a total loss for words. 
Dad was the first to snap out of the shock, shaking his head and saying, in a slightly dazed voice, “Did you say the Neo-Plague, Trip? Because I’m pretty sure that you did.”
Triplet nodded. “You heard me right. Neo-Gas is essentially a weaponized version of the Neo-Plague.”
My eyes widened. The Neo-Plague was a deadly virus that had ravaged the superhuman community nearly fourteen years ago. Around five percent of the global superhuman population had been wiped out by the Neo-Plague before a cure was discovered by Professor Dean Hernandez, a normal neogeneticist. I barely remembered it myself due to being a little girl at the time, but from what my parents and other adults who had been alive during that time had told me, it sounded horrific.
“And you didn’t tell me this during our earlier debriefing, why?” Shade said.
“Because I don’t trust the government,” Triplet replied bluntly. “Especially you G-Men types.”
Shade scowled. “You do realize that I could have you arrested for hiding important information from the government and interfering with a government mission, right?”
Dad’s hand on my shoulder suddenly tightened. I looked up at Dad, who was glaring at Shade.
“Lay one hand on Trip, Shade, and we’ll see if your shadows can still restrain me or not,” said Dad in a dangerously low tone.
I gulped. Although I knew Dad would never hurt me or anyone innocent, I also knew that his temper and impulsiveness could get the best of him. Based on the way he and Shade glared at each other, I wouldn’t be surprised if they actually did fight.
But then Night Soldier stepped in between Dad and Shade and said, “Everyone, calm down. We are all on the same side here. There’s no need to fight or threaten each other.”
Dad scowled. He took his hand off my shoulder and glared at Night Soldier. “Move, Roger. Or—”
“Or you’ll what?” said Night Soldier. He fixed his gaze on Dad’s eyes. “Or have you forgotten what happened the last time we fought in a dark place?”
Shade smirked. “Yeah, Kevin. I hope you didn’t forget that.”
Night Soldier glared over his shoulder at her. “Don’t act like you’re getting off scot-free, either. The shadows might be your friend, but I was born in them.”
Quite frankly, I was amazed that Night Soldier was standing up to both Dad and Shade. They were two of the most powerful supers I knew, especially Dad, but Night Soldier treated them like soldiers acting out of line. Then again, Night Soldier had been in the Marines before becoming a superhero, so that was probably why he acted the way he did.
After another second or two of tense staring, Dad and Shade looked away. I rubbed Dad’s arm to try to calm him down, while Sofia rubbed her forehead in relief, looking quite relieved that a fight hadn’t broken out in her hospital room.
Night Soldier said nothing to that. He just nodded and looked at Triplet. “Now, Triplet, what do you mean that Neo-Gas is a weaponized form of the Neo-Plague?”
Triplet pulled out a cigarette, which he lit and smoked before answering. “Firstly, I’ve been infiltrating the Guardians of Humanity for about two years now in other cases. It’s been a pretty deep cover, pretending to be Death Mask, the most merciless Guardian there is who has killed over twenty supers.”
“You’ve killed twenty supers?” Shade said. “Why, you—”
“Don’t be so naive,” said Triplet. “Of course I haven’t killed twenty supers. I’ve never even killed one. I only developed that reputation for Death Mask so the other Guardians would respect me. Worked like a charm so far and is probably the main reason I’ve gotten as close to them as I did.”
I suddenly remembered a scene from Professor Hernandez’s office and said, “Have you been working for Professor Hernandez this entire time?”
Triplet looked at me in surprise. “Yes, how did you know?”
“I walked into one of your holo-calls with him once,” I said. “That was a couple of years ago.”
“Ah,” said Triplet with a nod. “I see. Yes, I do holo-calls with him regularly, especially since taking up the case of Parasite’s ancestry.”
“Why is Professor Hernandez so interested in the Guardians of Humanity?” I asked.
“Classified,” said Triplet. “What Dean needs me to investigate is unrelated, more or less, to the Parasite case. I only mention it to give some context for how I discovered the true nature of the Neo-Gas.”
Night Soldier frowned. “Go ahead, then. Tell us more.”
It seemed like Night Soldier was as surprised as we were about Professor Hernandez’s relationship with Triplet. It definitely intrigued me and made me wonder what other secrets that Professor Hernandez might be keeping from us.
“All right,” said Triplet. “To make a long story short, I managed to convince Overkill to make me one of his bodyguards, which is why I was in his office with him. By talking to him, I found out that Overkill had gotten his hands on a strand of the Neo-Plague, which formed the basis of the Neo-Gas. Took a lot of trial and effort before he found out a combination that worked, but I know for a fact that it was the Neo-Plague. I even have proof.”
Triplet pulled out an empty test tube from his pocket and held it up. The test tube had a white label on it that read ‘NEO-PLAGUE SAMPLE 4’ in black marker, looking a bit like something you might see in a lab.
Everyone took a collective step back when Triplet brandished the tube. Even Sofia and I moved back, I scraping the legs of the chair across the floor while Sofia held her pillow in front of her like a shield.
“Don’t panic,” said Triplet as he flipped the test tube in his hand. “It’s empty and thoroughly disinfected. There isn’t even the slightest bit of Neo-Plague left in this tube.”
“But that’s impossible,” said Sofia. “The Neo-Plague was wiped out fourteen years ago when Professor Hernandez discovered the cure. It hasn’t been seen in over a decade. Where could Overkill have gotten his hands on a sample?”
“From a laboratory, most likely,” said Triplet. “Given how many labs were working on a cure for the Neo-Plague back in the day, it could have come from anywhere.”
“Like, say, a secret government lab hidden somewhere?” Dad offered while shooting an annoyed glare at Shade. “One that Shade might know of?”
“Hey, don’t look at me,” said Shade, putting her hands on her hips. “I can confirm that the G-Men do not have any Neo-Plague samples. We did in the past when our scientists were working on a cure, but Cadmus, the last Director, ordered all samples destroyed after the cure was found. He considered it too dangerous to keep around, given how over ninety percent of Department employees at the time were super.”
“Yes, I don’t think the G-Men are at fault this time, Bolt,” said Triplet. “And I am no government-lover, either. I think this sample most likely came from some kind of private lab. It’s been pretty thoroughly cleaned, however, so there’s nothing to indicate where it may have come from or who had it.”
“This is terrible news and all, but I think I see a silver lining,” said Sofia. “If Neo-Gas is based on the Neo-Plague, then couldn’t the vaccine used to cure the Neo-Plague also, perhaps, give me my powers back?”
Triplet shrugged. “I asked Dean that, but he said he wasn’t sure. I doubt it myself. Overkill modified the Neo-Gas so much that I think you would need an entirely new vaccine to cure it, but I guess you guys will find out once you start testing.”
Sofia’s hopeful smile vanished when Triplet said that. She looked at her plate of gruel and sighed. “I guess so.”
“I think I see the relation between Neo-Gas and the Neo-Plague,” said Night Soldier, tapping his chin. “One of the symptoms of the Neo-Plague was a permanent loss of powers after a time. Granted, you usually died right after, but Neo-Gas doesn’t seem to be lethal so far.”
“It’s not,” said Triplet. “I even asked Overkill about it when I was pretending to be his bodyguard. He said that the process of turning the Neo-Plague into Neo-Gas removed the lethal aspect of the disease. The worst it does is permanently de-power supers.”
Shade ran her hand through her hair, looking genuinely distressed for the first time since I’d known her. “This is bad. Like, really bad news. I remember the Neo-Plague. We all do, except Sofia and Ashley.”
“Yes,” said Dad with a nod. He shuddered. “And now, it’s back and in the hands of people who want to kill every last super on the planet.”
The tension and fear on the faces of the older heroes astonished me. I’d never seen my Dad this disturbed before. Seeing my Dad, who was one of the most confident and powerful superheroes I knew, looking as worried as he did was a hint at the seriousness of the Neo-Plague.
But then a question occurred to me and I looked at Triplet. “Trip, you said that Parasite is related to the Guardians somehow. Can you explain that?”
Triplet nodded. “I can. My investigation of Parasite’s ancestry has led me down some interesting rabbit holes. Have you ever wondered how Parasite ended up at the orphanage where he grew up?”
I shook my head. “No. Didn’t he end up there because his parents were dead or whatever?”
“That’s what the orphanage originally told the Academy after the Academy Murders,” said Triplet. He smoked his cigarette. “But when I went back to the orphanage for more information, they told me that Parasite was originally dropped off at the Academy by a man known only as Calvin. This ‘Calvin’ was assumed to be Parasite’s father, but he wouldn’t state his exact relation to Parasite and only insisted that the orphanage take him in, claiming that Parasite’s father had disappeared and his mom was dead.”
“Calvin …” I repeated. “Could he have been, like, Parasite’s uncle or something?”
“And here’s the interesting part,” said Triplet. “Using my network of underground contacts, I discovered that this ‘Calvin’ was likely Calvin Kilter, a petty criminal who lived in Howardson, Texas, the town in which Parasite’s orphanage is located.”
“Still doesn’t mean that Calvin isn’t related to Parasite, though,” I pointed out.
“But Calvin wasn’t just a petty criminal,” said Triplet. “He was a Guardian of Humanity. In fact, he was the very same Guardian who tried to kill your baby brother, Ronald, two years ago.”
My eyes widened. “Seriously? But I thought that guy was a newbie.”
“Note I said he was a Guardian,” said Triplet, “but I didn’t say he was a good Guardian. Anyway, I interviewed Calvin in prison where he told me that Overkill had told him to get rid of the baby that would one day be known as Parasite. Calvin was originally supposed to kill Parasite, but couldn’t bring himself to kill a baby, even if that baby was a super. Hence why he dropped Parasite off at the orphanage.”
“What a strange story,” said Sofia. “Why didn’t Overkill kill this baby himself? And where did he even get that baby, anyway?”
Triplet’s expression hardened. “My theory? Overkill is Parasite’s dad.”
“What?” I said, almost falling out of my chair in shock. “No way. That doesn’t make sense. I mean, I guess they are both crazy, but—”
“Ashley’s right,” said Dad. “Overkill hates supers. The only reason he would be worried about having a super baby is if he slept with a super woman, which doesn’t seem very likely to me.”
“I didn’t say it was fact,” said Triplet, holding up his hands. “But it’s the most likely theory so far. What if Overkill wanted the baby dead precisely so he could avoid the risk of his fellow Guardians discovering that he had slept with a super? Such information would have risked his own life and destroyed the Guardians. And it’s not unheard of for bigots to have flings with people who belong to groups they hate, either.”
“Is that why you infiltrated the Guardians?” I said. “To find out if Overkill actually is Parasite’s dad?”
“Yes,” said Triplet. He gestured at the empty test tube. “I ended up discovering the Neo-Plague and Neo-Gas connection entirely by accident, which is how things tend to go in my investigations.”
“Does it really matter, at this point, who Parasite’s daddy is?” said Shade. She ran her hands through her hair again. “I’m way more concerned about Overkill weaponizing the Neo-Plague than who Overkill is sleeping with. You guys can worry about Parasite. The G-Men have infinitely bigger fish to fry.”
Dad nodded. “Shade’s right for once. Although this is interesting, the Neo-Gas is the bigger issue. I will share your information with the Neohero Alliance Leadership Council if you don’t mind, Trip.”
“I don’t,” said Triplet. “I might be a lone wolf, but this is something that affects all of us. Although I suspect the Parasite-Overkill connection might be important, too.”
Triplet shook his head. “In any case, I’ll leave the Neo-Gas situation to the big boys. My focus will be on the Parasite case, but if any of you need help, feel free to let me know. I’ll also keep you updated if I find out more about the Neo-Plague sample.”
“Good,” said Shade. “In the meantime, I need to get this information to President Parker and let the rest of the Department know ASAP. As well, of course, as work on a cure for Sofia.”
“The NHA will do the same,” said Dad. “The Neo-Gas is easily the greatest threat to the superhuman community since the Neo-Plague. All hands on deck, I say.”
“What about me?” I said. “What am I supposed to do?”
“Go back to school and finish your studies,” said Dad, looking down at me. “What you are supposed to do, in other words.”
“After learning about all of this?” I said in surprise. “No way. I can’t just go back to school knowing about Overkill’s Neo-Gas.”
Dad pursed his lips. “I know it’s frustrating, but it’s for the best. You haven’t graduated from the Academy yet, and until you do, you can’t do any official superhero work. Plus, I don’t want you to put your life in danger any more than you already have.”
I bit my lower lip, but he was right. At the moment, there was nothing I could do about Overkill’s Neo-Gas. I would just have to trust that Dad and the other pro heroes would deal with it before it became a huge problem.
Despite that, though, I couldn’t help but think one question. It wasn’t one I was going to ask aloud—especially not in the presence of Sofia—but the question echoed in my head over and over again:
What if the Neo-Gas could cure me of my condition by taking away my powers?




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Over the next couple of months, news about the Neo-Gas spread through the superhuman community like wildfire. Neo Ranks, the top news site for all things super, was the first to break the news on the Internet with a press release from the G-Men announcing the Guardians’ creation and use of Neo-Gas. The information then spread from there until it seemed like you couldn’t go anywhere without hearing about the dreaded Neo-Gas. Even the mainstream news outlets like Central News Network talked about it, as I discovered when I saw a video clip online from Mark Dane’s interview with Shade about the dangers of Neo-Gas. 
But I don’t think anyone really grasped just how terrible Neo-Gas was until a week after we assaulted the factory. In Illinois, half a dozen supers—including two NHA members—were found dead in Chicago, with traces of Neo-Gas found on their bodies. A day later, the Guardians of Humanity published a video online taking credit for the Chicago Murders, as they were called, and claimed to have used Neo-Gas to do it.
News began to trickle in every day after that, with a new murder or two being reported daily. While superheroes dying on the job wasn’t exactly unheard of—after all, superheroism was one of the most dangerous jobs in the world for a reason—the rate at which supers were killed shot up dramatically. And it wasn’t just superheroes, either. Several infamous supervillains, including Lord Klaw, were also murdered by the Guardians with Neo-Gas. In fact, the Los Lobos drug cartel, a super-ran drug cartel that operated primarily along the Texas/Mexico border, was found dead inside one of their hideouts the day after the Chicago Murders happened. A surviving Los Lobos member claimed that they had all been lured into one room and then the room was shut and filled with Neo-Gas, at which point a dozen Guardians entered the room and killed everyone.
Granted, that was one of the more dramatic stories. Most of them were rather simple, usually a single super being killed. A gentle gardener who could talk to animals found with her throat slit in her garden, a dentist who could manipulate bone found with a bullet in his brain in his home … it got so bad that I just stopped looking at Neo Ranks and the news media entirely to avoid spiraling into depression.
Although Night Soldier assured the Academy that the Guardians could not attack us, tension and anxiety were rampant among the students. It hit students with super parents or relatives especially hard. Perhaps the most personal hit for me was when Fadil—one of my fellow Team Justice fourth-years, a great artist and one of the nicest guys I know—lost his uncle in North Dakota to a Neo-Gas attack.
In fact, the anxiety among the students was so bad that the Academy counselor was booked, forcing the Academy to hire an additional counselor to keep up with the demand from the students. I didn’t use the counseling and neither did Jake or my friends, but I certainly saw plenty of students take advantage of the Academy’s free counseling to help them with their anxiety and fear.
Honestly, the main reason I remained calm is because the teachers did. Despite the terrible news that came in every day, not a single one of the teachers showed any fear or worry. Oh, you could tell that they were as concerned about the Neo-Gas situation as anyone else, but they did their best to keep up their spirits. They gave us more homework than ever and did what they could to make our classes engaging to help keep our minds off the awful news coming in from the outside. A few of the teachers went above and beyond, such as Harden, our Powers teacher, who brought in a huge plate of his family’s chocolate chip cookies to class one day because he was so pleased with our progress.
It made me respect the teachers a lot. It even increased my respect for the Fashionista, who, like Harden, started to bring snacks and drinks to class. Although I still didn’t like the Fashionista all that much, I did admire the way she made sure to keep us as worry-free as possible.
As for my friends, everyone reacted a little differently. Jake, as usual, was pretty care-free, but also annoyed. Apparently, he was in SAP now, too, and was supposed to start his apprenticeship with the superhero Muscles in New Jersey the week before Thanksgiving, only for it to be canceled because Muscles was worried about the safety of any apprentices or sidekicks he took on. Like me, Jake wished he could be out there in the field, helping track down and destroy Neo-Gas, but that just wasn’t possible right now.
Barrett and Courtney reacted in their own unique ways. Barrett was relieved beyond measure that I was okay and had survived the attack on the factory. Even so, he was really upset about the fact that the Guardians of Humanity still operated in America and that they had upped their efforts to destroy the superhuman community. He didn’t quite say that Superbia wouldn’t have allowed something like this to happen, but I could tell he was basically thinking that.
Speaking of Superbia, Dragon King published another video when the news about Neo-Gas broke. He claimed that Superbia was the only country on the planet that had no Guardians or Neo-Gas and that any supers who wished to move to Superbia to avoid the Neo-Gas could. Interestingly, Dragon King also claimed that Superbian scientists were already hard at work on a Neo-Gas cure and would likely have one by late next year.
Whether there was any truth to that claim or not, I don’t know. I did read a report from Neo Ranks that immigration to Superbia was actually up since the start of the Neo-Gas crisis. Maybe more supers were afraid of the Neo-Gas than I thought.
I wasn’t. I mean, yes, I was afraid of it, but I wasn’t so scared that I was going to run into the arms of Dragon King. His offer to join him was still too fresh on my mind for me to believe that Superbia was truly safer than any other country. Superbia probably didn’t have any Neo-Gas, but it was also ruled by a totalitarian psychopath, so I doubted it was that much safer than America.
Having said that, I did continue to think about my options. I was still on course to die before the end of the school year without any medical interventions. It seemed I now had a third option to treat my condition, though: Inhaling Neo-Gas, which would remove my powers and potentially save my life.
Granted, that didn’t seem like a realistic option. It would require finding a Guardian of Humanity who would be willing to spray me with the gas but not actually kill me. Given how the Guardians of Humanity were using Neo-Gas precisely because it made supers easier to kill, that seemed about as safe as asking an arsonist to start a campfire in the middle of a forest during a drought.
Even so, Neo-Gas seemed a lot less invasive than the power removal surgery that Professor Hernandez told me about. While every other super I knew seemed deathly terrified of the Neo-Gas, I found myself wondering if it was really such a bad thing, especially given how power removal seemed to be the only truly negative side effect that it had.
Courtney, of course, was worried about it. But like the teachers, she did her best to put on a brave face for the rest of the Team Justice students, which made sense because Courtney was the Top Student of Team Justice. She did confide in me privately, however, that she was worried sick about Neo-Gas and found it hard to sleep at night despite knowing how safe the Academy was.
But the most worried of all was Nigel, who I spent way too much time reassuring him that we were safe at the Academy. He was even more news-obsessed than I was, seeming to spend every second that he wasn’t eating or studying looking at different news sites on his Team Watch. It meant that he was always the most well-informed person of any of my Team Justice friends about the Neo-Gas, but he was also the most anxious and worried.
Still, I did work closely with Nigel to help him with his PMD. Even over a couple of months, I saw a lot of improvement in Nigel’s control over his condition. It seemed that stress brought on his condition more than anything, so I tried to avoid stressing him out too much. He turned out to be a fun kid to talk to and get to know, at least when he wasn’t obsessing over the Neo-Gas situation, anyway.
Nigel, in fact, was the reason I knew about President Karen Parker’s State of the Union address, in which she spoke candidly about the Neo-Gas and the effects it was having on the nation. President Parker apparently claimed that the G-Men were working closely with the NHA and INJ to deal with the issue and that they were actually hiring more normals to work for the G-Men. Made sense. Normals were entirely unaffected by Neo-Gas, as far as we were aware, so it made sense to hire more of them.
The news about Sofia losing her powers hit Team Justice especially hard. Mostly among the older students who remembered her, but even some of the first- and second-years became anxious upon learning that one of our former Teammates had lost her powers. Fortunately, Sofia seemed to be doing well aside from her loss of powers, although I didn’t get to talk to her too much because she spent most of her time getting studied by the G-Men’s scientists.
Professor Hernandez and I regularly discussed Neo-Gas at our regular weekly meetings, as well as my condition. It was definitely getting worse, according to him, although the Super Pill still kept it from getting too bad. Even so, Professor Hernandez still urged me to make a decision on what treatment I wanted.
That was the hard part, though. I still wasn’t sure if I wanted to get the power removal surgery or accept Dragon King’s offer. Professor Hernandez said that he thought Superbia’s claims about having a cure for Hernandez’s Disease were true after studying the papers that Howard Sycamore had published but left it up to me if I wanted to do that or not.
I couldn’t deny that the idea of taking a pill—which was apparently what Franklin’s Cure was—and being cured forever sounded attractive. That would mean, however, that I would need to go to Superbia … and Dragon King had already made it clear that if I went to Superbia, I would never leave.
Thus, I stayed in a state of indecision, deciding to put off my decision until the New Year.
Frankly, I was glad when Christmas break rolled around and Jake and I were able to go home and see our parents and Ronny. Although Parasite and Gentleman were still out there somewhere, going home seemed like it would be a nice way to relax.
Unfortunately, the day before Christmas break began, I got a message from Night Soldier summoning me to a place I had some pretty bad memories about.
And it wasn’t just to say goodbye before I headed back home, either …




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


Sunday, December 19th, 8:01 AM, 2038 … 
Wearing my full red-and-yellow spandex costume, I felt a little silly as I walked through the Academy campus. Perhaps that was a weird way to feel. I mean, it was a superhero school. You’d think that students walking around in superhero costumes would be the norm.
In fact, it wasn’t. Students were only allowed to wear their costumes under specific circumstances. For example, students could wear their costumes during training sessions at the Gym or if they wanted to test out a new piece of equipment they added or whatever. Occasionally, our Powers and Combat classes would require that we wear our costumes, usually whenever Sea Sister or Harden wanted us to get used to using our powers in our costumes. Costumes & Names was also a class where we could wear our costumes, usually when our teacher, the Fashionista, wanted to see how we looked in them. Oh, and we could wear our costumes if we were on a mission in SAP, too, obviously.
Other than that, we usually wore our blue-and-black Academy uniforms in most classes in our day-to-day lives.
That was why I was worried when I got the message from Night Soldier yesterday telling me to come to the Old Library.
“And bring your costume,” Night Soldier’s message had said, “because you are going to need it.”
Night Soldier’s message had been too vague for my liking. He said only that I should go to the Old Library on the east side of campus to meet up with him there. He said he couldn’t go into too much detail because he didn’t want to risk someone reading our messages by hacking the Hectornet, but said he would fill me in on all the details once I got there.
That was annoying, to be frank. Tomorrow was the start of Christmas break. I was already all packed and ready to go home, but I’d been planning to spend our last day at school with Barrett. We were planning to go to the Gym and work out together, along with Jake, Courtney, and Jake’s girlfriend, Rachel. Night Soldier’s message, however, made it sound like I was going to be gone all day, which meant that I had to throw out all of my plans. I hoped it was important, whatever it was that Night Soldier had summoned me for.
And why did we have to meet up in front of the Old Library, of all places? It was easily my least favorite part of campus. Was it because it was a private place that most students avoided like heck?
The Old Library had bad memories for me because that was where I’d nearly been murdered by Parasite on one occasion. On another occasion, I’d been nearly killed by the Guardians of Humanity when a handful of them invaded the Academy’s underground tunnel system. The Old Library was one of the Academy’s only entrances to the Underground Academy, a second campus designed to be a giant bunker for the students and faculty of the Academy in case of emergency.
Of course, most students avoided the Old Library because it had been abandoned for years, especially after they built the Lady Amazon Library. Rumor had it that Night Soldier was always planning to tear down the Old Library and put something else in its place, but so far it stayed up year after year, developing a reputation as a haunted old building that you always went into but never came out of. I knew better, of course, but a sense of dread did fill me when I turned the corner of the path and saw the Old Library itself, looking as abandoned as ever as I approached it.
Fortunately, Night Soldier was indeed standing in front of the Old Library, looking at a holographic document hovering over his Team Watch. He looked up at me as I approached, however, and smiled in relief.
“Good to see you, Ashley,” said Night Soldier as he closed the document. “I hope I didn’t inconvenience you too much.”
“To be honest, Headmaster, you kind of did,” I said, coming to a stop a few feet from him. “I was planning to spend the day with Barrett and my friends, but I guess I’ll have plenty of time to spend with them after Christmas break. Or at least with Barrett and Jake, anyway.”
“I know,” said Night Soldier, “but this matter I need your help with is important. I’m not going to tell you what it is, though, until our other guests arrive.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Other guests? Who would that be?”
“Why, me, of course,” said an all-too-familiar arrogant voice behind me, causing me to look over my shoulder.
A teenage boy with silver blond hair stood on top of one of the streetlamps lining the path up to the Old Library. Clad in a silver-and-white costume, the boy smirked and waved down at me in amusement.
“Theo?” I said, staring up at Theo in confusion. “What are you doing here?”
‘Theo’ was my nickname for Theodore Jason, my cousin, who was also a student at the Academy. Unlike me, however, he was a Team Secret third-year student. It was odd, however, because I don’t remember seeing Theo when I started the new school year, making me wonder what he’d been doing. Even the fact that he was a year behind me and in a different Team did not seem like sufficient enough explanation for his absence.
“I was about to ask you the same question, cuz,” said Theo. “But perhaps it would be easier to talk down there.”
With a snap of his fingers, Theo disappeared from the street lamp and appeared next to me, leaning on me with his elbow. I stepped away from Theo, however, who nonetheless stood upright, a mock hurt look on his face.
“Is that how you treat family, Ashley?” asked Theo in a fake hurt voice. “It’s been so long since we’ve seen each other that I thought you would be happy to see me again.”
Rubbing my shoulder, I said, “I’m mostly just surprised to see you here. I thought I was the only student Night Soldier had summoned.”
Theo put his hands on his hips. “Perhaps you forgot, cuz, but we’re the Co-Champions of the Academy. Both of us. So if the Academy is in danger or needs our help, that means they need both of us.”
Ah. I had forgotten that, in my second year, Theo and I had both won the Academy Intraschool Competition, the first (and, so far, only) Academy-wide competition. There was only supposed to be one winner, but thanks to an attack from the Guardians interrupting the Finals, Night Soldier had decided to declare us the Co-Champions of the Academy.
In the aftermath of the closure of the Academy for repairs and my third year being spent in Superbia, however, the Competition had slipped my mind completely. I had also forgotten about my status as a Co-Champion.
“Apologies for not telling you sooner, Ashley,” said Night Soldier, “but Theo’s presence was one of the details I was going to tell you about when you got here.”
“Yeah, I can see that,” I said. “But why did you ask both of us to be here? What, exactly, are we supposed to ‘help’ with?”
Night Soldier opened his mouth to answer that question, but then a voice above us said, “A certain security issue, I presume.”
Startled, I looked up to see Omega Man himself floating down toward us. He was wearing his costume, too. Rather than his normal red-and-blue spandex, however, Omega Man now wore a black-and-red costume, complete with a long, flowing cape that trailed behind him. The capital ‘O’ on his chest, however, was basically the same, although it seemed to be glowing now for some reason.
“Omega Man?” Theo said in disbelief. “No way.”
Omega Man nodded as he touched down on the ground a few feet away from us. He was as tall and muscular as ever, a kindly smile crossing his face as he looked at us. “As the kids say, yes way. By the way, Theo, how are you doing? Feeling well?”
Theo gulped. “Y-Yeah. I mean, I’m fine. Haven’t been shot recently.”
“Good to know,” said Omega Man with another nod. “I recall your father, White Lightning, telling me that you were doing better, but it’s nice to see that you are back in school.”
I couldn’t help but smile at Omega Man’s concern. He had shown similar concern for Theo when Theo nearly got killed by Overkill in the Finals of the Competition. It surprised me that Omega Man apparently remembered Theo’s injury, but I probably shouldn’t have been. It was yet more evidence of Omega Man’s love and concern for the students.
Then Omega Man looked at me and said, “Ashley, I heard about your friend, Sofia. I am sorry for her loss.”
“It’s fine, sir,” I said, not feeling nearly as starstruck as Theo due to my previous experiences with Omega Man. “As far as I know, Sofie is doing fine. They’re working on restoring her powers, although …”
“You’re not sure how much luck they’re having,” said Omega Man. “Right?”
I scratched the back of my head. “Er, I didn’t want to put it like that—”
“No worries,” said Omega Man with a wave. “I know that everyone is trying to find a way to undo the effects of Neo-Gas. Honestly, though, it reminds me of the Neo-Plague, where everyone was afraid and didn’t know what was going to happen next and all of the scientists and doctors scrambling to find a cure.”
“Neo-Gas is basically a modified version of the Neo-Plague, though, isn’t it?” said Theo. He seemed to have gotten over being awe-struck at Omega Man, though he still looked at him with a ton of respect. “So the reaction makes sense.”
“True enough,” said Omega Man. He sighed and rubbed his head. “Makes me feel like I wasn’t in hibernation for ten years, although the fact that everyone else I knew back then is a decade older is proof enough that a lot has changed since then.”
Night Soldier chuckled and rubbed his arm. “If the passage of time was the only thing to have changed since your hibernation, life would be so much better.”
“Agreed,” said Omega Man. He glanced at the Old Library. “I remember when the Old Library was still new. It’s in a rather sorry state now.”
“Yes,” said Night Soldier. “But we didn’t gather to reminiscence about the past. I have called you three here for a very good reason.”
“And what is that good reason?” I said. “I noticed you still haven’t mentioned it.”
Night Soldier cracked a smile. “Only because you three were trying to catch up. Now that we’re all caught up, however, I think it’s time I told you all what we’re here for.”
Night Soldier tapped his Team Watch a couple of times. A holographic image of a demonic face, as depicted by an artist, appeared over his watch. The red eyes, sharp fangs, and pig-like snout may have only been an artist’s depiction, but just seeing the image itself was enough to send a chill down my spine and bring back even more bad memories.
“We’re going demon-hunting,” said Night Soldier. “Specifically, for the Demon of the Underground.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


The Underground Academy was much colder than the last time I was here. Granted, I’d recently redesigned my costume to be padded with cotton to keep me warm without a coat, but the coldness could be seen with my breath, which was visible whenever I breathed. Unlike the last time I was here, all of the lights were on, letting me see where I was going and giving me plenty of light to use for my Constructs. 
The Underground Academy looked much the same as I remembered it. There were identical copies of nearly every surface building, while the street layout was also near-identical. The only major difference between the Underground Academy and the normal Academy was the vast, dome-like ceiling overhead, which was covered in bright floodlights that mimicked sunlight pretty well. They were so sun-like that even I was almost fooled, although they still had an artificial feeling to them that was obvious whenever I tried to make a Construct.
But I was wrong. There was actually another major difference between the Underground and the surface: The silence.
Well, the Underground wasn’t entirely silent. Somewhere in the distance, I heard the humming of engines as the machinery that kept the Underground running rumbled. I also thought I heard air conditioning working overhead coming from the vents that were just barely visible on the ceiling overhead.
But there were no students, no faculty, no blowing wind, no birds or squirrels or any of the other animals that made their home in the Academy. Aside from our breaths and our footsteps, the Underground was entirely silent. It was a little unnerving, to be honest, especially considering our reason for being here.
“So …” said Omega Man, walking beside me. “This Demon of the Underground … you’ve seen it before?”
Snapped out of my thoughts, I looked at Omega Man. He walked to my right, his long cape flowing softly behind him. Despite looking at me, however, I could tell that Omega Man was very aware of his surroundings, which meant that the Demon wasn’t likely to get the drop on us.
I nodded. “Yeah. It was two years ago before Overkill woke you up. Shade and I were attacked by a couple of Guardians. They nearly killed us, too, but the Demon of the Underground showed up out of nowhere and killed them for us.”
Omega Man nodded, a thoughtful expression on his face. “Yet it did not attack either you or Shade.”
“Yes,” I said. “That’s right. But I think it would have, if Night Soldier, Sea Sister, and Harden hadn’t shown up when they did. Sea Sister told me that the Demon nearly killed her once, so I expect it only killed the Guardians because they were the more immediate threat and not because it liked me or Shade very much.”
Omega Man pursed his lips and looked around. “And now demons are apparently real as well. Despite having been awake for over two years at this point, this new world I find myself in still manages to surprise me.”
“ ‘Demon,’ singular,” I said. “But yeah, it’s weird. And it’s even weirder that Night Soldier is having us deal with it.”
I still remembered Night Soldier’s earlier explanation on the surface. He told me, Omega Man, and Theo that he felt like it was time we got rid of the Demon of the Underground. Apparently, a couple of janitors had been nearly mauled to death by the Demon last week near the Old Library entrance. Some of the night crew of the Janitorial Squad had claimed that they had even seen the Demon lurking on the surface at night time.
That was what had prompted Night Soldier to decide the Demon’s time had come. If rumors of the Demon spread throughout the school, it would undermine Night Soldier’s attempts to keep the Academy safe. Plus, there was enough tension and anxiety in the air over the Neo-Gas situation that we didn’t need literal demon sightings on top of that.
Therefore, Night Soldier had given me, Omega Man, and Theo the task of hunting down the Demon of the Underground and killing it. Night Soldier had also recruited the teachers into helping with the hunt, however, and had given all of us different parts of the Underground to search.
Omega Man and I had been assigned the northwest sector of the Underground, which was where the student dorm buildings were located. Night Soldier and Theo, who were paired together, were somewhere in the northeast sector, near the Stadium. The other teachers were scattered in different parts of the Underground, but we all could keep in touch via our Team Watches.
But, although we’d been down here for close to half an hour now, neither I nor Omega Man had seen the Demon yet. We had just finished searching the Team Justice dorm building—which took a surprisingly short amount of time due to the lack of students—and were making our way to the Team Powers dorm building, which was the next closest dormitory. Our plan was to investigate every dorm building until we found the Demon. If we did not find the Demon in any of the dorms, however, we’d make our way to the northeast sector to meet up with Night Soldier and Theo.
Personally, I considered it strange that Night Soldier had chosen now to deal with the Demon. I was mostly still annoyed about the fact that he waited until the last day of school to do it. Granted, I was all for keeping the Academy safe (especially from the Demon), but I wished we could have at least waited until after Christmas break.
Omega Man clenched his fists. “It’s not so weird when you consider how powerful I am. I’ve heard that the Demon is supposedly much stronger than even most supers and that its claws can rend flesh. Besides, this gives me a chance to fight, which I haven’t had much opportunity to do since I woke up.”
I looked at Omega Man curiously. “You haven’t? I figured you would have been back on the streets fighting supervillains since your awakening.”
Omega Man shook his head. “No. I’ve spent most of my time on Hero Island, where Brains has been using his telepathy to delve deep into my mind and extract my missing memories. Not much luck so far, though, other than the memory I told you about at your house.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said. “I can’t imagine what it must feel like to have lost over a decade of your life, especially at your age.”
Omega Man shrugged. “It is what it is. No point in complaining about it. And we are making progress. Just … not as much or as quickly as I’d like.”
Omega Man sighed and looked at me again suddenly, a smile on his face. “But enough about my problems. I still can’t get over the fact that you’re Bolt’s daughter. That would make you Genius’ granddaughter.”
I chuckled. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure that’s how it works.”
Omega Man shook his head again. “I remember when Bolt was a teenager himself. I feel so old.”
“Nothing wrong with that,” I said. “I kind of wish my grandfather was still alive myself. I didn’t get to know him because he died before I was born.”
“Yes, I remember that,” said Omega Man. “You remind me a lot of Genius. Smart, intellectual, and serious, although you are much prettier than him, of course.”
I chuckled. “Thanks. But don’t you have any kids of your own?”
“No, I don’t,” said Omega Man. “I never got married, so I never had kids.”
“Never?” I said. “Why not?”
Omega Man shrugged. “Unlike some of the other members of what is now called the First Generation, I never hid my identity from the public. I let everyone know up front that I was John Watterson. It was my way of winning the trust of normals, who I felt like could not trust us if they didn’t know our faces and names. It also had the side effect of merging my super and normal lives together, though.”
I raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”
“Well, now that everyone knew who I was, that meant every villain did as well,” said Omega Man. He looked at his feet as we walked as if lost in thought. “It even led to some attacks on my parents and coworkers, though fortunately, I was able to save them. Even so, it was a hard decision to make. I decided not to date or get married or involved with anyone deeper than friendship. To date, or even marry, a woman back then would mean to make her a target for any villain or criminal who had a bone to pick with me, which was a lot.”
I put a hand over my mouth. “So you sacrificed your personal life just to win the trust of normals? Do you ever regret it?”
Omega Man looked straight at me with unwavering conviction. “Not for one moment. Had I not revealed my secret identity right from the start, normals would never have trusted supers or given any credence to the idea of superheroes at all, except as characters in fiction. I knew that the long-term survival and growth of the superhuman community in America and the world itself depended on normals seeing us as protectors and friends, not alien supermen who seek to conquer or oppress normals with our powers. It was a necessary sacrifice and one of the main reasons supers are as accepted as they are today, although there are other reasons, too, of course.”
I didn’t quite know what to say to that. Here I was, worrying about whether I would need to give up my own personal life to become a superhero and live or not when Omega Man had already done it ages ago. Not only had Omega Man put his life on the line for the superhuman community multiple times over the years, but he’d already sacrificed his own chance at personal happiness and satisfaction for the sake of others.
Could I do the same thing?
Then Omega Man sighed. “But sometimes, I do wonder what it would have been like if I got married and had children. If I’d gotten married back then, I would probably have a few grandchildren by now. These grandchildren would probably even be your classmates.”
“Right,” I said. “I’m sorry.”
Omega Man chuckled. “Thanks, but like I said, I don’t regret it, even if I occasionally do wonder what it would be like to have a wife and kids of my own. I always admired Genius and some of the other First Generation heroes for getting married and having a normal life. Or as ‘normal’ a life as superheroes can, though. That takes bravery.”
I nearly stopped in my tracks when Omega Man said that. “Wait, you think it takes bravery to be a super who lives a normal life than the life of a superhero?”
Omega Man nodded. “I wouldn’t say either lifestyle is ‘braver’ than the other, but there’s no shame in living the life of a normal if that’s what you want. Being a superhero is great … but also lonely and stressful at times. Having a wife and kids, I think, would have helped me a lot when I was younger, even though I had good reasons for being single.”
I nodded. Frankly, I was still too shocked by Omega Man’s admission that the superhero life wasn’t all it was cracked up to be than anything. Here was Omega Man, the most famous superhero in the world, and he didn’t seem to think that every super needed to be a superhero.
In some ways, this validated my original desire, which was to become a ‘normal’ mother and wife. Granted, after my time in Superbia, I was more open to the idea of becoming a superhero, but hearing Omega Man admit the downsides of being a superhero made me wonder if I had been too hasty to throw aside my original dream.
Of course, this dilemma wouldn’t matter if I died. I had the much more immediate dilemma of dealing with what kind of procedure I wanted to undergo to save my life. Either undergo power removal surgery or bite the bullet and go to Superbia to take Franklin’s Cure. And I needed to make a decision on that fast because I only had maybe six months left before I died.
Without warning, a loud crack could be heard. I looked around, but didn’t see the source of the crack until Omega Man shouted, “Look out!”
Looking up, I saw one of the street lamps falling toward me. Omega Man yanked me out of the way of the falling street lamp at the last second, causing the street lamp to crash onto the street, sending glass shards flying everywhere, though thankfully not hitting us.
My heart beating rapidly, I said, “That was a close one. But why—?”
Omega Man suddenly pointed at the spot between the Team Justice and Team Powers dorms. “That’s why.”
I looked at the alley between the two buildings in time to see something large and furry disappear into the Team Powers dorm side door. Although I only caught a glimpse of the creature, that was enough for me to recognize it.
“The Demon of the Underground,” I said, looking at Omega Man. “We found it.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


After sending the other teams a message informing them that we found the Demon, Omega Man and I entered the Team Powers dorm. Perhaps it would have been wiser to wait, but Omega Man was convinced that the Demon would simply get away if we waited too long to go after it. Given the Demon’s known tendency to disappear at the drop of a hat, I couldn’t blame him for it. 
Kicking down the door into the dormitory, Omega Man stepped inside, turning on the light switch as he did so. I stepped in after him, immediately summoning two light hammers in my hands and looking at our surroundings.
Although I’d never been in the surface Team Powers dorm, I assumed that it was the same as the Underground version. We had emerged into what appeared to be the commons area, which looked almost identical to the Team Justice commons. The main difference, though, was the red banners that read ‘TEAM POWERS’ hanging across the ceiling, while the Team Powers symbol—a muscular man lifting a mountain on his shoulders—was painted on the floor. Sofas and chairs were scattered everywhere, along with a few TVs and game consoles in the entertainment center. It smelled very clean and septic, however, making me think that this place had been cleaned recently.
“Amazing,” I said, looking around the commons. “Night Soldier wasn’t kidding when he said that the Underground is an exact replica of the surface.”
“Keep your wits about you, Ashley,” said Omega Man, his eyes scanning the seemingly empty commons. “I don’t see the Demon, but there are many hiding places where it could be lurking. Don’t drop your guard.”
I nodded and raised my light hammers. “Gotcha.”
Omega Man nodded once in response and then started walking through the commons, carefully taking one step at a time. Omega Man’s caution seemed strange to me, given how he was probably a million times stronger than the Demon, but I decided to follow his example and not rush into the unknown. Jake probably would have rushed in regardless of how dangerous it was, but unlike Jake, I didn’t have super speed to get me out of sticky situations.
If I thought that the empty streets outside were eerie, the empty Team Powers commons was even more so. Normally, the commons area of any Team dormitory was the busiest place where you could find almost any student at any time of day.
But because this dormitory was empty, that meant that its commons area was also empty. It was strangely clean, too, as a result. Guess it’s easier to keep a place clean when you don’t have hundreds of kids with superpowers hanging out in it all the time.
We got about halfway through, however, before Omega Man came to an abrupt stop. I’d been so focused on my observations about the commons area that I walked into his back, which was a bit like walking into a solid brick wall.
Rubbing my forehead, I said, “Omega Man, what is it? Did you see the Demon?”
Omega Man, however, did not turn around to look at me. He put a hand on his forehead and said, “This place … it feels familiar. Like I have been here before.”
I frowned. “Maybe you visited the Team Powers dormitory on the surface?”
Omega Man shook his head. “No. I haven’t visited any of the Team dormitories on the surface, in fact. It’s one of my missing memories. I know it.”
“Are you sure it’s not just residual memories from your time in the pod?” I said. “The pod was, after all, located under the Stadium. Maybe you just feel a general deja vu for the Underground.”
“No,” said Omega Man. “I didn’t feel this way back in the streets or when we entered the Underground. This feeling was specifically triggered by this room.”
“What does that means?” I said. “Do you think that means you’ve been here before?”
“To be frank, I don’t know what it means,” said Omega Man. “All I know is that I feel like I’ve been here before. It’s frustrating because I want to remember. I just can’t.”
“I wish I could help you, Omega Man,” I said. “But unfortunately, my powers aren’t mental-based. Perhaps we can come back later after we kill the Demon so you can explore some more.”
“Probably a good idea,” said Omega Man in a reluctant voice. “Even so, I—wait a second.”
Omega Man suddenly turned to the right and walked over to one of the TVs. Curious and a little worried, I followed Omega Man over to the TVs, saying, “Um, Omega Man? What are you doing?”
Omega Man stopped in front of the clean wide-screen TV. He then started feeling around it, muttering, “Where is it … I know it’s here … where did it go …”
“Where did what go?” I said. “Omega Man, you’re starting to worry me.”
Omega Man suddenly looked over his shoulder at me, an excited but urgent look on his face. “I remember something. I have been here before. And something very important is here.”
“What would that important thing be?” I said.
“It’s …” Omega Man suddenly pulled out something from behind the TV and held it up. “Yes! This is it. What I was looking for. The thing I remembered. It’s—”
Omega Man suddenly went silent. He stared at the object in his hand for what seemed like forever, becoming so still that he looked more like the Omega Sentinel back on the surface than an actual human being.
“Uh, Omega Man?” I said. “What is the mat—”
“No,” said Omega Man again, his voice low. “This doesn’t make sense. But this picture … it must be true.”
“A picture?” I said. “Is that what you’re looking at? Can I see it?”
Omega Man looked over his shoulder at me. He no longer looked even half as excited as he did before. In fact, he looked very disturbed and confused, not too different from how he had looked when Courtney first freed him from Overkill’s Crown.
“I can’t,” said Omega Man. “Indeed, I’m not sure I can show anyone this picture.”
“Why not?” I said. “It’s not bad, is it?”
“No,” said Omega Man, looking away from me. His hand crumpled the picture. “But it’s a lie. It has to be.”
“Why?” I said. “What does the photo show?”
Omega Man sighed deeply, but said, “It shows—”
Without warning, the lights went out, plunging the whole commons into darkness. Startled, I nonetheless tapped the button on my helmet, causing a brilliant white light to flash from my helmet. The light accidentally shined in Omega Man’s eyes, forcing him to cover his eyes as he grunted.
“Watch where you’re aiming that thing, Ashley,” said Omega Man, squinting. “I might be the strongest man in the world, but I can still be struck blind like anyone else.”
Sweeping my light away from Omega Man, I said, “Sorry! It’s just that the lights went out so quickly and I wanted to be able to see what was going on.”
“Well, now you can,” said Omega Man, “although something tells me that that isn’t quite enough light by which to see.”
Omega Man was right. The commons had gotten as dark as midnight when the lights went out. My head flashlight helped to dispel some of the darkness, but it had a limited range, only allowing us to see a small amount of the room at any given time.
“The lights,” I said. “Who turned out the lights?”
The answer was a hyena-like yell, followed by a clawed hand lashing out at me from the darkness. Omega Man barely pulled me out of the way in time, allowing the claw to smash the TV to pieces. Another hyena-like yell emitted from the shadows before going silent all of a sudden.
“The heck was that?” I said, my heart pounding in fear.
“Isn’t it obvious?” said Omega Man. “We’ve found him. The Demon of the Underground is here.”
My heart raced even faster than before. I whipped my head this way and that, trying to spot the Demon but failing. “The Demon? Where?”
“It cut the lights,” said Omega Man, his eyes darting back and forth. “Probably to cut our visibility down and make it easier to sneak up on us. It would have taken off your head with those claws if I hadn’t pulled you out of the way at the last minute.”
I gulped uncertainly and felt my neck. “Glad you are here, then.”
“Don’t celebrate too soon,” said Omega Man. “The Demon is still here. Keep your wits about you in case it attacks—”
Without warning, something slammed into Omega Man and tackled him to the ground. One of the Demon’s legs lashed out and kicked me in the face, sending me staggering backward from the blow.
Catching myself before I fell over, I looked onto the floor to see Omega Man wrestling with the Demon. Unfortunately, even with my flashlight, it was hard to make out any details on the Demon other than it was very furry. It snarled and ripped at Omega Man’s face, but Omega Man managed to hold it back with his hands. It shocked me to see Omega Man struggling to keep back the Demon, making me wonder exactly how powerful the Demon was.
“Ashley!” Omega Man shouted. “A little help would be appreciated!”
Shaking out of my shock, I thrust my hammers forward. A pillar of light appeared before me and slammed into the side of the Demon, sending it sprawling off of Omega Man. Before it could get back up, however, I summoned and wrapped a chain made of light around its neck, the chain attached to the floor.
With the Demon now restrained, I shined my flashlight onto it to see what it actually looked like.
The Demon was as ugly as I remembered. A pig-like snout, two huge, blood-red eyes, and razor-sharp teeth formed its face. The rest of its body looked like a combination between a dog and a monkey, with perhaps a bit of goat thrown in for good measure. Claws as sharp as knives extended from its fingertips, while its brown, matted fur looked as if the Demon had never even heard of taking a bath.
My light reflected off of its inhuman crimson eyes, causing to hiss and growl at me. It even lunged toward me, but my light chain was too short for it to get close. I stepped backward out of reflex anyway, however, my eyes widening with shock.
“That’s the Demon?” said Omega Man, rising to his feet and dusting off his costume, which was now ripped in a few places, although the skin underneath seemed entirely unharmed. “I’ve never seen anything like it. Even the Pokacu weren’t as ugly as that thing.”
“I’m as surprised as you are,” I said. “First time I’ve seen it, too, aside from its face.”
“It’s fast,” said Omega Man, “but perhaps not especially strong. If you can keep it chained up like that, then we might be able to hold it long enough for Night Soldier and the others to get here.”
The Demon apparently seemed to understand what Omega Man said because it renewed its struggle to free itself with renewed vigor. I did my best to keep the chain solid, but with such little light of low quality available, it was all I could do to keep the chain from breaking.
So I said to Omega Man, “Kill it now. I don’t know how much longer I can hold it down like this.”
Omega Man nodded. “Gotcha. One punch ought to do it.”
Omega Man turned to face the Demon, but before he could do anything, the Demon raised a hand and fired one of its nails at me. The nail struck my helmet flashlight, shattering it and causing the room to plunge into darkness again.
“Dang it!” said Omega Man, his voice coming from just beside me in the shadows. “Darkness again!”
A horrible realization hit me like a runaway train. “Which means that the Demon is free again, too.”
“Stay sharp,” said Omega Man in a tense voice. “We just need to—”
A loud, hyena-like howl broke the air and then I heard something solid slam into Omega Man. A moment later, I heard what was unmistakably Omega Man’s body as he collapsed onto the floor at my feet, prompting me to say, “Omega Man? Omega Man, are you—”
Something hairy and large slammed into me, knocking me flat off my feet. Before I could get up, a claw wrapped around my neck and pinned me to the floor, squeezing the air out of my lungs.
Gasping for air, I smelled the stench of blood and death right above me … and realized that the Demon was pinning me to the floor with its sheer strength.




CHAPTER THIRTY


The Demon’s grip tightened considerably, driving more air out of my lungs. The Demon was heavier than it looked. I felt its weight on top of me as the Demon tried to strangle me to death. A voice in the back of my mind wondered why the Demon did not simply snap my neck like it did to the Guardian it killed, but I didn’t care. What I cared about was getting the Demon off me before it choked me to death. 
My options were limited. No light meant no Constructs. Requiring a source of light for my powers to work was probably my single greatest weakness other than my condition. And I couldn’t even just create light with my flashlight, either, because the Demon had already broken it.
Instinctively, I kicked and felt my foot connect with something hard. It must have been part of the Demon because I heard it growl angrily and shift on top of me, but its grip on my neck actually tightened rather than loosened.
Desperate, I grabbed its arm and tried to pull it off my neck, but found it darn near impossible. The Demon’s arms were much more muscular than I first thought, feeling more like steel rods than the arms of a living creature. That did not stop the Demon, however, from swiping at my hands with its free claw, forcing me to pull my hands away to avoid losing my fingers.
Dang it. The Demon was stronger, heavier, and faster than me. And even worse, it was not going to give up until I was dead, which seemed increasingly likely to happen as time went on.
But I was all out of options. The only choice I had was to lay here underneath the Demon, hoping that Omega Man would wake up in time to save me, but knowing how unlikely that was.
Then, without warning, the door to the dormitory swung open, causing light from outside to spill in. The sudden light revealed the Demon’s form, causing it to cover its face to avoid getting blinded by the sudden light.
A column of water exploded from the open doorway and slammed into the Demon’s face, knocking it off me and sending it rolling backward. The Demon crashed into one of the sofas, a dazed look on its face as it tried to figure out what just happened to it.
Rubbing my throat as I took in great, big gulps of air, I backed away from the Demon as quickly as I could before I heard a familiar female voice call out, “Ashley, Omega Man! Are you two all right?”
Looking over my shoulder, I saw Sea Sister standing in the doorway, her trident held like a rifle in her hands. Behind her stood Night Soldier, Theo, and even the Fashionista, who were all trying to look over her shoulder to see what was going on in the Team Powers dormitory.
A grateful smile appeared on my face when I saw them. “Sea Sister! You’re here in just the nick of time. The Demon knocked out Omega Man and was just about to kill me before—”
A shrill, hyena-like roar interrupted me, causing me to look at the Demon, which had recovered from Sea Sister’s attack. Rising to its feet, the Demon apparently still considered me the bigger threat because it ran toward me as fast as its legs could carry it.
But then Sea Sister jumped in my path and held up her trident, catching the Demon’s claws on her weapon. The Demon’s eyes widened in surprise when it noticed Sea Sister blocking its path, but it still pushed down on her hard.
Sea Sister, however, didn’t back down or let go. She glared into the Demon’s eyes and said, “Remember this face, monster. Because this is the last face you will ever see.”
Sea Sister thrust her trident forward. The Demon staggered backward, which Sea Sister took advantage of to spear the creature. But the Demon dodged Sea Sister’s trident and tried to run away, only for Night Soldier to come out of nowhere and sock it in the face. The blow practically knocked the Demon off its feet, although it rolled to the side and backed away from Night Soldier, its red eyes fixed on him.
Night Soldier stared at the Demon in disbelief. “The Demon … it actually exists.”
“Told you so,” said Sea Sister, raising her trident. “But I can rub that in your face later. Right now, kill the Demon before it can get away.”
Night Soldier nodded. He and Sea Sister ganged up on the Demon, but then the Demon leaped over their heads like a goat. Landing behind them, the Demon sprinted toward the commons’ exit, clearly intending to head deeper into the dormitory.
That was when Theo suddenly appeared in front of its path. The Demon, however, did not slow down in the slightest. Raising its claw, the Demon swiped at Theo, only for Theo to disappear and then reappear on its back. Theo locked his arms around the Demon’s neck, causing it to buck and shake wildly in an attempt to throw Theo off.
“Help!” Theo cried out. “My plan didn’t work out the way I thought it would!”
Long, thick red strips of cloth came out of nowhere and wrapped around the Demons’ forearms, causing the Demon to crash face-first into the floor. Theo hopped off the Demon and ran away from it, though not without giving it a good kick to the face first. The Demon snapped at Theo’s foot when he kicked it, but Theo got out of the range of its mouth before it could snap his foot off.
The Demon soon forgot about Theo, however, and turned its attention to the strips wrapped around its forearms. The Demon struggled to rip itself free, but every time it tried to get up, the strips would be yanked backward and the Demon would fall flat on its face again.
Startled, I followed the length of the strips and saw that they came from the Fashionista. The threads making up the arms of her costume had come apart completely, forming the thick strips that currently held the Demon and leaving the Fashionista’s thin arms bare.
“What a hideous creature,” said the Fashionista, her voice straining slightly as she held the Demon down. “Brown, matted fur is the exact opposite of fashionable. The bloody teeth aren’t helping your case, either.”
It amazed me that the Fashionista considered this the appropriate time to criticize the Demon’s fashion sense. Then again, the Fashionista wasn’t called the Fashionista for no reason.
Besides, the Fashionista’s powers seemed to be working. The Demon couldn’t find any purchase. Any time it tried to get up, the Fashionista would yank her arms back and the Demon would fall flat on its face again. It tried to gnaw through the strips, but the Fashionista wouldn’t give it anywhere near enough time to make that work.
“Sea Sister, Night Soldier!” the Fashionista called out. “I’ve got it trapped! Finish it off!”
Night Soldier and Sea Sister didn’t hesitate to rush over to the entrapped Demon. Night Soldier tackled the Demon to the ground, wrapping his arms around its neck and keeping it from squirming around, while Sea Sister stood over the Demon and raised her trident, aiming for the creature’s chest.
Right before Sea Sister could stab the Demon in the chest, Omega Man suddenly called out, “No!”
Omega Man rushed out of nowhere and knocked Sea Sister aside, knocking her over onto the floor. Omega Man then ripped Night Soldier off of the Demon and threw him to the side before snapping the Fashionista’s cloth strips without any effort.
“Omega Man?” said Theo, standing on the other side of the commons with an expression of disbelief on his features. “The hell are you doing? We’re supposed to kill the Demon, not save it!”
“The Demon is not our enemy,” Omega Man insisted. “You have to believe me. I just remembered—”
“Remembered?” said Theo. “No disrespect, but your memory isn’t supposed to be very good, is it?”
“It’s gotten better,” said Omega Man. He pointed at the Demon. “The Demon is actually—”
With a wild, hyena-like yell escaping its throat, the Demon darted toward the exit, disappearing into the shadowed hallway beyond without another word.
“It got away!” said Theo in horror. “We had it cornered and it got away!”
“After it,” said Night Soldier, getting up from the sofa he had landed on. “Before it escapes.”
Omega Man, however, rushed over and blocked the exit, his arms folded in front of his chest. “No! Leave it be. The Demon is not our enemy.”
“Are you kidding me?” said Sea Sister. She pointed her trident at Omega Man. “That thing nearly ripped my arms off the last time I fought it. Not to mention how it attacked our janitors and workers during the construction of the Underground. If that doesn’t make it our enemy, then what does?”
“You don’t understand,” said Omega Man. “None of you understand. The Demon is not our enemy. I won’t let you kill it. You’ll have to go through me if you want to finish that thing off.”
Omega Man said that last sentence with enough venom to make us all think twice. Although we might have outnumbered Omega Man five to one, we were all too aware that Omega Man overpowered us by a hundred to one. Even if all five of us attacked Omega Man at the same time, there was no way we could beat him.
Maybe that was why Night Soldier let his shoulders slump. “Sea Sister, Fashionista, Theo, Ashley … stand down. We can’t beat Omega Man. Not worth it.”
Omega Man nodded. “Wise decision, Night Soldier, though it was a foolish move to attack the Demon in the first place.”
“Foolish?” said the Fashionista. “I can think of nothing more foolish than allowing a dangerous, wild animal to continue to haunt the Underground Academy—and the surface Academy—when we could have killed it.”
“Again, the Demon is not our enemy,” said Omega Man. “I don’t know how many times I have to say that before you all believe me.”
“It would be nice if you could show us some proof that the Demon isn’t our enemy,” said Theo, “ because right now, I don’t see any.”
Omega Man looked down at his feet. “I don’t have proof. But I do have a picture.”
Omega Man began searching his pockets, a frown on his face. “Where is it … I knew I had it just a minute or two ago …”
Looking around, I noticed a picture lying face down on the floor a few feet away from me. Picking up the photo, I held it up for Omega Man to see, saying, “Hey, Omega Man, is this the photo you were … talking … about …”
My voice trailed off because I had gotten a good look at the photo myself and now understood why Omega Man found its contents stunning, if not outright shocking.
It was a family photo of sorts. It featured Omega Man himself, standing with a huge grin on his face next to a dark-haired, dark-skinned woman I’d never seen before. The woman looked a good deal younger than Omega Man, wearing a gorgeous dark dress that accentuated her body quite well.
In the woman’s arms was a tiny baby boy who looked awfully familiar. The baby boy’s black hair was sparse and mussed. The baby had its eyes closed, looking like it was either blinking or taking a nap.
More important than even that, however, was the other person in the picture.
No, not a ‘person.’ Not even an animal.
It was the Demon. And it stood between Omega Man and the woman, its soul-less red eyes glaring into the camera.




CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


I don’t get it,” said Night Soldier about an hour later, the six of us sitting in his office back on the surface. He was looking at the same picture that I had been looking at earlier, confusion etched into his features. He looked up at Omega Man. “Where did you find this picture?” 
Omega Man sat on a chair to my left, his bulk taking up a lot of room. “Behind one of the TVs in the Team Powers commons. I got hit with deja vu when we entered the building and remembered hiding that picture back there.”
“Wait a second,” I said, looking at Omega Man in surprise. “Did you say you remembered hiding that picture? As in, a legitimate memory?”
Omega Man nodded. “Yes. It’s one of the few clear memories I have from my time in the pod. It just sort of came out of nowhere. I’m as surprised as you are, to be honest.”
Night Soldier looked at the photo again. “Are you sure this picture is real? I don’t recognize the woman or the baby.”
“It’s real,” Omega Man insisted. He tapped his head. “Like I said, I remember it.”
“Then surely you must remember the circumstances behind the photo, right?” said Sea Sister, who sat to my left. She still looked peeved at letting the Demon get away, although she also looked interested in finding out the mystery behind the photo.
Omega Man shook his head. “Nope. I remember hiding the picture in there a while ago but don’t remember when or where we took the photo. Nor do I remember who those two are, although I think I have an idea.”
“Mind sharing it with us?” asked Night Soldier. “Or are you just going to keep us in suspense?”
Omega Man hesitated. He twiddled his thumbs for a moment, as if debating with himself whether to tell us his theory or not, before finally saying, “That woman is my wife … and that baby is my son.”
“Your son?” I said. “But you told me that you never married or had any children. How could that baby possibly be your son?”
“How do we even know that the baby is a boy, anyway?” said Theo. “The picture isn’t exactly clear.”
Omega Man held up his hands. “I know how crazy it sounds, but it’s true. I remember now. I did get married and I did have a son. And it all happened while I was in hibernation, as well.”
“The implications of that are staggering,” said Night Soldier, who was examining the photo again. “If you have a child running around, then we need to find him. And we also need to find your wife.”
Sea Sister held up a hand. “While Omega Man’s family history is fascinating, I hope I’m not the only one to notice the Demon in the picture, acting like it’s part of the family as well.”
Omega Man rubbed his forehead. “The Demon is definitely supposed to be there. The Demon is a friend.”
“And how do you know this?” the Fashionista questioned. “Didn’t the Demon try to kill you and Ashley in the Team Powers dorms before we showed up? Some ‘friend’ you have there.”
“Again, I can’t prove it except with that picture,” said Omega Man. “But I remember the Demon. It is meant to be in the Underground. It is there to keep us safe.”
“That sounds … incredible, to put it lightly,” said Night Soldier. “Because from what I’ve seen of this ‘Demon,’ it’s done the exact opposite of keeping us safe.”
Omega Man spread his arms wide. “Again, I know how crazy this sounds, but it’s true. And I think that the woman in the photo is Maria, the one I remember designing Parasite’s costume with.”
“So Maria was your wife?” I said as I mentally tried to piece together everything Omega Man had said so far. “She looks awfully young to be your wife.”
“There was definitely an age gap between us,” said Omega Man, “but there’s no doubt in my mind that Maria and that woman are one and the same.”
“If that woman is Maria and Maria is your wife, then where is Maria?” said Night Soldier. “Do you remember that yet?”
Omega Man blew his lips in frustration. “I do not. Although I know Maria is my wife, I don’t remember anything about her or where she is right now. I don’t know if she’s even still alive or not.”
“I am still skeptical,” said the Fashionista. “Omega Man’s memory has been known to be unreliable since his return. We can’t take his word for it.”
Omega Man stared at the Fashionista in shock. “But I’m telling the truth.”
“I agree with Anna on this,” said Night Soldier. “Although I don’t think you are a liar, this is still a huge claim to accept. I believe that we need to send this photo to the NHA, INJ, and G-Men. Especially to the people who are working on retrieving your memories. Perhaps this photo will help unlock more of your memories.”
I felt bad for how stunned and hurt Omega Man looked. Honestly, though, I agreed with Anna as well that this didn’t make sense. Why would Omega Man be hanging out with the Demon of the Underground? And why would they be posing together with a mysterious woman and baby like they were one, big weird family?
It made no sense whatsoever, although I was starting to think that the picture might be real. It certainly looked convincing, so if it was a fake, it was a good fake.
“Agreed,” said Sea Sister, “but more importantly, Omega Man just stopped us from killing a legitimate threat to our students.”
“That’s because the Demon isn’t a threat,” said Omega Man in annoyance. “How many times have I said that already? The Demon is our protector. It’s our friend. It’s on our side.”
“Is that why the Demon mauled a few of our janitors and tried to kill me years ago?” said Sea Sister. She raised her arms. “Yes, I feel very protected by it.”
“Believe me or not, but it’s the truth,” Omega Man asserted. “I know it’s hard to believe, but that does not make it any less true. The Demon was only attacking us because it believed we were a threat.”
“Why would it believe that we were a threat?” I said. I shook my head. “Never mind. I realized that we went down there specifically to kill it, but—”
“Not a threat to itself,” Omega Man said, “but a threat to the Underground.”
“You mean the Demon is protecting the Underground?” said Theo. “That makes even less sense than the idea that it is protecting us.”
“I don’t know why,” said Omega Man, “but that’s what it is doing. It sees the Underground as its territory and doesn’t take kindly to people who intrude upon its territory.”
Night Soldier held up his hands to stave off the inevitable counterargument from Sea Sister. “We can debate this later. I know we went into the Underground seeking out the Demon to kill, but I’d say we have more important things to worry about now. Like this photo, which is perhaps the first clue we have to what Omega Man was doing during that decade he was missing.”
“Apparently, getting married, having kids, and taking family photos with demons,” said the Fashionista sarcastically. “You know, the things that everyone does when they mysteriously disappear for years on end and then reappear out of nowhere one day.”
Omega Man scowled. “Ha, ha, Fashionista. Your sense of humor is as strong as your threads, which is to say, it’s very weak.”
“Yes, Omega Man,” said the Fashionista. “I get how analogies work.”
I rubbed the back of my neck, a question popping into my mind all of a sudden. “Now that we know the Demon exists, what are we going to do about it?”
Night Soldier lowered the photo onto the table. “Over Christmas break, some of the teachers and I will go back into the Underground to hunt it down. I might also call in some NHA and INJ members to help and possibly even inform the G-Men about it. You and Theo can just go home to your families and enjoy yourselves.”
“Hunt down the Demon?” Theo repeated. He glanced at Omega Man. “You are still planning to kill it, despite your, er, disagreements?”
Night Soldier and Omega Man exchanged quick looks before Night Soldier shook his head. “We will try to capture it. Once we catch it, then we’ll decide what to do with it.”
Neither Omega Man nor Sea Sister looked very happy about Night Soldier refusing to make a final judgment on the Demon one way or another. Personally, I supported Night Soldier’s decision here. Although the Demon scared the heck out of me, Omega Man’s insistence that the Demon was actually protecting the Underground made me think that killing it might not be wise. At the very least, if we captured the Demon, we should be able to find out what it was one way or another. I mean, we didn’t even know if it was actually a demon at this point or if it was just a really weird animal.
“All right,” said Theo. He brushed back his blond hair. “So long as I don’t have to piggyback the Demon again, I don’t care what you do with it.”
“Yeah,” I said. “Honestly, I am more interested in that photo than anything at this point.”
“I am, too,” said Omega Man with a nod. “It’s the first clue to that missing decade of my life that I’ve found. I will take it with me to Hero Island over Christmas break and have Brains and the others look at it. Perhaps it will help us figure out how to bring back more of my memories.”
“Hope so,” I said. I looked at the picture on the desk thoughtfully. “Depending on when that picture was taken, that baby should be ten-years-old at the most by now.”
“Most likely,” Omega Man agreed. “The G-Men might be able to run the photo through their database and help us identify the woman as well.”
Night Soldier nodded. “Yes. It sounds like we’ve got work to do. In the meantime, Ashley, Theo, you two can leave now and finish your preparations for tomorrow. We will see you two again next year.”
Nodding, Theo and I stood up and left Night Soldier’s office. I was a little hesitant about doing so because I was really interested in the photo but knew that I had no choice. Besides, there wasn’t much reason to look at it anymore. I’d have to leave it up to the pros to follow up on the image and hopefully figure out the truth behind it.
As soon as I closed the door behind us, Theo shook his head. “I have to say, I must question Omega Man’s sanity.”
I looked at Theo in confusion. “What do you mean?”
Theo looked at me like I’d grown a second head. “You saw him in there, defending the Demon and claiming that it was on ‘our’ side. You don’t think that’s even a little crazy?”
“It does sound nuts,” I said, “but there’s that photo of Omega Man, the Demon, and his wife and kid standing together. If the Demon was as bad as we thought, I don’t think Omega Man would have posed with it.”
Theo shook his head again. “I don’t know what to make of that image. I’m still assuming it’s faked, but at this point, who knows? I just know that Omega Man is a bit overrated at this point.”
“Don’t say that around Jake,” I said. “He’ll never forgive you for it.”
Theo chuckled. “Jake can think what he wants, but I think he wouldn’t be so quick to defend Omega Man if he saw what we saw. That Demon is a threat to the Academy, regardless of what Omega Man says. Hopefully, Night Soldier and the teachers will take it out over Christmas break. I’m not sure I will feel safe at the Academy until they do.”
I didn’t argue with Theo’s statement, but neither did I voice agreement with it. I just fell into step beside Theo as we walked toward the exit, thinking about the meeting and the photo and our encounter with the Demon of the Underground.
There was a lot I didn’t understand about today’s events, but one thing was clear to me:
The Academy was way more mysterious than I thought.




CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


The next two weeks of Christmas break were a refreshing vacation from the events of the first semester. Jake and I went home to our family, where we spent the vast majority of Christmas break. Barrett, of course, also tagged along due to not being able to return to Superbia, where he introduced us to more Superbian Christmas traditions. The Christmas dragon was the next tradition that he shared with us, putting it on the Christmas tree right below the star. It was obvious to me that Barrett still missed Superbia deeply, but he seemed to enjoy spending Christmas with me and my family, at least. 
Not that it was all fun and games, though. Half a dozen members of the Neohero Alliance were stationed around our house at all times of day and night. Apparently, the NHA was still concerned that Parasite and Gentleman might try to attack my family again while I was visiting. There was also concern about the Guardians of Humanity, especially now that the Guardians had Neo-Gas.
Speaking of Neo-Gas, the situation on that front was still pretty bad. Although the G-Men had successfully located and destroyed one of the Neo-Gas factories, rumor suggested that the Guardians were switching to smaller manufacturing plants, often located in basements of houses and apartment buildings. This was apparently the Guardians’ way of keeping the production of Neo-Gas going. The G-Men, NHA, and INJ were all trying to stomp them out, but it seemed like for every one Neo-Gas facility they destroyed, another three would pop up.
Even worse, news had broken from Britain and Japan that Neo-Gas was being used over there, too. The first recorded use of Neo-Gas outside of the US was in Tokyo, Japan, specifically, where the First Generation hero Silver Moon was de-powered and executed by some Japanese Guardians hired by the yakuza.
That story stood out to me because I’d known Silver Moon’s son, Tetsu Nomura, in Superbia. Since escaping Superbia last summer, I hadn’t heard from Nomura at all, so I didn’t know how he was doing. The last I saw, Nomura had sided with the Normal Liberation Front in their rebellion against Dragon King. If Dragon King’s video in the aftermath of my escape was to be believed, though, then Nomura and the NLF had likely been destroyed.
Oddly enough, there was no video from Dragon King over Christmas break. The mainstream media suggested that Superbia was strengthening its borders even more in the wake of the news about the Neo-Gas, but the silence left me unsettled. I fully expected Dragon King to brag to the world about how much safer Superbia was for supers, perhaps with another urgent call for supers to immigrate to Superbia and become his subjects, er, I mean ‘citizens,’ of course.
I did keep in contact with Nigel over Christmas break. He apparently lived on Hero Island with his mom and dad, where he was happy to tell me that his PMD was pretty much under control. He showed off some of his Christmas presents to me over the video call, which was a nice distraction from the terrible news that seemed to come from everywhere at once.
Barrett, however, was an even better distraction. The two of us spent a lot of time with my family, but we also spent a lot of time alone. That was difficult, though, because my parents insisted that one of the NHA agents follow us whenever we needed to leave the house in case Parasite or Gentleman were nearby. Neither Parasite nor Gentleman had been seen in Silvers since the park attack, but that meant nothing, especially taking Parasite’s camouflage ability into account.
Even so, it was really weird how Parasite and Gentleman had just up and disappeared like that. Neither of them had been seen or heard of since last summer. Even the G-Men had not had much luck in finding them, though that wasn’t surprising, given how the G-Men were currently preoccupied with the far more urgent threat of the Neo-Gas. We didn’t even hear stories of any murders from Parasite, making me wonder if Parasite kept his hunger in check to avoid drawing unwanted attention to himself.
I also didn’t hear any news on the Demon or Omega Man during Christmas break. I did see on Neo Ranks that Omega Man had indeed returned to Hero Island during Christmas break, where he was present at the opening of the recently renovated Neohero History Museum. Aside from that, I had not heard anything from Omega Man about his photo, the Demon, his wife Maria, or his even more mysterious baby boy. It was easy to forget about it, though, with all of the excitement going on at my house during the holidays.
Nor did I hear from Triplet about his investigation into Parasite’s ancestry. Triplet did call Dad, but mostly to say merry Christmas and see how we were doing. He would not talk about his investigation over the phone, claiming that the phone lines weren’t secure, but said he was making ‘progress’ and hoped to have some more information to share with me at some point. That was a little too vague for my tastes, but Triplet apparently was this vague about all of his investigations, so it probably wasn’t anything personal.
But on New Year’s Eve, I found myself and my family drawn into Barrett’s life in a way that I didn’t quite see coming.
And it all started at midnight on New Year’s Eve as Barrett and I went to the park once again, this time hoping to enjoy the fireworks display put on by the city of Silvers …




CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


Friday, December 31st, 11:30 PM, 2038 … 
Despite how cold it was tonight, a fairly large crowd had gathered in the Silvers City Park. From my vantage point above the park, it looked like over a hundred people were present, which was pretty impressive when you considered how small Silvers was. Families with young children laughed and joked among each other, while singles and couples were enjoying the festivities. I spotted my own parents, along with Jake and his girlfriend Rachel, sitting at one of the picnic tables, laughing at Ronny as he made silly faces and noises. Christmas lights left over from Christmas still hung from or were wrapped around trees, while street lamps along the pathways offered even more illumination. Mad me feel a bit silly for bringing my flashlight along when there were so many lights already.
“Amazing,” said Barrett, sitting next to me with one of his strong arms around my shoulders. “When you said that the Silvers New Year’s Eve Festival was popular, I didn’t realize that you were serious.”
I smiled at Barrett and snuggled up closer to him, taking in his warmth. “Yep. It’s Silvers’ biggest festival of the year, especially for those of us who actually live here, although we get lots of out-of-towners from bigger cities like Dallas and Austin.”
Barrett nodded. “Yes. It’s not quite as big as the Superbia Day Festival, but for a small town, it’s rather large. I like the music.”
‘The music’ Barrett referred to was the country band playing on a large outdoor stage, a local band called the Silver Miners. Although I might have been a small-town girl, I didn’t care much for country, which was why I found Barrett’s enjoyment of it a bit puzzling. “You like country?”
“Of course,” said Barrett, looking at me in surprise. “Did I never tell you that? Country music is huge in Superbia.”
“It is?” I said. “You struck me as more of a classical music guy than a country fan.”
“I did receive a classical music education from my parents,” Barrett admitted, “but I only played that because my parents said so. My real love, the music I listen to when I want to, is country.”
I shook my head. “I don’t know if I can deal with dating a guy who likes country. What would my parents think?”
Barrett looked at me with a genuinely troubled expression. “Why? Would they be upset?”
I laughed and punched Barrett’s arm. “No. I was just being sarcastic.”
“Ah,” said Barrett. “Even though I’ve been in America for nearly four years now, your sense of humor still trips me up sometimes. And please don’t hit me too hard next time.”
“Oh?” I said. I raised a fist. “Afraid I’ll hurt you?”
Barrett shook his head. “Not really. I’m mostly worried about falling out of the tree and cracking my head open on the ground.”
Barrett had a point. We sat on one of the higher branches of the tallest and oldest tree in the entire park. The tree—known as the Old Man to the inhabitants of Silvers—towered over the pavilion and pond below, where most of the night’s festivities were taking place. Barrett had flown me up here in his dragon form to give us some privacy, which I didn’t mind. Like I said, between my family and the NHA agents who acted as our bodyguards, the two of us rarely had any time alone.
That’s why I valued this time together so much, even if we were in danger of falling to the ground below. Anytime I felt like I was going to fall down, I’d just snuggle up to Barrett closer. It helped that his body was extremely hot, and I mean that in a literal sense. Even in his human form, Barrett was naturally warmer than most. It made for a comfortable experience, regardless of whether we were up in this tree or on the ground. I did see Dad glance up at us every now and then, though, probably to keep an eye on us and make sure we weren’t up to anything that we shouldn’t be. I would just wave down at him when he looked up at us, as would Barrett, though Dad still looked a little suspicious of us.
“Don’t worry,” I said, hugging Barrett tighter. “I won’t let you fall. Even if I accidentally do, you could just sprout some wings and fly away, right?”
“My transformation power isn’t quite that quick,” said Barrett, “but I suppose I could transform my head into a dragon head. The scales might be thick enough to protect my skull from cracking open on impact.”
I ran a hand down the side of Barrett’s face. “Well, don’t transform now. You’re a handsome dragon, but not nearly as handsome as your human form.”
Barrett chuckled and kissed me, the two of us holding each other in a tight embrace before pulling apart, though we still snuggled together.
“So …” Barrett glanced at me. “There was something I wanted to talk with you about, Ashley.”
I looked up at Barrett, staring into his deep, soulful eyes. “What is it?”
Barrett bit his lower lip. He looked like he was debating with himself over whether to say what he wanted to say, which I thought looked pretty cute. “Our relationship. Our future together, that is.”
I rested my head on his shoulder. “What do you mean, the future of our relationship? I’m not planning to break up with you anytime soon. That would make it harder to get down from this tree.”
Barrett grabbed my chin and gently turned my face to look up at him, his expression serious. “Ashley, allow me to be blunt: I am referring to marriage.”
I froze, but then relaxed slightly. “Marriage, huh? What made you think about that?”
Barrett pulled me closer, his eyes never leaving mine. “Aside from the fact that I am madly in love with you, I know about your condition.”
I froze again. “You what?”
“I know you are going to die in as little as six months,” said Barrett.
My jaw dropped. “How—? Who told you?”
“No one,” said Barrett. “I put two and two together myself. I noticed you seemed more morose about taking your Super Pill and come from your meetings with Professor Hernandez unhappier than usual. As well, I learned in Mr. Sycamore’s class that people who suffer from Hernandez’s Disease don’t last past twenty-one, though many die younger. You are nearly twenty yourself, so I assume you don’t have much time left.”
I forgot just how intelligent Barrett was sometimes. It was kind of unfair how he had good looks, strength, and smarts all rolled into one. Or maybe I was just really lucky to have a guy like him.
Shaking my head, I said, “You’re right. I haven’t told anyone other than my family this, but yes, I don’t have much time left. Even with the Super Pill, my condition has deteriorated enough that Professor Hernandez thinks I won’t live past twenty.”
Barrett’s frown deepened. “As I said, I figured as much. I just wish you would have told me sooner.”
Holding Barrett tighter, I said, “I know. I wasn’t trying to keep secrets from you, but—”
Barrett interrupted me with a brief kiss before breaking away, though he didn’t break eye contact with me. “I know. You didn’t want to stress me out or frighten me. I understand, even if I wish you had been upfront with me about it right from the start.”
I bit my lower lip, feeling tears starting to form around the corners of my eyes. “Y-Yeah, sorry.”
“As I said, it’s not a problem,” said Barrett. “Has Professor Hernandez discussed treatments with you?”
I shifted in Barrett’s arm, the tree branch shaking slightly under our weight. “I have two options: Undergo power removal surgery or go to Superbia and take Franklin’s Cure. I haven’t decided which one yet.”
“I would suggest going to Superbia,” said Barrett, “but, of course, I am not sure if either of us are welcomed there anymore. Something tells me that Father would not be willing to share his cure with you.”
Barrett still didn’t know about the offer that Dragon King made to me in my nightmare months ago. Seeing as I’d already apologized to Barrett for lying to him before, I decided to just be totally up front with him now.
“Yeah,” I said. “I’m not so sure about that.”
I told Barrett about my nightmare, not hiding any details. Okay, I kept the exact reasons that Dragon King wanted me a little vague—no need to creep out and piss off Barrett at the same time—but I made sure to convey just how creepy Dragon King had acted in the nightmare.
Despite my intentions, however, Barrett became increasingly more agitated as my story went on until he looked like he was just about ready to transform into his dragon form and fly to Superbia himself.
But in a show of great self-restraint on his part, Barrett waited until I finished my story before he said anything.
“And then the nightmare ended,” I said, “and I woke up.”
Barrett let out a low breath. “I cannot believe Father would do that. Although, now that I think about it, I probably can.”
“Why?” I said. “Is it normal for him to invade the dreams of teenage girls and offer them a cure for their incurable genetic condition if they would join him?”
Barrett shook his head. “No. Father always gets what Father wants. I would have thought he would want you dead after you tried to kill him, but it seems that Father is still after you. Did he mention me at all?”
I shook my head. “Barely. He seemed more interested in me.”
Barrett chuckled bitterly. “Of course he is. It’s not like I am his one and only son, after all. I suppose I really am dead to him.”
Despite Barrett’s glib tone, I could tell that Dragon King’s apparent lack of interest in him bothered him more than he wanted to admit. It made me feel sorry for Barrett and wished I could do something for him, even though there was no way I could make his dad love him again.
“I know,” I said. “That’s why I’ve been so hesitant about going to Superbia to get the cure. Because I am afraid that if I go to Superbia, I might never leave ever again.”
“And, of course, you are wary of power removal surgery because you don’t want to give up your powers, either,” Barrett said. “Nor is it really a cure, seeing as it only takes away your powers, but doesn’t get rid of your condition.”
I pursed my lips. “There’s that, yeah, but I might not have a choice in the manner. Unless I’m lucky enough to get sprayed with some of that Neo-Gas, that is.”
“I get the sentiment, but that is not something I would say lightly,” said Barrett. “If you ever do get sprayed with Neo-Gas, you probably won’t live long enough to enjoy your new powerless state.”
I sighed. “I know. Like I said, power removal surgery is what I am leaning toward at the moment.”
Barrett licked his lips and locked eyes with me, even as a shout of excitement came up from the festivities below. “That’s why I wanted to ask you to marry me.”
I raised an eyebrow. “That’s pretty blunt of you.”
“So?” said Barrett. “Ashley, I love you more than any woman in the world. And I know you feel the same way about me. We’re both going to graduate this year. If we get engaged now, we can get married after we get out of school.”
I smiled awkwardly at Barrett’s earnestness. “Barrett, I know you mean well, but I just told you that I have only six months left before I die. Five, actually. Marriage would be kind of pointless.”
“No, it wouldn’t,” Barrett insisted. “That’s exactly why I think we should get married as quickly as possible. I want these last five months of your life to be the best ever. Traditional marriage vows say ‘til death do us part,’ not any specific amount of time.”
I hesitated. “Well—”
“Even if you go with power removal surgery, I still want to be with you,” said Barrett. “In Superbia, it would be considered scandalous for me to marry a powerless person. But I do not care. I just love you, Ashley, and want to be with you always.”
Dang it. Why did Barrett have to be so honest and blunt, yet handsome? I couldn’t say no when he was looking at me like that. The desire in his voice was obvious and it was a desire I felt for him in return.
Even so, I said, “I … I still don’t know. If we had any children together, they might inherit my condition. I want children, but not if it means making them as sick as me.”
Barrett’s eager smile faded slightly. “So if you could get cured of your condition, then you might be willing to marry me?”
“I … yes,” I said. “Even before we graduate. I absolutely would because I want to be with you, too.”
Barrett nodded. He looked a little disappointed, but not as disappointed as I thought. “I see. I—”
I didn’t get to hear the end of Barrett’s sentence before Dad suddenly flew up and hovered in the air before us. His sudden appearance nearly caused both of us to fall out of the tree, but Barrett dug his claw into the tree branch and I clung onto him.
“Dad?” I said, looking at Dad as he floated before us. “What’s the problem? You surprised us.”
“There’s no time to wait,” Dad said. “I need your help. Both of you.”
“Help?” said Barrett. “Help with what?”
Dad locked eyes with me and Barrett. “Ronny. He’s missing.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


Ronny’s missing?” I said, staring at Dad in shock. “When? How?” 
“Just a few minutes ago,” said Dad. He ran his hands through his hair, a stressed-out look on his face. “Your mom and I were talking with Mr. Ferguson while Ronny played with a few of the neighbor kids. When Mom went to call Ronny over so we could watch the fireworks, he was nowhere to be missing.”
“Is he with Jake and Rachel?” I asked. “Or Grandma?”
“No,” said Dad, shaking his head rapidly. “We checked. Neither Jake nor Rachel have seen him and my mom is asleep back at her house. We put together a search party to find Ronny with help from some of the townsfolk, but we need all the help we can get, especially since Barrett can fly.”
“Do you want us to do a flyover of the park to see if we can find Ronny?” asked Barrett.
Dad nodded gratefully. “Yes. While I could cover the whole park myself, night vision is not one of my powers and it would be easy for me to overlook Ronny in the darkness.”
“Understood,” said Barrett. He stood up on the tree branch. “Which side of the park should we cover?”
“I’ll take the east side because that’s closest and is where most of the lights are,” said Dad. “You and Ashley can cover the west side. If either of you spots Ronny, call me or your mom or Jake right away. Understood?”
“Perfectly,” said Barrett. He looked down at me. “What are we waiting for, Ashley? Let’s go.”
Barrett jumped off of the tree branch. In a flash, his human form shifted into his dragon form, his wings spreading out. I jumped onto his back and then we were off, heading to the west side of the park while Dad flew over to the east side. I pulled out my flashlight and turned it on. Not to help me find Ronny—impossible from up here, even with my light—but to give me a reliable source of light for my powers.
As we flew, the ice-cold wind sending my hair flying, a hundred terrible scenarios played through my mind. What if Parasite had somehow kidnapped Ronny without any of us noticing? That seemed like something Parasite would do. It was ballsy and stupid, but ballsy and stupid was a good way to describe Parasite.
Or even worse, what if one of the Guardians of Humanity had kidnapped him? The Guardians had already tried to kill Ronny once under the delusion that he would one day grow up to destroy the world. Who was to say that there weren’t still some Guardians who believed that and who were crazy enough to try to kidnap him from right under my parents’ noses? The presence of Neo-Gas seemed to embolden the Guardians, after all. I could easily see some inexperienced but arrogant Guardian like Slaughter daring to kidnap Ronny, knowing that as long as he had Neo-Gas, he could protect himself even from Dad.
Of course, it was also possible that Ronny had simply wandered away on his own. Ever since Ronny learned how to walk, he did have a tendency to go and ‘explore’ by himself, usually without letting Mom or Dad know where he was going. Best case scenario was that we’d find Ronny somewhere in the park, safe and unharmed, perhaps a little cold and afraid after getting lost.
Worst case scenario … I didn’t even want to think about that.
“I think I see something,” said Barrett suddenly, his words slightly distorted by his dragon-like growl. “Down in the trees below. Movement.”
I looked down, but it was so dark out and we were flying so fast that I couldn’t see anything. “Ronny?”
“No idea,” said Barrett. “Tell your dad we think we found Ronny and are going in for a landing.”
I whipped out my phone as we descended toward the trees below, sending Dad a text with our location and telling him where to find us. Without waiting for Dad’s response, I put my phone away in my purse just as Barrett landed on the ground among the tall trees of the park.
Even before Barrett came to a full stop, I jumped off him and shouted, “Ronny! Ronny, where are you? It’s Big Sis Ash and Uncle Barrett!”
Unfortunately, it was almost pitch-black tonight, not helped by the clouds overhead covering most of the stars. Even so, I thought I caught a glimpse of movement in the bushes ahead of me.
“Someone’s in the bushes,” I said to Barrett, who was still in his dragon form. “I’m going to check!”
Barrett, however, sniffed the air and said, “Ashley, wait, don’t—”
But I didn’t listen to him. I just darted toward the bushes, saying, “Ronny! I’m here for you, Ronny. Where are—”
My foot caught on something in the bushes that I couldn’t see, like some kind of tripwire. Nearly tripping, my arms windmilled as I caught myself, only to hear something falling toward me. Looking up, I saw one of the park’s oak trees falling straight toward me too fast for me to dodge.
One of Barrett’s claws grabbed the hood of my coat and yanked me back. Landing flat on my butt, I had just enough time to realize I’d almost walked into a trap when the tree crashed into the spot where I’d been standing mere moments before, the crash unusually loud in the cold night air.
“That was a close one,” said Barrett, standing beside me in his human form. “I tried to warn you, but you didn’t listen.”
Shaken from the near-death experience, I looked up at Barrett in confusion. “Warn me? Of what?”
“Them,” said Barrett, looking into the shadows. “Come out, Daggers. I know you are there. I haven’t forgotten your scent.”
A low chuckle came from the shadows, which sounded more like a creaking tree than a human laugh. “His Majesty did warn us that your sense of smell was even better than his. I thought it was just His Majesty overestimating you as usual, but I see that is what I get for not believing the King’s advice.”
Barrett raised his hand and a huge ball of fire appeared overhead. The fire gave off more than enough light to see by, revealing a strange-looking man standing beside the trunk of the fallen tree.
The man himself looked almost like a tree himself. His skin was rough and pockmarked, or what I could see of it, anyway. A dark hood and cowl covered most of his face, save for his emerald green eyes, which reflected the light from Barrett’s fireball quite well. He was clad in dark leather military gear, while a large sack hung over his right shoulder, perhaps carrying a weapon of some kind.
“W-Who are you?” I said as I rose to my feet. “Are you from Superbia?”
The man’s eyes glittered in the light. “Has the Exiled Prince never mentioned us to you? We are the Dragon King’s shadow. We lurk in the dark corner of his room. Where he goes, we go, and where we are, the Dragon King is safe. We are the Shadow Daggers.”
“Shadow Daggers?” I said. I looked at Barrett. “Barrett, who are they?”
“Father’s elite bodyguards,” said Barrett without taking his eyes off the man before us. “And assassins. They are Father’s best-kept secret. Even the other Founders are only barely aware of their existence. Indeed, I didn’t even know they existed myself until I was thirteen when Father told me about them.”
“Yes,” said the man with a faint hiss to his voice. “We are called Daggers because we are as deadly and unexpected as a knife to the back.”
“You keep saying ‘we’,” I said. “How many of you are there?”
“Even Father never told me that,” said Barrett. “The creed of the Shadow Daggers is secrecy. They don’t even have individual identities save for their leader. They are simply Father’s weapons, to protect him and kill his enemies as necessary.”
“That is truth,” said the Dagger. “You listened well to His Majesty, though not well enough to avoid getting seduced by the American girl.”
“Where were these guys in Superbia?” I said. “I don’t remember them trying to stop us.”
“Father only uses the Shadow Daggers for these kinds of secret missions,” said Barrett. “There’s no way he would have brought them out against us in public like that. That’s what the Knights were for.”
The Dagger chuckled. “The Knights? Yes, they were useful hammers. But we are Daggers. And a Dagger is most effective when it is least expected.”
I scowled and raised my hands, summoning two hammers by drawing on the light from Barrett’s fireball. “Okay, Dagger, I take it you probably know where Ronny, my two-year-old baby brother, is.”
“You mean the child?” said the Dagger. “Oh, yes. I know exactly where he is. He’s right here.”
The Dagger held the bag up for me to see. He undid the tie and lowered it just enough for me to see Ronny’s sleeping head, lolled to the side.
“Ronny!” I shouted. “What did you do to him, you monster?”
“Nothing,” said the Dagger. He tapped Ronny’s head. “I merely put the boy to sleep. He was already exhausted and amendable to that kind of suggestion. I assume it is well past his bedtime.”
I bit my lower lip. “Let Ronny go. Now.”
“Or else what?” said the Dagger. “What will you do, American? Kill me?”
“I’ll do worse than that,” I said. “Way worse.”
The Dagger chuckled. “His Majesty was correct. You are, indeed, an arrogant woman who needs to be shown her place.”
“You little—” I shook my head, trying to focus through my anger. “What does Dragon King want with Ronny?”
The Dagger tilted his head to the side. “Is it not obvious? His Majesty no longer has a son. He needs a new one, and he has decided that this boy would make a suitable heir to the throne.”
“Father is … replacing me?” said Barrett. “With Ronny?”
“More or less,” said the Dagger. He ran a slim finger down Ronny’s chubby face. “Not that I care. As His Majesty’s faithful Dagger, it is not my place to question his orders. If he tells me to kill someone, then I kill them, just like a real knife. It is all I live for. Nothing more. Nothing less.”
“As if we’re going to let you take Ronny all the way to freaking Superbia,” I said. “Two on one. And it’ll be much worse once Dad, Mom, and Jake get here.”
The Dagger chuckled again. “Arrogant and foolish. You assume we have not already put into place efforts to ensure that your family does not interfere with our mission.”
A loud boom echoed through the forest just then, the sound making Barrett and I jump. Ronny, however, didn’t even stir, while the Dagger merely inclined his head to the right as if listening to a voice only he could hear.
“What was that?” I said.
“A distraction,” said the Dagger. “One that should keep your family very busy indeed.”
I gulped. I had no idea what that boom meant, but I couldn’t worry about it right now. I would just have to hope that Mom and Dad could take care of themselves.
Ronny, however, could not.
Barrett stepped forward, his eyes narrowing dangerously. “Give Ronny back, Dagger, or else.”
“Or else what?” said the Dagger smoothly. “You might be the son of the Dragon King, but you clearly lack his sophistication. Or his ability to know when he is outnumbered and must surrender.”
The bushes and trees around us began rustling all of a sudden. From out of the trees and bushes emerged more Daggers, each one wearing a similar hood and military gear to the first one. Long, deadly-looking knives popped out of their wrists. There were about a dozen Daggers in all, based on my count, although with the darkness as thick as it was, there could have been more that I couldn’t see.
“But I would not be so quick to worry about your family if I were you,” said the first Dagger. “You should probably worry more about yourselves … and whether you have what it takes to survive the Shadow Daggers’ gauntlet of death.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


Barrett and I immediately stood back to back. I summoned a hammer and shield in my hands, although due to the lack of light they were much weaker than normal. They were better than nothing, however, so I raised my weapons up to defend myself. 
Barrett’s hands flashed and transformed into dragon claws, which began to glow with heat. It was an intimidating sight, especially in the darkness. He did have to dismiss his fireball, however, which gave me less light to work with, but I could still use the light from my flashlight, at least.
None of the Daggers, however, looked even remotely afraid of us. Indeed, they looked almost eager to kill us, holding their blades in their hands and watching us carefully. It made me wonder why they weren’t attacking us yet. Perhaps they were waiting for us to make the first move.
“What’s the plan, Barrett?” I said, never taking my eyes off the surrounding Daggers. “You know them better than I do. What should we expect?”
Barrett chuckled. “As I said, Ashley, the Daggers are top-secret. I don’t know for sure what their powers or usual tactics are. The only thing I know for sure is that they generally attack from the shadows without being seen.”
I bit my lower lip, glancing at the Daggers again. “Yeah, they don’t look very hidden to me.”
“There is no need for us to be,” said the first Dagger. He hefted Ronny’s bag back over his shoulder. “Not that I plan to stay around long enough to see my fellow Daggers kill you, however. Dragon King made it very clear what the consequences of losing the child are. Therefore, I will make my escape while my Daggers keep you two occupied.”
The first Dagger turned and sprinted off into the darkness before we could say anything, Ronny’s unconscious face disappearing into the shadows.
“Ronny!” I shouted, taking a step forward. “No!”
“Ashley, watch out!” Barrett said in alarm.
Barrett grabbed my arm and yanked me back, causing me to drop my flashlight accidentally. An arrow flew out of the shadows, stabbing right into the spot where I’d been standing a moment ago. Glancing up, I saw movement in the trees overhead, though it was impossible to see the Daggers hiding in there.
“The Daggers are in the trees, too,” said Barrett, looking up at the trees as well. “Not surprising. The Shadow Daggers leave nothing to chance.”
“But we can’t stay here!” I said, looking at Barrett. “That jerk just kidnapped Ronny! If he gets away now, we’ll never see Ronny again!”
“You think I don’t understand that?” said Barrett. “I want to save Ronny as much as you do, but there’s no point in running into the arms of our enemies. We need to be smart about this, Ashley, and not let our emotions control us.”
Tears formed in my eyes, which I futilely wiped away. “But—”
A boomerang came out of nowhere, which Barrett deflected with a dragon wing that materialized into existence. Covering us with his wing, Barrett looked into my eyes and said, “Ashley, I am going to transform and distract the Daggers. While I keep the Daggers distracted, go save Ronny.”
My eyes widened. “But I don’t want to leave you, either.”
“I can take care of myself,” said Barrett. “Ronny, however, cannot.”
I bit my lower lip. Hearing Barrett explain the deadliness of the Daggers made me hesitant about leaving him with them. On the other hand, Barrett was right.
Ronny was my baby brother. And I was his older sister.
As his older sister, it was my job to protect him.
So I nodded and said, “All right. When should I run?”
Barrett’s eyes flashed with fire. “Now.”
Feeling a little surprised at Barrett’s abruptness, I nonetheless turned and ran out from underneath Barrett’s wing. I ran in the direction that the first Dagger had run off, but I didn’t get very far before a couple of Daggers—one tall and thin, the other short and fat—jumped in my path. They raised their wickedly sharp knives and swords before them, easily blocking off their ally’s escape route.
But then a huge roar exploded in the clearing. I knew it was likely Barrett having transformed into his dragon form, but I didn’t look over my shoulder. The Daggers in my path looked up in surprise as if they had not expected Barrett to transform.
Before either of them could react, I summoned a light trampoline and jumped off it over them. Landing behind the two Daggers, I rushed into the shadows of the forest. I glanced over my shoulder to see the two Daggers turn to chase me … before Barrett flew up behind them and bathed them in a stream of his red-hot fire. The two Daggers screamed in agony as the fire burned their flesh and clothing, while the remaining Daggers began to converge on Barrett, correctly seeing him as the bigger threat than me.
But I didn’t have time to stay and watch Barrett kill the Daggers. I turned my attention to the shadows before me and plunged into the thick, dark trees.
The absolute blackness of the forest was as thick as ink. It felt like I was back in my old nightmare, only this was somehow even scarier. I might not have been in danger of getting eaten by a weird woman creature, but my baby brother’s life was in danger. And unless I found him fast—
A light came up ahead. I darted out of the trees and found myself at the park’s eastern entrance. It was a wrought-iron gateway that was quite rusted and old, though currently it was covered in Christmas lights and wreaths.
The Christmas lights were how I was able to see the first Dagger, with Ronny still slung over his shoulder, making his way out of the park.
I thrust my hands forward. Using the Christmas lights, I formed a solid wall of light in the gateway, making it impossible for the Dagger to escape through.
The Dagger, however, began scaling the wall as easily as if it was a ladder. So I forced a light pillar to extend out from the middle and slam into the Dagger’s chest, knocking him off the wall.
But the Dagger landed on his feet. He whirled around to face me, but I ran toward him, summoning two hammers in my hands. Yelling, I swung my hammers at the Dagger, who dodged them without any trouble.
“You are far more persistent than His Majesty suggested,” said the Dagger, dodging each swing of my hammers with ease. “And emotional.”
“Because you’re trying to kidnap my baby brother, you monster,” I snarled. “You signed your own death sentence.”
The Dagger did a couple of backflips in rapid succession, landing well outside of my reach. Rising to his feet, the Dagger raised his hands. “The only death sentence I have signed … is yours.”
The Dagger clenched and twisted his fists.
Without warning, the dead grass at my feet suddenly shot up and wrapped around my arms and legs. Startled, I struggled to free myself from them, but the tangled grass felt more like steel chains than grass.
“What … what is this?” I said. “Your power?”
“Indeed,” said the Dagger, his eyes glittering under the Christmas lights. “With a single thought, I can control plant life. Only dead plant life, however. Normally, that is a terrible limitation, but here, it’s quite useful, as you can see.”
The Dagger was right. Even though this grass was ‘dead,’ it felt even stronger than steel chains. No matter how hard I struggled against them, they just wouldn’t budge.
“Now, you be a good girl and stay here,” said the Dagger, lowering his hands. “His Majesty gave me specific instructions not to kill you even if you get in my way. So I will leave you here to contemplate your failure. How does that sound?”
Clenching my teeth, I said, “Like … the worst … deal … ever …”
The Dagger shook his head. “Foolish girl. I do not see what His Majesty sees in you. But my opinion doesn’t matter. The only thing that matters is that His Majesty has a new heir suitable for the throne. And your baby brother, I think, will make an excellent replacement for Barrett.”
The Dagger turned and walked toward the gates again. I renewed my struggle to free myself, but again, the grass was just too strong.
So I dismissed my hammers and summoned four knives. The knives cut through the dead grass as easily as paper, freeing my wrists and ankles. Without hesitation, I rushed after the Dagger, who had nearly passed through the gate.
With a yell, I summoned another hammer and swung it at the back of the Dagger’s head. The Dagger, however, raised a hand and caught my wrist without looking. Despite his wiry form, the Dagger had a grip like iron, his hand tightening on my wrist hard enough to break it.
The Dagger turned his hooded head to look at me, his eyes glittering from within his hood. “A very persistent one, this one is.”
With a growl, I summoned another hammer in my right hand, only for the Dagger to slam his fist into my midsection. Like his grip, his punch was much stronger than his physical form suggested. I cried out in pain, but then the Dagger slammed his knee into my face, causing me to collapse onto the ground.
Dazed from the blow, I looked up at the Dagger, who was now glaring down at me with clear hatred. He slammed his boot down on my chest, driving the air from my lungs.
“His Majesty indeed gave me specific orders not to kill you,” said the Dagger in a dangerously low voice. A knife appeared in his right hand, which he raised above his head. “But he said nothing about maiming you.”
My eyes widened, but before the Dagger could stab me, a series of explosions could be heard in the sky overhead. The sky—indeed, the whole park—began changing colors with each boom, flashing from red to blue to green and beyond. A glance above showed me that the explosions were, in fact, the New Year’s fireworks, which was confirmed a second later when the Silvers Town Bell began to literally ring in the new year.
“What the—?” said the Dagger, looking up into the sky. “What are those explosions?”
Sensing my opportunity, I thrust my hands forward, but I didn’t summon a weapon.
Instead, using the light from the fireworks, I summoned Arthur the knight, my personal puppet. Arthur formed behind the Dagger in a flash and, faster than even my eyes could follow, he slashed the bag that Ronny was in off the Dagger’s back.
The Dagger whirled around to face Arthur, but even his fast reflexes were not quite fast enough to keep up with Arthur. Arthur plunged his sword directly into the Dagger’s stomach, causing the Dagger to cry out in pain as Arthur’s sword stabbed into him.
While Arthur took care of the Dagger, I crawled over to Ronny, who was still asleep. I grabbed his bag and inspected him quickly, happy to see that Ronny really was unharmed.
Sighing with relief, I heard the clang of metal on metal and looked up.
The Dagger was fighting with Arthur now, the two trading blows. Although Arthur’s sword was longer, the Dagger was no slouch with his knife, deflecting Arthur’s blows and keeping out of his reach. This despite the Dagger’s stab wound, which hardly seemed to slow him down at all. Even so, it was only a matter of time before Arthur—who was a Construct and therefore could never tire out or be injured—overwhelmed the Dagger, who was bleeding a lot.
I rose to my feet, intending to help Arthur finish off the Dagger, only for a stinging pain to suddenly strike my heart. Gasping in pain, I grabbed my chest and groaned. Why did my chest hurt all of a sudden? I took my Super Pill this morning. This made no sense.
My heart pain made it hard for me to concentrate, which caused Arthur’s form to flicker. It didn’t help that the fireworks, although still exploding overhead, were not an ideal source of light. That meant I needed to end this quickly before either Arthur or I fell.
Taking a step forward, I raised my hand again, only for the stinging pain to return. The pain was so bad that it shattered my concentration and made me fall on my hands and feet. I coughed and hacked, grabbing my chest and trying to will the pain to go away.
Then a boot came out of nowhere and slammed into my face. The blow sent me sprawling across the gravel, my head spinning from the impact. Raising my head, I saw the Dagger picking up Ronny again, his wound still bleeding freely.
Slinging Ronny over his shoulder, the Dagger looked at me. “You fought well, girl. But not well enough.”
Before my startled eyes, the Dagger pulled out what looked like a Teleportation Disk and, slamming it against his chest, disappeared from sight.
Then another sharp pain hit my chest and I lost all consciousness.




CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


Heart problems … pushed herself too much … barely survived … needs to stay …” 
“Looks awful … hope she gets better … Ashley, can you hear me? … Ashley …”
The voices I heard sounded fuzzy and indistinct. I couldn’t even tell what gender they belonged to. It was like trying to listen to a song on a really old, broken radio that hadn’t been repaired in forever. All I could think was how I wanted them to shut up and let me sleep.
But now that I was awake, I gradually began to be aware of my surroundings. It felt like I was covered in soft linen sheets on top of a comfy mattress. The blanket was warm and comfortable, wrapped firmly around my body to keep me from getting cold.
“She’s moving,” said a masculine voice that sounded like Dad’s. “Ashley, are you awake?”
“Let me try,” said another masculine voice that sounded significantly younger than Dad’s.
Something prodded me in the forehead and my eyes flung open. For a moment, I found myself staring into bright lights, but after blinking a few times, distinct shapes began to appear in my vision. A young, trollish-looking face hung over me, smirking at me in amusement.
“Sleeping Beauty is awake!” said Jake, his face the one I was looking at. “How was your nap, Aurora?”
I blinked. “Jake?”
My voice was weaker than normal. Drier, too. I felt like I hadn’t drunk anything in days.
“Yep, that’s me,” said Jake. “That’s a good sign. It means you didn’t forget everything. Professor Hernandez wasn’t sure about the extent of your injuries when we called him.”
“Professor Hernandez?” I said. “Is he here …?”
“No,” said Jake. “But we did call him and consulted with him.”
Mom suddenly appeared, shoving Jake out of the way. Her eyes were wild and her hair was even wilder as if she had forgotten to take care of it over the last several days. “Ashley, honey, how do you feel? Do you think you can still walk?”
“Walk?” I said. “Why wouldn’t I be able to walk? What happened to me?”
“We found you collapsed in the park,” said Dad, appearing next to Mom. He looked almost as worried as her, though his hair wasn’t as messy. “We thought you were dead until the EMTs came and confirmed you were still alive, although you still needed a lot of medical attention.”
“Park …?” I said. “What was I doing in the park?”
“You mean you don’t remember what happened to Ronny?” said Mom in horror.
As soon as Mom said Ronny’s name, all of my memories came flooding back into my mind in an instant. The romantic night with Barrett on top of the tree, Dad telling us that Ronny was missing, the confrontation with the Shadow Daggers, my desperate attempt to stop them … it all came back in painful detail, right up until the moment I lost consciousness.
I slammed a hand on my forehead and groaned. “Actually, I do remember. I remember everything except how I got here. And I don’t even know where here is.”
“It’s your room,” said Dad. “See?”
Raising my head, I saw that I was indeed in my room. And it looked like Mom, Dad, and Jake were the only other people in here aside from myself.
“When did we get back to my room?” I said. “And where’s Barrett?”
“You’ve been out for three days,” said Jake.
My eyes widened in shock. “Three days? No way.”
“Unfortunately, Jake’s not trolling you,” said Dad. “See?”
Dad held up his phone, which was open to his calendar app, showing that it was indeed January 3rd.
I stared at his phone in disbelief. “Three days … I’ve never been unconscious that long.”
“We know,” said Dad as he lowered his phone. “It was because of your condition, wasn’t it?”
I hesitated, but knowing that my parents and Jake were aware of how bad my condition was, I said, “Yes. I overexerted myself. Used my powers too much.”
“But why?” said Jake in an agitated voice. “You’re still taking your Super Pills, aren’t you? I thought they were supposed to prevent these blackouts.”
“I am,” I said, “but my condition has gotten really bad over the last year or so.”
“This is ridiculous,” said Jake. He pointed at me. “If your stupid Super Pills worked, then Ronny wouldn’t currently be who-the-heck-knows-where.”
I folded my arms across my chest defensively. “Don’t blame Professor Hernandez. He’s doing the best he can with the information he has on my condition. Not his fault that my condition has gotten worse. And what do you mean about Ronny?”
“You didn’t see?” said Jake. He glared at me. “Ronny is gone, Ashley. Those Dagger guys got him.”
My heart seemed to fall into my stomach at that news. “You mean … you guys didn’t save him after I lost consciousness.”
“We tried, Ashley,” said Dad in a hard voice. His hands balled into fists. “We searched the whole town, me, Jake, and Barrett. Asked all of our neighbors and even had the police send out an Amber Alert and got the local news station to talk about it. But … nothing.”
“Nothing?” I said. “What do you mean by ‘nothing’?”
“Your father means no witnesses,” said Mom. She shuddered and sighed. “No tips to Ronny’s location, no eyewitness reports of the Daggers … it’s like Ronny and the Daggers just vanished into thin air.”
“That … makes too much sense,” I said. I looked down at my lap. “The Dagger who kidnapped Ronny used a Teleportation Disk to escape. For all we know, he might have teleported all the way back to Superbia.”
“Barrett explained why the Daggers kidnapped Ronny to us,” said Dad. He shook his head. “I can’t believe it. Franklin and I always had our disagreements, but I never thought he’d kidnap my own son from me.”
“That jerk,” Jake growled. “I’m going to run to Superbia right now and—”
“Jake, we had this discussion already,” Dad said sharply, putting a firm hand on Jake’s shoulder. “You aren’t going anywhere. You and Ashley need to stay put and graduate from the Academy. You cannot go out and attack Superbia, not even to save Ronny.”
“Why not?” I said, sitting up. “Between the two of us, we might be able to sneak through the border and—”
“No,” said Mom, interrupting me without hesitation. “Ashley, your dad and I have discussed this to death over the last few days. If either of you went to Superbia, you would probably get killed, assuming you even make it through their borders, which is extremely doubtful.”
Jake threw his hands up into the air. “Then let’s go as a family! Go straight to that Dragon King jerk’s castle and knock it down. You could do that, Dad, right?”
“I could,” said Dad, “and I am sorely tempted to. But I won’t.”
“Why?” I said. “Ronny is in danger. The longer we sit here talking about this, the more danger he’s in. Don’t you care—”
“Of course I care, Ash!” Dad snapped. “Ronny is my child, just as much as you two are. Do you think, even for one moment, that I would ever abandon any of you for any reason?”
Jake and I both exchanged uncertain looks and I said, “No, but—”
Dad held up a hand, which silenced me pretty effectively. “Listen here. If I had my way, I would have flown to Superbia that night. I would have fought the entire Superbian military—hell, the whole population of those darn islands if necessary—broke down the front gates of Castle Superbia myself, break Franklin’s neck with my bare hands, and bring the entire castle down on his sorry head if that would mean I get Ronny back. Hell, I’d gladly sacrifice my own life in exchange for Ronny’s. But do either of you know why I didn’t do that?”
Jake and I gulped but said nothing. Dad rarely ranted, but when he did, you always listened.
Dad pointed at me. “Because my daughter was unconscious and looked deader than dead. Because my wife was even more terrified and confused than I was. Because my other son needed my leadership. Because Superbia and America are at war and my intervention would make things worse. Because life isn’t easy and you can’t always do what you want to do when you want to do it.”
Dad lowered his finger and sighed. “Trust me, Ashley, Jake, I know how you two feel. I’ve always been an act first, think later type of guy. But the situation is far more complex than either of you understand.”
I bit my lower lip and glanced at Mom. Although she had not said a word during Dad’s rant, I could tell she agreed with everything he said. That’s how I knew that neither Jake nor I had a ghost of a chance of winning this argument with Dad.
So I said to Dad, “Dad, you’re right. I wasn’t thinking about how it must look from your perspective. I’m sorry.”
Dad shook his head. “There’s no need for apologies, Ashley. When you two are married and have children of your own someday, you’ll understand.”
Jake scratched the back of his neck. “Yeah, but … Ronny is still kidnapped. I know we can’t just run to Superbia and save him, but what can we do?”
Dad sighed. “I contacted the G-Men, NHA, and INJ as soon as I realized that the Shadow Daggers kidnapped Ronny. They’re putting together a team to enter Superbia and save him. And I am going to be on that team.”
“You are?” I said in surprise. “But weren’t you just saying that you can’t do that?”
“I said I couldn’t go to Superbia by myself,” Dad pointed out. “I said nothing about teaming up with some other superheroes to form a strike team that could get in and out of Superbia without being noticed.”
Dad suddenly looked at Jake. “And before you ask, no, Jake, you can’t join the team. Only pro heroes are allowed. You need to go back to school with Ashley.”
Jake stared at Dad in bewilderment. “How did you know I was going to ask that? Were you secretly a telepath this entire time or something?”
Dad shook his head and chuckled. “No. I just know you well enough to know you were about to ask that.”
“Oh,” said Jake. He snapped his fingers. “Dang it. Being a student sucks.”
“Don’t knock it,” said Dad. “You don’t know how lucky you have it right now. Once you become a full-time superhero out in the real world … well, I’ll let you discover that for yourself.”
“When are you and your team going out?” I said. “Soon?”
“We’re still in the early stages of putting the team together,” Dad admitted. “I’m the only confirmed member so far. At the moment, the NHA, INJ, and G-Men are seeking volunteers in their own groups for anyone who might want to help. I expect it will be a month or so before we actually go anywhere.”
“A month?” I said in horror. “Who knows what Dragon King will do to Ronny in a month?”
“Barrett told us that Dragon King wanted to make Ronny his new ‘son,’ ” said Jake, making air quotes with his fingers. “So Ronny is probably going to be okay unless that Dagger guy was lying.”
“Speaking of Barrett, where is he?” I said. “What happened to him?”
Mom, Dad, and Jake all exchanged uncertain glances with each other. They looked like they were mentally debating with each other over what to tell me. Their worried expressions hardly made me feel better.
“Mom, Dad, Jake,” I said, trying not to sound too worried, “what happened to Barrett?”
Jake took a deep breath. “Well, you remember how Barrett distracted those Dagger guys so you could save Ronny, right?”
I nodded slowly. “Yeah. He did distract them, right?”
“He did,” said Jake. “But … for a price.”
“For a price?” I said. “What do you mean?”
Jake opened his mouth, but Dad put a hand on his shoulder and said, “Jake, I was the one who found Barrett. I should be the one to tell her.”
“Found Barrett?” I repeated. “What happened to him?”
Dad looked me straight in the eyes. “Barrett was found badly wounded by the Shadow Daggers. And he is currently fighting for his life in the Silvers City Hospital.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


The rest of Christmas break, as you might have imagined, was extremely somber. 
Despite my parents’ protests, I went to the hospital that very afternoon to see Barrett myself. Although I knew my parents would never lie to me, I just wanted to be with him and see him myself.
And boy did Barrett look terrible. He lay in his hospital bed with his body covered in white bandages, at least the parts that weren’t covered by his patient gown. One of his legs was apparently broken, while burn marks could be seen on his skin. His right eye was swollen, although the doctor told us that swelling had gone down considerably since he came in. His hair was shaved in a few spots, too, apparently by the Daggers themselves.
Miracle of miracles, Barrett was awake and conscious when I visited him. But just barely. And he couldn’t even talk. He just smiled and waved at me when I entered his hospital room, but the doctor advised against hugging him because Barrett was apparently in excruciating pain and needed to be on heavy painkillers.
Exactly how Barrett ended up like this, no one knew. From what Barrett had told the ambulance workers who had shown up at the park to help with the search efforts, he had been overwhelmed by the powers of the dozen or so Daggers that he had distracted. Although he managed to kill a few of them, even his dragon form had barely been able to stand up under the heavy assault.
Indeed, Barrett believed that the only reason he had survived at all was because Dad found him and fought off the Daggers, forcing them to flee. The Daggers had even rescued the bodies of their fallen comrades, apparently to give them proper burials. As a result, there was no evidence that the Daggers had even been in the forest except for a discarded arrow or shattered weapon.
You don’t know how much it hurt me to see Barrett in such terrible shape like that. He looked as if he had been mauled by a lion. More than anything, I wanted to hug and kiss him and hold him tight, but I couldn’t do that without hurting him.
The only bright thing was that Barrett was transported to Hero Island, where Healing Touch himself healed his wounds. Worryingly, they discussed putting Barrett inside a ‘coma pod’—some type of life support device designed to keep people in comas alive—but it turned out that Barrett didn’t actually need it.
Yes, I was happy that Barrett would be getting the medical care and protection that he needed, but I was still upset about his injuries and how close he came to dying. And just when Barrett had asked me to marry him, too, something I had hoped to do, but now it looked even more uncertain than before.
Poor Barrett, though, was far worse off than me. And not just because he had nearly gotten killed by the Shadow Daggers, either.
No, Barrett was psychologically crushed by the knowledge that his own father had replaced him.
I could tell. I’d seen how he reacted back in the park when the Shadow Daggers told us why they kidnapped Ronny. Even bandaged up and unable to speak, I saw the pain and anger in his eyes whenever someone mentioned his father. He didn’t have to say a word for me to know that that knowledge almost ruined him completely. I knew him too well at this point.
Frankly, I couldn’t imagine what it must be like to be ‘replaced’ by your dad because you no longer fit his criteria for a ‘son.’ It was the polar opposite of how my dad treated me and my siblings. Dad didn’t want to ‘replace’ any of us and was actively working on saving Ronny. Dragon King, on the other hand, apparently didn’t care about Barrett anymore.
Which didn’t surprise me. Dragon King was clearly a sociopath who only saw other people as tools that he could use. He was a liar and manipulator, and a darn good one at that, too. I doubt that Dragon King even knew how to love or value another human being, although he was pretty good at manipulating people into serving him.
Even beyond Barrett’s physical and psychological injuries, though, there was now a much more immediate problem I needed to confront: My condition.
There was no denying it now. I needed to take a treatment for my condition. Fast.
The fact that I blacked out for three days after straining my powers—despite faithfully taking my Super Pill every day—was as clear a sign as any that my condition was actively getting worse. I spoke with Professor Hernandez over the phone the day after I woke up from my coma and he told me that I needed to make a decision now before I graduated. Professor Hernandez told me that he expected me to start falling into comas a month before I died, not five, meaning that my condition had indeed worsened.
That meant I needed to choose one of two procedures: Power removal surgery, which would remove the part of my brain that my powers came from … or go to Superbia and take Franklin’s Cure, although that would mean giving up my freedom and having to become Dragon King’s property.
I’d put off making a decision for as long as I could because I didn’t like either option. I didn’t want to have my powers removed, but I also didn’t want to go back to Superbia and end up as Dragon King’s wife. I suspected he still wanted me to bear his child, despite kidnapping Ronny, and there was no way in hell that I was going to do that.
Still, something Dad had told me and Jake in my room when I woke up resonated with me. He told me that he was willing to sacrifice himself to save Ronny if that was necessary because that’s what parents did for their children. It kind of blew me away at how willing Dad was to give up his own life not just for Ronny, but for me and Jake. Mom, I knew, felt the same way, even though I don’t think she was going to be part of the team that was going to go into Superbia to rescue Ronny.
Was I willing to do the same? I loved Ronny as my baby brother and was incredibly protective of him. I would have gone to Superbia with Dad and his team myself if I could have.
But I couldn’t. Even ignoring my status as a student, my condition made me too frail and unreliable in combat. I would probably just end up getting in the way and not contribute much, if at all.
But who said I needed to give up my life? What if there was another sacrifice I could make to save Ronny? Something not quite as valuable as my life, but important nonetheless?
That thought occurred to me when I went back to school, formulating in my mind until I met with Professor Hernandez a week after the start of the new school year, where I asked him about it …




CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


Monday, January 10th, 2039, 8:01 PM … 
I slumped in my chair in front of Professor Hernandez’s chair, prompting Professor Hernandez—who was apparently just finishing up his notes—to look up at me and frown. “Ashley, what’s the matter? Is it your condition?”
I rubbed my forehead and nodded. “I think so. Ever since school started back up, I’ve been exhausted. Although the mountains of homework that you and the other teachers keep piling on us fourth-years don’t help.”
Professor Hernandez chuckled in a good-natured way. “Sorry, but we just want to make sure that you are equipped and ready for graduation. The Final Exam is coming up at the end of the year, after all, and I want to make sure that all of my students pass.”
I groaned. “Don’t remind me.”
The Final Exam was, as the name subtly suggested, the last test that fourth-year students at the Academy had to take to graduate. From what Professor Hernandez had told me, the Final Exam consisted of a mixture of doing written tests and practical exams where you showed off your combat skills and used your powers. The Final Exam was not public and could not be witnessed by other students, which was the main reason I was so unfamiliar with it.
Professor Hernandez chuckled. “You sound just like every other fourth-year student I’ve ever taught in my career at the Academy. I’m sure you’ll pass it with flying colors, though. Especially with the letter of recommendation you got from Shade during your SAP in your second-year.”
“What?” I said, looking up at Professor Hernandez. “That actually will help me graduate?”
“Sure,” said Professor Hernandez with a nod. “SAP mentor recommendations add an extra ten percent to your overall grade point average in your fourth-year. It is included in your Academy grade when the fourth-year students’ results are presented to the Board. It basically means you are guaranteed to graduate even if your academic grades are so-so, although yours are at least above average.”
I stared at Professor Hernandez in disbelief. “So Shade wasn’t just messing with me when she said I was going to be happy when she recommended Sofia and me for our performances in SAP.”
“Of course not,” said Professor Hernandez. “Why else do you think so many students submit their applications to SAP? An extra ten percent to your grade, as I said, can often mean the difference between graduation and having to do another year at the Academy.”
I frowned. “Is that what happens to fourth-years who don’t graduate? They need to repeat their fourth year? Wouldn’t that technically make them fifth-years?”
Professor Hernandez shrugged. “It rarely happens. I’d say one out of every thousand or so students fails the Final Exam and has to take it again. I wouldn’t worry about it if I were you. Anyway, tell me more about how you feel.”
I rubbed the back of my neck, which ached. “I hurt. Everywhere.”
“All the time?” Professor Hernandez questioned.
I shook my head. “No. Not all the time. Not even most of the time, honestly. But I am feeling it more and more frequently.”
“Does the Super Pill help with the pain at all?” said Professor Hernandez.
“It does, yeah,” I said. “I think I’d hurt a lot more if I wasn’t taking the Super Pill.”
“Undoubtedly,” said Professor Hernandez, “but that brings us to our next question. You know what I am going to ask.”
I hesitated. “My treatment.”
Professor Hernandez nodded grimly. “Exactly. I am glad you know what I was getting at. I was worried you might try to deny your need for it.”
I shook my head. “No, professor. After what happened at New Year’s, I know I cannot put this off any longer.”
A big smile appeared across Professor Hernandez’s face. “Wonderful! That’s good news. Now I know last time we discussed going to Superbia or doing power removal surgery. I know how dangerous Superbia is for you and how you don’t intend to become a superhero, so I took the liberty of getting some pamphlets on power removal surgery I can give you. These pamphlets describe the process, how to prepare for surgery, and—”
“Actually, sir,” I interrupted, “I don’t want to do power removal surgery.”
Professor Hernandez—who had pulled out a thick stack of pamphlets from the drawers of his desk—paused and looked at me, a puzzled frown on his face. “You don’t? Then what do you want to do? Get sprayed with Neo-Gas?”
“No, sir,” I said, shaking my head. “I want to go to Superbia and take Franklin’s Cure.”
Professor Hernandez dropped the pamphlets on the floor of his office, staring at me with disbelief in his eyes. “Superbia? Franklin’s Cure? No way. You know I can’t possibly let you go there. Your parents would certainly never agree to that.”
I held up a hand. “I know, but I’m an adult now. I can make my own decisions about my health care, no matter what my parents say. And I want to take Franklin’s Cure.”
Professor Hernandez shook his head and quickly began picking up the fallen packets. “I … what brought upon this strange change of opinion? I thought you didn’t want to go back to Superbia because of Dragon King.”
I pursed my lips. “I don’t want to go to Superbia for myself. I want to go to Superbia for Ronny.”
“Your baby brother?” said Professor Hernandez. He had finished picking up the packets, which now stood in a neat pile on top of his desk. “Didn’t your parents tell you that you’re not supposed to go to Superbia and rescue Ronny? I know your dad is on a team dedicated to saving him, but you’re just an Academy student.”
“I’m not planning to storm the gates of Castle Superbia and take out Dragon King myself if that’s what you’re thinking,” I said. “I want to make an exchange.”
“Exchange for what?” said Professor Hernandez. “No offense, Ashley, but what could you possibly have that Dragon King would want?”
I put a hand on my chest. “Me. In exchange for Ronny’s freedom, I will take Franklin’s Cure and go live in Superbia. Just like Dragon King wants.”
“Dragon King wants you?” said Professor Hernandez, who was starting to sound a lot like a parrot now. “Why?”
I briefly explained the nightmare I’d had what seemed like a lifetime ago now, even though it had really only been a few months ago. I didn’t leave out any details, not even the part where Dragon King outright told me that he wanted me to marry him. There was no point in hiding any of it from Professor Hernandez, not anymore.
“That’s why I want to make the exchange,” I said. “Dragon King wants a son. He only kidnapped Ronny, I think, to force my hand. He knows how much I love Ronny and how willing I am to do anything to keep him safe and get him back.”
Professor Hernandez adjusted his glasses, a deeply distressed look on his features. “I … I don’t know what to make of this. Dragon King is even more messed-up than I believed if he wants you to be the mother of his next son. And you’re just going to walk into his trap?”
“Yes,” I said. “I know how it sounds, but I’ve already made my decision. I think it’s the right thing to do.”
“What about your family?” said Professor Hernandez. “What about Barrett? Do any of them know about this?”
“No one does,” I said to Professor Hernandez, “except for you. You’re the only person I’ve shared my plan with.”
“And you think I am just going to sign off on it?” said Professor Hernandez incredulously. “Ashley, I do hope you realize that I, as your teacher and doctor, would never let you run off to Superbia to become Dragon King’s wife in exchange for your baby brother, right? Your parents would never forgive me if I helped you with that.”
“I know,” I said. “That’s why I didn’t tell them about it. All they need to know is when Ronny is returned to them safe and unharmed.”
“But there are so many unknowns,” said Professor Hernandez. “For one, you have no proof that Dragon King would even accept such an offer. What if he decided to keep you and Ronny? Or what if he decides he no longer needs you now that he has a new ‘son’ to raise himself?”
“I haven’t actually made the offer to Dragon King yet, obviously,” I said. “But I know that Dragon King still wants me. If he didn’t want me, he wouldn’t have told the Shadow Daggers to spare me. Kidnapping Ronny was his way of getting me to make a decision on whether to marry him or not. If Dragon King didn’t want me, he would have had his Shadow Daggers kill me back in Silvers.”
Professor Hernandez rubbed his arm nervously. “Be that as it may, I still think it’s a foolish idea and, like I said, I can’t imagine your parents would be even remotely okay with it. You know how your dad feels about Dragon King.”
“Exactly the same way I do,” I said. “That is, with hatred and revulsion, especially at what he has become. But again, I know this is the right choice. If I don’t do this now, then Dragon King will just keep escalating until I no longer have a choice but to go along with his demands. It’s the only way to keep him from hurting—or even killing—more people I love.”
“But don’t you want to at least graduate from the Academy before you run off and do something potentially foolish and life-destroying?” said Professor Hernandez. “Even if Dragon King doesn’t kill you and does, in fact, have a cure for your condition, you’ll be his wife in Superbia forever. You won’t be able to return to America or live the normal life that I know you wanted to live.”
“Do you think I don’t know that?” I said. I put a hand on my chest. “Look at it from my perspective, professor. I’m going to die in five months. My only options are to either undergo power removal surgery and become utterly powerless to save or protect my loved ones or give up my own future to ensure that my baby brother even has one. Tell me, which one is the more heroic option? Which one do you think is the right one to do?”
Professor Hernandez pursed his lips. “Ashley, don’t bring morality into—”
“But this is always about morality,” I said. “The Academy is supposed to be a superhero school, right? We’re always taught to use our powers to protect others, to put our lives on the line to save those who can’t save themselves. Are you telling me that I can’t choose to give up my own life to save my baby brother?”
Professor Hernandez gulped. “I wasn’t saying that—”
“Then what are you saying, professor?” I said, putting my hands on the desk. “What should I do, then? Tell me. I want to know.”
I know how vehement I sounded, and maybe I was a little too aggressive, but I didn’t care. I’d given this idea a lot of thought over the last week and knew it was the right choice. I understood Professor Hernandez’s concerns, but at this point, I wasn’t in the mood to argue. I just wanted to do what I knew was right, and I hoped Professor Hernandez agreed.
Professor Hernandez looked quite uncomfortable sitting there in his chair. He pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose, licking his lips to wet them. He seemed to be torn himself, making me wonder what his response would be.
Finally, Professor Hernandez sighed. “All right, Ashley. I’ll send Howard an email later today telling him that you would like to come to Superbia and take Franklin’s Cure.”
“Really?” I said. “You’re actually going to do that?”
“Yes,” said Professor Hernandez. “Although I still have great reservations about your plan, I realize that you aren’t the immature teenage girl I knew four years ago. You’ve grown into a selfless, mature young lady, even if you’re still a little headstrong and even reckless at times. I see in you the same determination to protect the ones you love that I saw in your father’s eyes when he wasn’t much older than yourself so many years ago.”
Then Professor Hernandez chuckled. “Besides, if you’re anything like Bolt, you were planning to go to Superbia regardless of what I said, right?”
I smiled. “Yes, sir. Thank you, professor.”
“Don’t mention it,” said Professor Hernandez. “The only thing I’d like to add is that you should tell your parents. They deserve to know what you are planning to do, regardless of how they may feel about it.”
I bit my lower lip but nodded. “Fair enough. I’ll give them a call later and let them know about my decision. I’ll let Jake know, too.”
Professor Hernandez nodded. “Good. I’ll send Howard an email, while you can return to your dorm and call it a night.”
“Yes, sir.”
I stood up and left Professor Hernandez’s office, feeling a strange combination of tension and relief swirling around inside me. Relief that Professor Hernandez had agreed to my demands and would help me with my plan to rescue Ronny. Tension at not knowing what was going to happen next.
But more importantly was the sense of certainty that rested upon me. It was the sense that I had done the right thing, that no matter what happened next, I had made the correct choice.
That feeling of certainty was about to be tested that very night when my whole world came crashing down around me with a blast.




CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


The second my head hit the pillow on my bed that night I found myself standing in the clearing of the dark forest from my nightmare again. Everything looked much the same as it did the last time, only now there were dark clouds in the sky overhead, dark clouds that rumbled with thunder and crackled with lightning. A strong wind picked up, making the trees and bushes around me rustle while making the water of the pond ripple. 
“So you came back, eh?” said a familiar feminine voice from the shadows. “And you aren’t even afraid anymore.”
From out of the shadows of the trees stepped Nightmare. She looked as ugly and horrifying as ever, her upside-down eyes glittering with malice and amusement.
“You picked a good time to show your ugly face,” I said. “Lonely?”
“No,” said Nightmare, shaking her head. “As I told you before, I exist in the subconscious world of dreams and nightmares now. I sensed that you wanted to talk with His Majesty, so I, of course, had to visit you in your sleep.”
“Good,” I said. “Because I do want to talk to Dragon King, although I don’t see him. Is he pulling an all-nighter?”
“Actually, Ashley, I am fast asleep in my bed,” said Dragon King’s voice above.
Looking up, I saw Dragon King hovering in the air above me, his dragon wings beating hard to keep him afloat. He was still in his armored human form, though the dragon wings extending from his back made him look even more intimidating.
Dragon King lowered down to the ground, landing on his feet with practiced ease. His wings folded behind his back, while his hand rested on the sheathed sword at his side. His dark eyes glared at me from under his helmet, smoke rising from the corners of his mask.
“Long time, no see, Ashley Jason,” said Dragon King. “You are as beautiful as ever, even with that rather unattractive scowl on your face.”
“Drop the compliments, Dragon King,” I said. “You and I both know you don’t mean them.”
Dragon King shrugged. “I do mean them, actually. But very well. I see you wish to get down to business. Did you come to demand your baby brother, Ronald, back?”
“Pretty much,” I said. “Where is he? Is he still—?”
“The boy is still alive,” Dragon King affirmed. “Like me, he is fast asleep. But if you want to talk to him, I am sure Nightmare can arrange that.”
Nightmare raised a hand, which flashed a strange purple light.
A second later, Ronny appeared next to Dragon King. He wore Spider-Man pajamas, a bewildered look on his face as he looked around at his surroundings.
“Uh?” said Ronny, blinking the sleep out of his eyes. “Where … where me …?”
My heart jumped at the sight of Ronny. “Ronny!”
Ronny started but looked at me right away. His jaw fell open. “Ashy!”
Ronny ran toward me. I got down, holding my arms wide open, ready to hug him.
But just as Ronny ran into my arms, he disappeared into mist.
“Ronny!” I shouted again, looking around the clearing frantically. “Ronny, where are you?”
“He is safely back in his bed in the real world,” said Nightmare with a chuckle. “He is no longer a part of this nightmare. He isn’t actually dead, you know.”
My heart hammering, I wanted to summon a hammer and smash in Nightmare’s ugly face and make it even uglier.
But I didn’t come here to fight.
I looked at Dragon King and said, “You were wrong when you asked if I was going to demand Ronny back. I am not. I’m going to offer you an exchange.”
Dragon King tilted his head to the side. “An exchange? Fascinating. What, pray tell, do you want to exchange?”
I gulped, but said, in as firm a voice as I could muster, “My freedom and my life in exchange for Ronny’s.”
Dragon King became still as a statue when I said that. “Explain.”
I pursed my lips. “I will come to Superbia, take Franklin’s Cure, marry you, and even have your children … as long as you return Ronny to my parents.”
“You truly wish to do this?” Dragon King questioned. “Have you thought about it?”
“I have, actually,” I said. “And I’ve already made moves in the real world to make sure that it happens. I’m not just lying to trick you.”
Dragon King nodded. “Of course. You aren’t nearly that intelligent, despite your cleverness.”
“You really do have a way with words, Dragon King,” I said. “I can see why all the women are throwing themselves at you.”
Dragon King laughed. “Your sarcasm is a bit better, but still quite mediocre. Nonetheless, I appreciate your willingness to sacrifice your freedom to save your baby brother. It’s a truly Superbian trait, I feel. One super sacrificing herself to save the next generation … I’ve known many great supers like that.”
“I want to save Ronny because he’s family, not because he’s super,” I said. “Ronny isn’t old enough to have manifested any powers yet. He might not get a power at all.”
“Which would be a terrible shame,” said Dragon King, “because judging by your and Jake’s powers, I assume it would be a powerful one. Either way, however, he will make an excellent heir to the throne. Much better than Barrett.”
I scowled. “You mean your actual son? The one who was nearly murdered by your bodyguards?”
Dragon King shook his head. “Wrong. I have no son. Not anymore. And certainly not Barrett. He died to me when he helped you escape Superbia last year.”
My hands balled into fists. “Barrett is a thousand times the man you could ever hope to be. And he’s a much better son than you deserve.”
That seemed to hurt Dragon King. He stepped toward me, his eyes flashing red with fire. I expected him to attack me outright, but he kept his distance.
Instead, Dragon King said, “If you find Barrett so impressive, then why are you here rather than with him?”
“The deal is still on,” I said. “Just because I like Barrett better than you doesn’t mean I am going to walk away from our agreement.”
“Does Barrett know that you are doing this?” said Dragon King. “I cannot imagine that he would be happy to learn that you are going to become my wife.”
I pursed my lips. “No. I haven’t even told my parents. But it is the right thing to do.”
Dragon King tapped the handle of his sheath. “Morality is quite subjective, but I agree that in this case, your decision to marry me is the logical choice. Quite pragmatic, even, although I hope you realize that I won’t treat you any better than Julia.”
“What about Julia?” I said. “Does she know you’re lusting after a girl half your age?”
“Julia and I have an … understanding,” said Dragon King. “She understands why I am doing this. She also loves Superbia, after all, and wishes to see it prosper.”
“Bull,” I said. “You don’t care about Superbia or anything other than yourself and increasing your own power. That’s why you put on the mask of a human rights activist who cares about the ‘oppressed’ in other countries.”
Dragon King shrugged. “Whether you believe my devotion to super rights is legitimate or not, I do not care. In the end, you will be my bride and will bear my child, a child who will one day grow up to lead the Kingdom—and eventual Empire—of Superbia.”
I bit my lower lip. “We’ll see about that, Dragon King.”
“Indeed,” said Dragon King. He sighed suddenly. “Or we would if I had any intention of upholding our agreement.”
“Wait, what?” I said. “What are you talking about? I thought you wanted to marry me.”
“I used to,” said Dragon King, “but I’ve had a lot of time to think since our last nightmare conversation … and frankly, I am no longer interested.”
I didn’t know how to react. Half of me was overjoyed that Dragon King didn’t care about marrying me anymore, while the other half was horrified at the knowledge that my great plan for saving Ronny had just been blown to pieces. “Why?”
“Because, despite your pedigree, you are truly an untrustworthy woman,” said Dragon King. “As well, I’d rather not let your Hernandez’s Disease sneak into the Marcus family genetics and pose a long-term threat to my future empire.”
“Is that why you actually kidnapped Ronny?” I said. “Not because you wanted to force me to be your wife, but rather because you have given up on me.”
“Exactly,” said Dragon King with a swift but sure nod. “You are spoiled goods, useful for nothing except to be thrown in the fire with the rest of the rotten fruit. Your brother, on the other hand, is young enough that I can still shape and mold his young mind into accepting me as his father and eventually becoming a suitable replacement for Barrett.”
“Then … why are we talking at all?” I said. “Did you just want to laugh in my face?”
“Partly,” said Dragon King, “but I wanted to warn you that I’m not simply going to spare you just because I no longer wish to marry you. Dragons are infamous for their ability to hold grudges for years and years. And I still hold very tightly to the grudge I have against you.”
Despite my shock, I smirked. “Fine. You can try to kill me if you want, but I think it would be rather hard to do from Superbia.”
Dragon King chuckled. “When did I say I was still in Superbia?”
Before I could respond to that, Dragon King’s form flash a brilliant golden color. In the next instant, Dragon King’s human form was gone, replaced by his massive golden dragon form, his burning eyes glaring down at me evilly.
Then Dragon King raised his head and spewed flames all across the trees around us. The dried, dead trees caught fire in an instant, spreading quicker than the blink of an eye until the whole forest was up in flames. Heat like standing in front of an open oven blasted me as smoke and ash flew through the air, forcing me to cough hard.
I heard another growl above me and looked up just in time to see Dragon King standing before me, his dragonic face smirking down at me.
“When you wake up in your bed in the real world, Ashley, your nightmare won’t be over,” said Dragon King. “Oh, no. The real nightmare will begin as soon as you wake up.”
With that, Dragon King disappeared into thin air.
“The real nightmare?” I repeated. I looked at Nightmare. “What is he talking about?”
Nightmare chuckled. “Why don’t you see for yourself?”
Without warning, the nightmare world vanished and I woke up to the sounds of explosions that came from right outside my window.




CHAPTER FORTY


It took me a moment to realize that the explosions weren’t coming from just outside the window of my dormitory. Rather, they sounded like they were a bit farther away, although still well within the Academy campus. 
“Huh?” I said, rubbing my eyes. “What the—? Where are all of those explosions coming—”
The curtains of my bed were pulled away, causing light to spill into my bed. Blinking my eyes rapidly, I saw Courtney, her hair messy and still wearing her pajamas, holding the curtains, her eyes wide behind her thick glasses, while our roommates—Diana and Jane—stood behind her with equally terrified expressions.
“Courtney?” I said, blinking my eyes rapidly to adjust to the sudden change in lighting. “What’s going on?”
Courtney took a deep breath and said, “The Academy is under attack. And Night Soldier just ordered all students to evacuate to the Underground Academy.”
My eyes widened. “The Academy is under attack? By who?”
“No idea,” said Courtney, shaking her head, “but Night Soldier says that all students need to get to the Underground Academy ASAP.”
My eyes widened even further. “You mean it’s that bad?”
“Night Soldier thinks so,” said Courtney, “but either way, I need to go and organize the rest of the Team Justice students. The entrance to the Underground Academy is on the first floor, so that’s where we all need to go.”
“But I need to get dressed first,” I said, tossing my blankets off my legs. “And—”
“There’s no time for that!” Courtney snapped. “Night Soldier’s orders were clear: All students need to evacuate to the Underground Academy immediately.”
Biting my lower lip, I knew Courtney was right. Without knowing who was attacking the Academy, there was no time to get dressed or do anything else. So I nodded and jumped out of bed, following Courtney, Diana, and Jane to the hallway.
As we stepped out of our dorm, we discovered that we weren’t the only students awoken by the explosions. Our fellow fourth-years, boys and girls alike, stepped out of their dormitories with various looks of worry and confusion on their faces. I immediately spotted Barrett stepping out of his dorm with his dormmates, his normally sleeked-back hair messier than normal, although he still looked really hot in his sleeveless white shirt and old red shorts.
“What’s going on?” said Fadil, one of my fellow fourth-year students and one of Barrett’s roommates. “Did anyone else hear the explosions? They sound like they’re coming from the gates.”
“The Academy is under attack,” said Courtney, raising her voice loud enough for everyone in the hallway to hear her. “Night Soldier ordered all Academy students to evacuate to the Underground Academy until the attack is over.”
“The Underground Academy?” said a fourth-year girl I didn’t recognize. “What’s that?”
“Think of it as a giant, Academy-sized bunker underneath the main campus,” said Courtney. “You will see for yourself soon enough. The entrance is on the first floor, so that’s where we’re going.”
“If the Academy is under attack, shouldn’t we help defend it?” said a male fourth-year student, a large black guy with huge muscles. “I’m not gonna run and hide from anyone.”
“These are Night Soldier’s orders,” Courtney snapped. “I know it’s sudden, but we need to go. As the Top Student of Team Justice, it’s my job to make sure that we all stay safe until Night Soldier or Professor Hernandez tells us it’s okay to leave.”
I was surprised to see how easily Courtney took control in such a stressful situation. The guy who had questioned Night Soldier’s orders also looked surprised, but he fell into the line that Courtney started to organize without question. It seemed to me that Courtney was more of a natural leader than I thought.
Yet even as I fell into the back of the line, another explosion—this one much closer than the others—rocked the dormitory, making it shake under the impact.
“What the—?” I said. I looked at Courtney. “Courtney, didn’t Night Soldier say that the attackers are still at the gates?”
“I-I thought so,” said Courtney, “but that explosion definitely sounded closer than the—”
The door to our dorm suddenly blew off its hinges and smashed into the wall on the opposite side of the hallway. The fourth-year students collectively cried out in fear and surprise, while Courtney and I whirled around to see smoke coming from inside our dorm room.
“What was that?” said Diana, who cowered behind me. “Was there someone in our room the entire time?”
“No,” I said, shaking my head. “I think we just missed getting ourselves blown to pieces by five minutes.”
“You are correct, Ashley Jason,” said a strange African-accented voice from the smoke. “But your luck will run out at some point.”
An African man stepped out from the smoke-filled dorm. He was thin, practically skeletal, the skin clinging to his bones tightly and making him look much older than he probably was. He wore a simple military uniform that looked a little too big for him, while his face was painted to look like a skeleton’s. He even held a staff made of bone in his hand, gripping it firmly as he surveyed the hallway. I did not like it when his eyes fell on me.
“Who are you?” I said, staring at the man in disbelief.
The African man smiled, a ghoulish expression on his painted face. “My name is Robert John Otieno, although you may call me Marrow if you want. I am the son of Jacob Otieno, one of the Eleven Founders of Superbia. And I will have the honor of killing Superbia’s number one enemy, Ashley Jason.”
My eyes widened in shock. I had heard of Jacob Otieno, the Chief of Superbia’s police force, but I had certainly never heard of or met his son.
But far more importantly, if this guy was Jacob Otieno’s son, then that meant only one thing:
Superbia was attacking the Academy.
As if reading my mind, Marrow nodded. “Yes, I can see that you, at least, understand what my presence here means. Superbia has chosen to directly assault the Academy. We will burn the entire campus to the ground. Not a single brick shall remain standing.”
“Superbia?” said Courtney in shock. “No way.”
“He’s telling the truth,” I said bitterly, remembering my conversation with Dragon King in my nightmare. “Dragon King told me as much in my nightmare, although he didn’t put it in so many words.”
“So you’ve spoken with His Majesty already,” said Marrow. His ghoulish grin became even wider. “Excellent. It means I can get right to the part where I kill you for harming Superbia.”
I opened my mouth to respond, but then Barrett stepped forward and said, putting an arm in front of me, “If Ashley is your target, you will have to go through me first, Robert.”
I looked at Barrett in surprise. Barrett glared at Marrow without even one hint of fear in his face, a stark contrast to the other fourth-year students, who all looked scared out of their minds. They definitely didn’t look like they wanted to pick a fight with Marrow, even though we outnumbered him considerably.
Marrow, however, scowled when he saw Barrett, looking more angry than afraid. Tapping his staff against the floor, Marrow said, “Long time, no see, Exiled Prince. I didn’t believe it when I first heard that you had betrayed Superbia and run off to America with a remarkably plain girl, but I guess truth is stranger than fiction, as they say.”
“Barrett, do you know him?” I said, looking at Barrett in confusion.
Barrett nodded, a displeased expression on his face. “Yes, although I wish I did not. As the child of another Founder, I did know Robert growing up. I’ve never known a more loathsome, creepy human being in my entire life, however.”
“Harsh words coming from a traitor,” Marrow snapped. “But frankly, I’m more shocked that you gave up a guaranteed spot as the next King of Superbia for some American tramp. I always knew you were a romantic idiot, Barrett, but you’ve hit lows even I didn’t know existed.”
“It’s called love, Robert,” said Barrett without losing his cool, “although I forgive you for not knowing that, seeing as you’ve never loved another human being. You only love yourself.”
Marrow scowled even deeper. “Make all the quips you want. Dragon King—your father—gave all members of the Superbian Invasion Force direct orders to kill you if we ran into you. What honor I will receive from the Dragon King once I report that I killed both his wayward son and the American tramp who seduced him.”
“Call Ashley ‘tramp’ one more time and I will boil your tongue in your mouth,” said Barrett coldly.
“I’d like to see you try,” said Marrow, “especially in your pajamas.”
“Guys, we’re not supposed to be fighting,” said Courtney, raising her hands. “Night Soldier said—”
“Marrow isn’t going to let us run away,” I said. I summoned a light hammer in my hands. “Courtney, evacuate the other students into the Underground Academy. Barrett and I will keep Marrow busy.”
“What?” said Courtney in horror. “But he could kill you!”
“Ashley’s plan makes sense,” said Barrett, raising his hands, which morphed into dragon claws. “We are his targets, not the other students. If we can keep Robert distracted up here, that will prevent him from harming the other students, especially the third-, second-, and first-years.”
I looked over my shoulder at Courtney. “Barrett is right. We’ve fought Superbians before. We’ll be just fine. You just make sure everyone makes it to the Underground. We’ll catch up after we beat Marrow.”
Courtney looked like she completely disagreed with our plan, but then she nodded and said, “Fine. Just stay safe, okay?”
Before I could respond to that, Courtney turned and shouted at the other fourth-years, “Everyone, let’s keep moving! The entrance to the Underground Academy is on the first floor. Ashley and Barrett will distract the creepy skeleton guy!”
It was a relief to see that no one argued with her. The students turned and began making their way down the hallway to the stairs at the other end as quickly as they could, with Courtney doing her best to herd them and keep them in some kind of semblance of order. Courtney did look over her shoulder at Barrett and me one last time, however, and gave us both the thumbs up, clearly her way of wishing us good luck.
Nodding, Barret and I looked at Marrow, who had not moved. He simply tapped his staff against the floor, a creepy grin on his face.
“I was hoping we’d have an audience,” said Marrow, “but I suppose that’s fine. His Majesty’s orders were to kill you two. Killing the other students would be like getting bonus points in a video game.”
I scowled, but said to Barrett, “Okay, what are Marrow’s powers?”
“Bone manipulation,” Barrett replied without missing a beat. “Robert can make skeletons come to life and fight for him, among other things. He can also form skeletal armor on his body, so he may be wearing skeletal armor under his cloak. He’s a decent fighter, but not very strong. A good hit in the right spot should knock him flat on his back.”
“Does he need to have skeletons near him to use his powers?” I said.
Barrett nodded. “Yes. He can’t simply conjure skeletons out of nowhere. Like you, his powers require material to work with.”
Marrow chuckled. “That is correct, Barrett. I see that you remember our training sessions together quite well.”
I glanced around the hallway. “Well, I don’t see any skeletons around here, so it looks like you’re stuck with that staff of yours.”
Marrow smirked. “Did you really think that I would come here unarmed?”
Without warning, Marrow pulled open his cloak, revealing what looked like strange skeletal armor covering the bulk of his body. It looked kind of like a corset made of bones, forming a kind of external ribcage around his stomach and chest.
Then it started to move. Boney limbs unfolded from around his body with slow, deliberate movements marked by cracking joints. It resembled a crab or some other crustacean creature like that opening up, the limbs growing out from each side.
In seconds, Marrow was covered from head to toe in thick skeletal armor, which had the added effect of giving him four additional bony limbs that ended in razor-sharp claws made of metal. He looked a bit like a skeletal spider, two of his clawed arms raising him off the floor. He still held his staff in his hands, although now its tip was more pointed like a spear.
Pointing his staff at us, Marrow said, “Let us see if you can handle my ultimate skeletal spider form, although if you would like to get on your knees and beg for the mercy you won’t receive, you can certainly try that instead.”




CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


Before we could react, Marrow launched several bony spikes from his chest at us. I summoned a light barrier in front of us, however, which deflected the bone spikes. The spikes bounced off the shield and embedded themselves into the floors, walls, and ceiling. 
But the spikes were apparently a distraction because Marrow rushed toward us. Swinging his claws wildly, Marrow smashed his bony limbs into the light barrier, causing it to shudder and even crack under the impact. Fortunately, I had plenty of light to use thanks to the hallway lights, but it was a challenge to keep reforming the barrier every time Marrow smashed his claws into it. It didn’t help that the hallway lights—old fluorescents—were not very high quality, which was why my barrier cracked so easily.
Then, without warning, Marrow’s claws smashed my barrier into pieces. His claws reached toward me, but Barrett slashed at Marrow, knocking his claws to the side. With a growl, Barrett slashed and stabbed at Marrow with his dragon claws. This put Marrow on the defensive, causing him to use his extra limbs as a shield of sorts to protect his body from Barrett’s claws.
Feeling my heart tighten, I nonetheless summoned Light Armor around myself and dashed forward to join Barrett. While Barrett slashed his claws, I swung my hammer, getting in several direct hits on his bony limbs, even making a few hairline cracks in them. Between the two of us, we were able to force Marrow back down the hallway, albeit slowly.
“You two make quite the battle couple,” said Marrow with gritted teeth, raising his voice to be heard over the sound of our claws and hammers smashing against his bones. “A shame you are fighting on the wrong side of history, Barrett, for you must know that Superbia will one day conquer the whole planet.”
“History has yet to be written, you jerk,” Barrett replied in a savage tone, “and you won’t certainly won’t get to write it.”
With that, Barrett slammed his claws into Marrow’s bones hard enough to make Marrow skitter backward across the floor. I also slammed my hammer into his limbs, the impact creating thicker cracks in his bones.
But Marrow dug his clawed feet into the floor. His bones straining against our combined attack, Marrow suddenly smirked. “Someone will not be writing history, but that someone won’t be me.”
Suddenly, I heard something flying through the air behind me, causing Barrett to shout, “Ashley! Get down!”
Barrett shoved me to the side suddenly, knocking me onto the floor. A second later, one of Marrow’s bone spikes came out of nowhere and slammed into Barrett’s side, nearly skewering straight through his body. Barrett screamed in pain, but Marrow smacked his limbs into Barrett’s face, smashing Barrett into the wall. Barrett then fell forward limply, blood leaking out of the spot where the bone spike had impaled him.
Sitting up, I looked at Barrett in horror. “Barrett, no!”
Marrow chuckled. “I see that Barrett forgot that I can control bones even without needing to be touching them physically. I suppose he was too offended by me pointing out his betrayal to remember that.”
Scowling, I rose to my feet and said, “For that, I am going to smash all of your bones into pieces.”
“A cute threat from a plain girl,” said Marrow. “But fine. Let’s see exactly how long you last without Barrett to protect you.”
Marrow slashed his claws at me, forcing me to jump backward out of his range. Landing on the floor, I summoned a pillar of light and launched it at Marrow. He knocked it aside easily, however, and rushed forward. I raised my hammer, but Marrow knocked my hammer out of my hands and quickly grabbed both of my wrists with his claws.
His claws tightened into a crushing grip, causing me to cry out in pain as Marrow lifted me off the floor. My feet dangled below me as I struggled to free myself, but Marrow’s grip was too strong.
“Keep trying, tramp,” said Marrow, glaring at me with obvious glee. “Your struggles are utterly useless, but they are amusing to watch.”
“Let … me … go …” I growled. “Or—”
Marrow pulled my limbs further apart, causing me to cry out from the stress on my shoulders.
“Or you’ll what?” said Marrow in amusement. “Make empty threats? Barrett is dead and soon, you will join him. Then His Majesty will grant me endless honor and the Otieno family will be treated with the respect that we deserve!”
I bit my teeth. I would have freed myself, but the stress on my body made it hard to think. It felt like Marrow was trying to rip my arms from my sockets, which, now that I thought about it, was probably true. It would definitely be an effective, if horribly bloody and painful, way to kill me, which was probably the point.
Then something buzzed past my ear and Marrow suddenly cried out in pain. He slapped his cheek like he was trying to kill an insect, only for something else to zip past me and sting him again. He swiped at that insect, too, but it flew out of his reach, which was how I saw that it was a wasp.
“Where did these wasps come from?” said Marrow, rubbing his cheek where he had gotten stung. “It’s the middle of winter. There shouldn’t be any wasps.”
I would have agreed with him, but then dozens of more wasps flew past me out of nowhere and started attacking his face. Marrow cried out in shock and dropped me onto the floor, his bony limbs retracting to form a makeshift barrier in front of his face. That didn’t discourage the wasps, however, which kept trying to sting him wherever they could.
Rubbing my back, I suddenly heard a familiar voice shout, “Take that, skeleton guy!”
Looking over my shoulder, I was surprised to see Nigel Greggs, wearing his grasshopper pajamas, standing at the other end of the hallway. He held a large plastic tank in his hands, the lid off and pointed at Marrow like a cannon. Wasps flew out of the tank by the dozens, joining the swarm that had descended on Marrow.
“Nigel?” I said in surprise. “What the heck are you doing here? I told Courtney to evacuate all of the students.”
“Sorry,” said Nigel, lowering the tank. “When I heard that you were in trouble, I sneaked away when Courtney wasn’t looking. I just wanted to help. So I grabbed my wasp tank and unleashed all of them on that guy.”
I sighed, but at the same time, I couldn’t really argue with Nigel’s point. His sudden attack had definitely thrown Marrow off-balance, forcing him to be on the defensive. Even so, I could see the welts growing on his face from where the wasps had already stung him, though plenty of dead or dying wasps lay scattered around him.
Rising to my feet, I said, “Thanks for the help, Nige, but stay back. Marrow is extremely dangerous and I don’t want you getting harmed.”
“But—” said Nigel.
I looked over my shoulder at him again sharply. “I said, stay back. Got it?”
Nigel gulped. “Okay, Ashley. I’ll just tell my wasps not to sting you.”
“You mean you can actually control them now?” I said in surprise.
“Sort of,” Nigel admitted. “Because I raised them, they’re more likely to listen to me, though sometimes they can be a little rebellious.”
Shaking my head in exasperation, I nonetheless summoned my Light Armor again and ran toward Marrow. The bone villain was still protecting himself with his limbs, but when he saw me approaching, he scowled and said, “Enough of this!”
Without warning, his boney limbs began to change. They formed a tight ball around him, the gaps closing completely, thus encasing Marrow in a huge ball made of bone. Nigel’s wasps kept trying to sting the bone ball, but their stings were completely ineffective at piercing the bony barrier.
Then the bone ball began rushing down toward me, moving at shocking speeds. I figured that I would be turned into a greasy pancake if the ball ran into me, but a plan occurred to me that just might work. I’d have to do it quick, though.
Without another thought, I looked over my shoulder and shouted, “Nigel! I need your loogies!”
Thankfully, Nigel didn’t argue. He just hocked and then spat his loogies from his mouth, which flew straight and true. They landed with a splash on the floor between me and Marrow’s bony ball. As soon as Marrow’s ball rolled into the loogies, it came to an abrupt stop. I heard Marrow curse in confusion within the bone ball, despite how muffled they sounded.
Sensing my chance, I dismissed my Light Armor and summoned a huge war hammer made of light, much bigger and heavier than what I normally made. With a yell, I swung the war hammer and brought it down directly on top of the ball.
An ear-splitting crack echoed through the hallway. The bone ball then cracked in half like an egg, revealing a startled-looking Marrow within, sitting in what looked like a makeshift chair made of bone.
“What the—?” said Marrow. He shook his head. “I won’t bother to ask how you stopped me, but I’m not going to let you hit me with that big hammer of yours.”
Marrow raised his hand above his head. The broken bone ball halves began to repair themselves, quickly forming a new and improved bone ball.
But not before Nigel’s wasps—seeing their opportunity—shot into the last crack inside the ball just as Marrow sealed it.
Marrow’s screams of pain could be heard, punctuated by loud buzzing. I walked backward away from the ball as quickly as I could, already knowing what was going to happen next.
A second later, the bone ball burst open again and Marrow darted out of it. His face was covered in red welts from where the wasps had stung him and he was screaming his head off. Behind him, over a dozen angry wasps followed him, their wings buzzing loudly as they chased their prey.
“Help!” Marrow screamed. “The wasps! Oh my God, the wasps nearly—”
Without hesitation, I slammed my war hammer directly on top of Marrow’s head. Marrow instantly collapsed onto the floor, his body as still as a statue as blood leaked out of his skull. He still seemed to be alive, though something told me he wasn’t going to wake up for a very long time.
Panting, I lowered my war hammer, only to remember the wasps. I looked up to see them still coming toward me, so I summoned a barrier around me to keep me safe.
But the wasps didn’t even slow down. They just zipped past me like I wasn’t even there. Confused but relieved, I turned around to see the wasps returning into Nigel’s tank in a neat and orderly line.
“Good boys,” said Nigel as the last wasp disappeared into the tank. He put the lid back on the tank and patted it. “You guys are all getting extra nectar later!”
I stared at Nigel in disbelief. I guess he actually did have good control over the wasps now. Which was a good thing, don’t get me wrong. I was just a little surprised to see him controlling them so easily. It also made me wonder just how powerful he would get with more time and training. It was a harrowing thought.
But then all thoughts about Nigel were banished from my mind when I heard Barrett groan. Turning around again, I saw Barrett lying on the floor where Marrow had left him, stirring slightly. He tried to push him up, but winced and grabbed the spike still embedded in his abdomen.
“Barrett,” I said, dismissing my war hammer. I ran over to him and knelt beside him and grimaced.
Barrett looked even worse up close. His white undershirt was now stained red with his own blood, while the spike embedded in his abs stood out like an oversized sliver. His skin was already paler than normal and he still seemed to be losing loads of blood.
“What happened to Barrett?” said Nigel, who I had not heard walk up to me. He stood next to me, his eyes wide with worry.
“Barrett got stabbed by one of that guy’s spikes,” I said, gesturing at the unconscious Marrow. “He’s not dead—thankfully—but he’s also not getting back up anytime soon. We need to find him medical attention. Now.”
Nigel pursed his lips. “I could heal him a little if you need me to.”
I stared at Nigel in disbelief. “You can? I thought I told you not to develop more powers.”
Nigel raised his hands defensively. “I know, but I got a paper cut once and it really hurt and I thought—”
“This wound is not a paper cut,” I said, gesturing at Barrett’s abs. “It’s like someone stabbed him with a knife.”
“I can still help,” Nigel insisted. “Or at least make it not as bad.”
I pursed my lips, but knowing that healers were in short supply in the Academy, I said, “All right. Be quick about it.”
Nigel nodded. He walked over to Barrett’s side and put his hand on the wound. Nigel furrowed his brow and for a moment nothing seemed to happen.
But then the blood flow stopped. As well, the flesh around Barrett’s wound began to close and force the spike out of his body. It didn’t close completely, however, and after a few seconds Nigel took his hand off of Barrett’s wound. He was panting and sweating heavily, wiping the sweat off his forehead.
“T-There,” said Nigel in between gasps. “It’s harder to do than it looks, but he should be fine. You’ll need to staunch the blood flow, though, and find him a good doctor.”
Feeling both amazed and terrified at Nigel’s new power, I nonetheless ripped off the unstained parts of Barrett’s undershirt and wrapped it firmly around his abs. It worked as a makeshift bandage, but I knew that Barrett would need to get actual medical attention if he was going to make a full recovery.
Even so, I looked at Nigel and said, “Thanks, Nige. I don’t know what I would have done without you.”
Nigel opened his mouth to speak, but then a loud boom came from outside. I looked at the doorway to my dorm, which was open, allowing me to see that Marrow had apparently blasted a huge hole in my dormitory’s wall, opening my dorm to the outside.
And revealing the huge airship floating just beyond the gates of the Academy.




CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


The airship looked kind of like an old-fashioned zeppelin, held aloft by a huge black balloon. It was easily twice as big as the Auditorium, even from a distance, and had spotlights shining down from it, as well as what looked like cannons. The Superbian flag was printed on the balloon itself, which was how I knew it was the Superbians’ airship. 
“Is that a zeppelin?” said Nigel, also looking out the hole in the wall, his mouth gaping. “Awesome!”
“N-No,” said Barrett, his voice weak. I looked down to see that Barrett had raised his head high enough to look out at the airship as well. “Not awesome. Not awesome at all.”
“Do you know what that thing is?” I said.
Barrett nodded weakly and coughed up some blood. “It’s my f-father’s personal zeppelin, the Dragon Wing. It is the flagship of the Superbian Air Force and a deadly weapon of war in its own right.”
I gulped. “If that’s your dad’s personal zeppelin, then—”
“Students and faculty of the Academy!” Dragon King’s voice boomed across the Academy, coming from a set of speakers hanging from the underside of the zeppelin. “This is King Franklin Marcus of Superbia, better known as Dragon King, speaking.”
A second later, a huge holographic screen beamed out from the zeppelin, showing Dragon King himself sitting in what looked like a golden throne somewhere on the zeppelin. He was clad in his usual golden ceremonial armor, including the helmet, his eyes shining a deadly gold color from within the eyeholes of the helmet.
“You are all likely confused as to what is happening tonight,” said Dragon King, “so let me explain it in simple terms that you will likely understand: Your school is under attack from an elite Superbian strike force known as the Dragon’s Claw. I assembled this strike force for the sole purpose of laying siege to your Academy, a mission that I, personally, am leading.”
Dragon King tapped his fingers together. “You may be wondering how I managed to get my zeppelin past the United States Air Force, but that is something for me to know and you to never find out. But you do deserve to know why I am going to wipe your pathetic school from the map tonight, along with every man, woman, and child who lives, works, or studies here.”
An image of myself suddenly appeared next to Dragon King’s face. It looked like it had probably been taken during the Superbia Day festivities, based on the streamers and crowds I saw in the background, although for the life of me I couldn’t remember taking any pictures there.
“I am here for one reason and one reason only,” said Dragon King. He leaned forward slightly. “To kill Ashley Jason.”
Nigel gasped, while Barrett and I just exchanged concerned looks. I wasn’t exactly surprised to hear that, but I was shocked to see that Dragon King had apparently decided to come kill me in person.
“Some of you may not know this, but Ashley Jason caused a lot of trouble for me in Superbia last year,” said Dragon King. “She tricked my former son, Barrett Marcus, into helping stage a coup against me. I, of course, crushed the coup without even thinking about it, but her actions still caused me far too much trouble. She hurt me in a way that no one else ever has. For that reason alone, she must be put to death.”
Dragon King then leaned back in his chair. “And, indeed, I will happily spare the rest of your sorry excuse for an educational institute if you would just give me Ashley. I bear no ill will toward the Academy as a whole. I am only attacking it because Superbia is at war with America and all is fair in love and war, as they say.”
I scowled. Yeah, right. I bet Dragon King intended to glass the entire campus even if they gave me over to him, which I knew they wouldn’t.
Dragon King must have realized that, too, because he said, “Now, I already know what your response will be. Citing your irrationally strong school spirit, you will gallantly refuse to give up one of your precious students to me. Like the budding superheroes you are, you will choose to defiantly fight me to the bitter end, rather than hand over even just one of your idiotic students.”
I smirked. Dragon King seemed to understand us better than I thought. Although I wasn’t necessarily the most popular girl in the Academy, I knew that Night Soldier would definitely not give me up to Dragon King. Thinking about Night Soldier, however, did make me wonder where he was and what he was doing. Perhaps he was helping protect the gates from the Superbians.
“But there is one good reason why you should get rid of her,” said Dragon King. “What few of you know is that Ashley Jason harbors a dark secret that she has kept hidden since her first year at the Academy. This secret of hers, if known to the general student body, would completely change your perspective on her. Indeed, once I tell you the secret, I fully expect you to deliver Ashley over to me without even one word of debate.”
Fear gripped my heart when Dragon King said that. I felt like I was staring at a ticking time bomb, counting down the seconds until it exploded in my face.
“And what is that secret, you ask?” said Dragon King. He chuckled. “It’s simple: Ashley Jason is a carrier of the deadly neo-disease known to the general public as Hernandez’s Disease.”
Neither Barrett nor Nigel looked surprised by that pronouncement, which made sense because they had both already known about my condition.
But aside from a handful of other people in the Academy, no one else in our school knew about my condition. It was supposed to be a secret. No one else was supposed to know about it, at least until I could get cured.
But Dragon King had just gone ahead and revealed my secret to the whole school.
“Yes, that’s right,” said Dragon King. “Ashley Jason has been carrying one of the deadliest neo-diseases known to superhuman kind even before she started attending the Academy. That’s not all, however.”
Two more images appeared, images of Night Soldier and Professor Hernandez, which looked like their pictures from their bios on the Academy’s website.
Dragon King gestured at the images. “Headmaster Roger Tanaka, also known as Night Soldier, and Professor Dean Hernandez were both well-aware of Ashley’s condition when she first applied to join the Academy. Indeed, Night Soldier even specifically fought the Academy Board for her inclusion into the school, arguing that her disease—which has a one hundred percent fatality rate—should not bar her from getting a superhuman education. Professor Hernandez, on the other hand, saw her as a guinea pig, a lab rat that he could use to further his own twisted studies into neo-diseases.”
Dragon King stroked his chin. “And do you know what neither of them even considered? The safety, health, and general wellbeing of the rest of their students. They were perfectly willing to bring in a sick girl carrying a highly lethal disease onto their campus for their own selfish reasons. They deliberately kept her condition a secret from the rest of the school body and especially their parents. They made no disclosure of the risk they had invited onto campus to anyone other than the Board, and even the Academy Board failed to tell anyone.”
“Risk?” said Nigel. He looked at me in confusion. “But isn’t Hernandez’s Disease not contagious?”
I nodded but waved a hand to make Nigel quiet so I could listen to Dragon King better. At the same time, however, I couldn’t help but realize that Dragon King was deliberately using the common misconceptions about Hernandez’s Disease to turn the school against me. Dragon King knew that Hernandez’s Disease was genetic and therefore not contagious, so it wasn’t like he was ignorant. He was just using the ignorance of others to manipulate them into doing what he wanted.
I frankly shouldn’t have been surprised, but for some reason I was. Guess I didn’t think Dragon King would go that low just to get me.
Dragon King lowered his hands onto the arms of his throne. “No doubt many of you are angry and bewildered at this betrayal and deceit, a feeling I sympathize with greatly, given my recent experiences with betrayal. But be of good cheer, for I can help you if you would just take a moment to listen to me.”
Steepling his fingers together again, Dragon King said, “If you willingly hand Ashley Jason over to me, I will spare the Academy and everyone within it. In a magnanimous show of grace, I will even give you exactly one hour, starting from the end of this broadcast, for you to make your decision. Talk amongst yourselves and decide what you wish to do.
“If you give me Ashley Jason, then not only will the Academy itself be spared, but you will no longer have a disease-ridden girl among you. You will be able to return to your studies knowing that you will not get infected with a deadly, incurable disease.
“If, on the other hand, you refuse … well, let’s just say that you won’t live long enough to regret it.”
With that, the holographic screen disappeared, replaced by a huge holographic timer counting down from one hour. It left me, Nigel, and Barrett sitting in the hallway of the fourth floor of the Team Justice dorm by ourselves.
Nigel looked at me with huge worried eyes. “What are we going to do, Ashley? Do you think the Academy will hand you over to Dragon King?”
I took a deep breath to steady myself. I wanted to panic more than anything, but with Barrett on death’s door and Nigel worried, I needed to remain calm.
“I … don’t know, Nigel,” I said. “We need to go down to the Underground Academy and join the others. We need to find the teachers, especially Night Soldier and find out what they think we should do. Will you help me get Barrett?”
Nigel nodded and quickly began helping Barrett to his feet. Although Nigel was a good deal smaller and skinnier than Barrett, he nonetheless provided him with good support.
I stepped forward to join him, but then I heard a groan behind me and looked over my shoulder. Marrow was still lying where I’d left him, but now he seemed to be stirring, which caused an idea to pop into my head.
I looked at Nigel. “Nigel, although I don’t know what the teachers plan to do, I think that we should take our prisoner with us as well. He might end up being very useful … whether he wants to be or not.”




CHAPTER FORTY-THREE


This is an insult to the Otieno family name,” Marrow snapped as we walked down the passageway connecting the surface Team Justice dorm building to the Underground Academy five minutes later. “Treating me like a slave or even worse, a prisoner. Do you even know who my father is? He is one of the most powerful men in Superbia and—” 
“Could you shut up for even just one second?” I asked. I raised the end of the light rope tied around him. “I’m this close to just putting a muzzle on your face. Or maybe I’ll just knock you out and carry you on a stretcher.”
“Or maybe I could have my wasps play with you again,” said Nigel, shaking his wasp tank. “They had a lot of fun stinging you earlier.”
Marrow cringed and said, “Ah, that won’t be necessary. Even so, if you think that I, Robert ‘Marrow’ Otieno, will remain silent when I am treated so unjustly, then you are—”
I waved my hand and a muzzle made of light appeared over Marrow’s mouth. Marrow’s eyes widened for a moment before he started cussing me out, although his cussing was muffled by the muzzle, so he sounded like an angry Muppet more than anything.
Wondering why I didn’t do that sooner, I looked at Barrett. “Again, I have to ask, has Marrow always been like that?”
Barrett nodded as he limped along beside me. “More or less. Among the children of the Founders, Marrow had a reputation for being a spoiled brat who always took advantage of his father’s name to do whatever he wanted.”
“I guess his dad spoiled him?” I said with a smirk.
Barrett shook his head. “No. I think Marrow was just born that way.”
Marrow growled when Barrett said that and renewed his cursing, but it was easy to ignore him now that he was muzzled like a bad dog. It helped that we’d made sure to remove all of Marrow’s bone weapons from his body, rendering him pretty much useless. And apparently, his power over bone only extended to bones that were not connected to flesh, which was probably why Marrow wasn’t using his powers to control us and make us do his bidding.
In any case, I didn’t regret bringing him along. When I noticed Marrow waking up earlier, I realized that he could make a good prisoner for us to interrogate. He probably knew more about Dragon King’s plans than we did, plus he could probably tell us about Dragon King’s airship as well. Despite his spoiled, arrogant attitude, he could potentially make a good source of intel on the Superbians and how they managed to invade the US without anyone’s knowledge.
Thus, I’d tied Marrow up with a rope made out of light and forced him to walk ahead of us. The order was Marrow in front, me behind him holding the rope, Barrett limping along beside me, and Nigel taking up the back. Although there were concerns about the Superbians following us from behind, Barrett said that Dragon King would definitely follow his promise not to attack or destroy the Academy until we made a decision or our hour was up. That sounded a little too optimistic to me, given what I knew of Dragon King’s character, but Barrett knew his father better than me, so I decided to trust that he was correct.
After we captured Marrow, the four of us made our way down to the first floor the Team Justice dormitory, where we found the secret entrance to the Underground Academy. It was apparently located in the center of the Team Justice commons area underneath the floor. It was so well-hidden that I am pretty sure we wouldn’t have found it at all if Hector, the Academy AI, hadn’t directed our attention to it.
The entrance was a hatch, which, once opened, revealed a staircase that eventually leveled out into a tunnel. The tunnel was dark and narrow, just wide enough for two people to walk side by side, although it was obviously designed for people to walk single file. My theory was that the tunnel had been intentionally designed narrow to make it easier to defend from enemies who might try to invade from above. A single super could easily defend the entire tunnel by themselves if they had to.
Regardless, we’d been walking down the tunnel for a minute or so and had yet to run into any of the other students or teachers. I assumed that Courtney had likely successfully herded all Team Justice students into the Underground, an assumption confirmed when I heard noise up ahead. It sounded like the voices of hundreds of students talking and walking … and, although the individual words were impossible to make out, the tone was easy enough to hear:
Anger.
“Do you hear that?” said Barrett. “It sounds like the other students. And they do not sound very happy.”
Sighing in resignation, I said, “I know. But we have no choice. I’d rather take my chances with my fellow students than risk getting captured or killed by your dad’s minions on the surface.”
I had been dreading this moment. Once we reached the Underground and reunited with the rest of Team Justice, there was no telling what would happen. I imagined that many of the students would be angry and even offended to learn that I’d been keeping my condition a secret from them for my entire school career. Their anger wouldn’t be directed at me alone, though. Some of it would be directed at Night Soldier and Professor Hernandez, which was why Dragon King had named them. He wanted to cause turmoil and infighting within the Academy so we wouldn’t be able to form an effective defense against his forces.
And the worst part was that he was probably correct.
As we turned the corner, I saw a door up ahead that was partially open. Someone stood at the door, but it was hard to tell who it was at first because of the light streaming in behind them making them look like a silhouette. The figure turned their head to look at us and started before shouting, “Ashley!”
A smile broke out across my face as I recognized the voice. “Courtney! Glad to see a friendly face.”
Courtney ran over to us, a relieved look on her face. “Frankly, I’m just glad to see that you guys are still alive. I was worried sick that that bone guy had killed you and—”
Courtney stopped talking as soon as she noticed Marrow—who had gone quiet since I put the muzzle on his face—standing next to us. She raised an eyebrow. “What’s he doing here?”
“He’s our prisoner,” I replied, tugging in the rope, “and he’s going to tell us everything he knows about Dragon King’s airship. Right, Bones?”
Marrow glared at me but said nothing. He looked like he was imagining all the ways he was going to kill me when he was free, but I didn’t care. Right now, I had power over him and I was perfectly willing to use that power to get what I wanted.
“I see,” said Courtney. “But even so, I am not sure I’d go into the Underground if I were you. The other students are—”
“Upset,” said another voice from the doorway. “Angry. Offended. Some of them might even be looking for blood.”
Startled, I looked over Courtney’s shoulder to see Professor Hernandez walking toward us. Unlike us, Professor Hernandez was still in his work clothes, which told me that he must have been up late tonight working on his research notes again. His eyes had bags under them and his hair was even messier than usual.
“Professor,” I said in relief. “I’m glad you’re here. When I first heard the explosions, I was worried you got hurt.”
“No, I was safe,” said Professor Hernandez, rubbing his eyes. “I was in the Research Center when the initial attacks started working on my notes. I was able to make it to the Team Justice dorm building without being seen by the Superbians and I helped Courtney corral the students.”
“Did everyone make it?” asked Barrett. “Is everyone in the Underground?”
Professor Hernandez nodded. “Yes. All Team Justice students are accounted for, especially with you three here. Night Soldier sent me a message confirming that the other five Teams have made it to the Underground as well. They barred the surface entrances to the Underground to make sure that the Superbians couldn’t follow them.”
“I was going to ask about that,” I said, glancing over my shoulder. “What’s to stop the Superbians from trying to enter the Underground through one of the surface entrances?”
Professor Hernandez smiled. “Remember those other, secret security measures we’re always talking about? Each Team dormitory is outfitted with automatic laser guns and security drones designed to activate as soon as all students have evacuated into the Underground. Should the Superbians attempt to force their way into the Underground through one of the dorms above … let’s just say they’ll be in for a very nasty surprise.”
It was a little chilling to see Professor Hernandez apparently taking pleasure in the idea of people getting blown to bits, but given who the people we were talking about were, I couldn’t blame him. Hopefully, the security systems would work the way he said they would.
“In any case, every student, teacher, and staff member is now accounted for,” said Professor Hernandez with a wave of his hand. “The Underground Academy has more than enough supplies to support the whole school for up to three months, maybe four if we stretch it.”
“Hopefully we’ll this situation will be over well before then,” I said. “Anyway, Professor, did you say that the students are angry?”
Professor Hernandez sighed and said, “Yes. And I think you can guess what they’re angry about.”
I nodded. “Me.”
“More like Dragon King’s propaganda,” said Courtney, running a hand through her hair in frustration. “Seriously, even I can see what he was trying to do with outing you like that. Anyone who falls for Dragon King’s lies is a total idiot. I’m sorry, but that’s just the truth.”
“Is that what you told everyone?” I said to Courtney dryly. “Sounds like a winning persuasive strategy.”
Courtney blushed. “Well, no. I was just trying to keep everyone calm and rational, which is harder than it sounds. Only reason anyone listens to me is because you weren’t there. Once you go in, though, and the other students see you … well, I don’t know how they’ll respond.”
“Hopefully with civility and reason,” I replied sarcastically. “That’s what angry mobs are known for, right? Their rational, measured response to outrageous rumors that may or may not be based in fact.”
“I don’t get it,” said Nigel, scratching the top of his head. “How did the other students see Dragon King’s video when it was broadcast in the sky and everyone was underground?”
“It was actually simultaneously broadcast through the TVs in the commons area of the Underground dormitory,” Professor Hernandez explained. “Based on the messages I’ve received from the other teachers, it sounds like their dorm TVs were hacked as well.”
“Great,” I said. “Now we know that everyone in the Academy thinks I carry a lethal, contagious disease. Joy.”
“You aren’t the only one suffering blowback here,” said Professor Hernandez, wringing his hands anxiously. “Dragon King singled out me and Roger. The Team Justice students were trying to pry answers out of me before you got here.”
“And students from all Teams are sending Night Soldier tons of messages,” Courtney explained. “As the Top Student of Team Justice, I get access to a special private bulletin board for Academy faculty, and Night Soldier posted an update earlier saying that he was getting dozens of messages a minute from the students. It’s crazy.”
I scowled. “And exactly what Dragon King wanted, I’m sure.”
“No doubt,” Professor Hernandez agreed. “The one-hour timer isn’t helping things, either, which is obviously another deliberate move on Dragon King’s part.”
“What are we going to do?” said Nigel. “Should we go back to the surface or—?”
“No,” I said, shaking my head. I tugged on my light rope, making Marrow stumble slightly. “However angry the other students might be, we’re safer down here than up there.”
“I’m not so sure about that, Ash,” said Courtney. “The other students are really angry. The angriest I’ve ever seen them, honestly.”
“What choice do we have?” I said, looking around at everyone. “I can’t hide from everyone forever. I need to address the other students, and I need to do it now.”
“Now?” said Professor Hernandez in surprise. “What are you going to tell them?”
I sighed and looked Professor Hernandez in the eyes. “The truth. All of it.”




CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR


On my request, Professor Hernandez and Courtney herded the Team Justice students out onto the streets of the Underground Academy, where it would be easier for me to address them. Trying to speak to all hundred and forty or so Team Justice students in the commons was basically impossible. I needed a much bigger space if I was to properly address the whole Team. 
But Team Justice was far from the only Team I would be addressing tonight.
Standing in the lobby of the Team Justice dorms, I saw swarms of students standing in the streets outside. Chief Barney, the head of Academy security, and about a dozen security guards had formed a loose wall between the dorm’s entrance and the students to keep the students from getting too close to me. So far, they had successfully kept the other students under control, though no one had gotten violent yet.
“Did all of the other Teams come, too?” I said, looking at the huge crowd of students outside in disbelief.
“Yes,” said Professor Hernandez, standing next to me, still nervously rubbing his hands together. “The other Team Leaders told me that they couldn’t stop their students from going to the Team Justice dorms, so they had no choice but to lead them here. They said they would try to keep them under control for the duration of your speech, but no guarantees.”
I rubbed my forehead. “People are even more upset than I thought.”
“Of course they are, girl,” said an old female voice behind me. “Can’t blame ‘em for it. This is the scariest thing to have ever happened in the Academy since I started working here fifteen years ago.”
I looked over my shoulder to see Irma, the school nurse, kneeling beside Barrett, treating his wound. She finished wrapping clean white bandages around his waist and stood up. “There you go, Barrett. As long as you don’t overexert yourself, your wound should heal just fine.”
I shook my head. We were fortunate that Irma had managed to make it to the Underground. Apparently, she had been closing up the Clinic right when the first attacks happened and used the Clinic’s secret entrance to the Underground to escape. We’d then called her to help Barrett and she came quickly when she heard how badly injured he was.
“Thanks, Nurse Irma,” said Barrett, gingerly rubbing his newly-bandaged wound, which was visible because he had taken off his shirt. “I feel better already.”
“Just call me Irma, dear,” said Irma as she folded up the bandages she didn’t use. “And that’s probably the painkillers I gave you. I’ll give you more in a couple of hours, depending on how severe the pain still is.”
Barrett nodded in gratitude. He still looked paler and weaker than normal, but he was also smiling and didn’t look nearly as close to death as he did even five minutes ago.
Speaking of minutes, we had about fifty minutes before we needed to make a decision. I knew that because my Team Watch showed me the timer that Dragon King had set up. Apparently, Hector had synced the Team Watches of every student in the Academy with one of the Academy’s security cameras, which was focused on the timer, allowing us to watch it count down in real-time. Not that I spent much time doing that, however. That was just too depressing.
“Are you sure this is a good idea, Ash?” said Nigel. He sat on the floor a few feet away from me, his wasp tank sitting beside him, the wasps buzzing around inside. “I don’t like how angry everyone looks.”
“I’ll be fine, Nige,” I said with a wave. “I appreciate the concern, but this is what I need to do.”
“Hope so,” said Courtney, leaning against the wall next to Nigel. “I’m still coming out with you, though.”
“Why?” I said. “Because you’re the Top Student of Team Justice?”
Courtney shook her head. “No. Because you’re my friend.”
I smiled. “Yeah.”
“Are you ready to start?” said Professor Hernandez, glancing at his Team Watch. “Harden just sent me a message telling me that the Team Mask students have arrived. Night Soldier is here as well.”
I looked out the entrance. Night Soldier stood in the small clearing created by the security guards, apparently talking with Chief Barney about something. He looked even more stressed out than I felt, which was saying something. I imagine he must have been more stressed than the rest of us put together, given how he was the Headmaster of the Academy and all.
I nodded. “I’m ready.”
With that, Professor Hernandez held the front door open for me and Courtney. We stepped out of the Team Justice dormitory, which did not go unnoticed by the students, who turned their questions and curses away from the security guards to me and Courtney. The cacophony of over a thousand students screaming at once was deafening even in the wide-open space of the Underground Academy, but I didn’t cringe or back down. I just walked over to the center of the clearing, where I met a harried-looking Night Soldier.
“Ashley, Courtney,” said Night Soldier as he approached us. He rubbed the back of his head. “Thank God you’re alive. When I heard that the Superbians had attacked the Team Justice dorm, I thought they got you.”
“Good to see you, too, Headmaster,” I said. I held out my hand. “I’m ready to address the rest of the students now.”
“Are you sure?” said Night Soldier, looking at me uncertainly. “It would better, I think, if Dean or I addressed them instead.”
I shook my head. “No. While I get where you’re coming from, the students won’t listen to you or Professor Hernandez because you’re teachers. They might listen to me, though, even if I am the object of their anger.”
Night Soldier pursed his lips, but nodded and said, “Fine. But I will stand by you just in case.”
I nodded as Night Soldier pulled a portable microphone and speaker system out of his backpack. He handed me the microphone and, tapping some buttons on the speakers, looked at me and said, “All right. The speakers should work. You can start speaking anytime.”
I looked out across the angry, screaming students, frowning. “Sure would be easier to talk if everyone wasn’t screaming their heads—”
An ungodly roar—like a million crickets buzzing at once—interrupted me. The sound was even more deafening than the screams of the students, causing everyone to slam their hands over their ears protect their hearing. Night Soldier, Courtney, and I also covered our ears.
“What is that noise?” Courtney yelled, her voice barely audible above the screeching. “It sounds like the gates of hell have opened!”
Without warning, the screeching ended and I heard a voice behind me say, “Actually, it’s just me.”
Taking my hands off my ears slowly, I looked over my shoulder and saw Nigel standing in the open doorway of the Team Justice building. He wore a huge grin on his face, which told me that he had deliberately used his scream power to silence everyone. Guess he wasn’t as naive or sweet as he looked.
With a nod of thanks, I turned my attention back to the students, many of whom were still rubbing their ears, and I said, speaking into the microphone, “Hey, everyone! Sorry for the screeching. It was the only way to get everyone to quiet down long enough for me to speak.”
“Why should we listen to you?” shouted a Team Powers second-year who stood in the front of the crowd. “We want to hear from Night Soldier and Professor Hernandez!”
Cringing slightly, I said, “Sorry, but you’re going to hear from me instead. This is my problem and my fault. I’m the only person who can explain my condition and why we did what we did.”
“You mean why you lied to us!” the Team Powers student yelled. “And now put all of our lives in danger!”
Without warning, the Team Powers student charged forward. Two of the security guards tried to restrain him, but his hands suddenly expanded to the size of boulders and he punched the guards aside as easily as paper dolls. The other security guards made a move to leave their posts to stop him, but they were too slow and too far away to reach me before he did.
A blue blur suddenly came out of the crowd and rammed into the back of the second-year. The second-year fell flat on his face about a dozen yards away from me, a startled expression on his face, blood leaking slightly from his nose from tripping.
My attention, however, wasn’t on the second-year. It was on the guy who pinned him to the ground, his arms folded in front of his chest, his eyes glaring down at the second-year.
It was Jake, my younger brother. He was clad in his Zip costume rather than his pajamas, but there was no mistaking him for anyone else. And he looked angrier than I’d ever seen him before, to the point where I was genuinely concerned for the wellbeing of the student he was standing on.
“Huh?” said the second-year Team Powers student, looking over his shoulder at Jake. “Zip? What are you doing here?”
“Stopping you from trying to beat my sister,” Jake replied. “Which isn’t hard, given how freaking slow you are.”
The second-year growled. “Idiot. I bet you are in on the conspiracy, too. Get off me!”
Without warning, the second-year suddenly pushed himself up, causing Jake to fall off of him. Before Jake could recover, the second-year resumed his charge toward me. I raised my hands, ready to summon a light barrier, but as it turned out, I didn’t need to.
A guy in a white-and-silver spandex costume appeared between me and the second-year all of a sudden. My eyes widened when I saw that it was Theo, my cousin, who was dressed in his Steps costume.
The second-year skidded to a stop before he could run into Theo. Glaring at Theo, he said, “Who are you?”
“Theodore Jason,” said Theo, “but perhaps you know me better as Steps, one of the two Co-Champions of the Academy.”
The second-year scowled. “I remember you. You’re Ashley’s cousin. That means—”
“It does mean I am brilliant and handsome, yes,” Theo interrupted. “Thanks for the compliment.”
The second-year scowled even deeper. “I didn’t—”
“I know what you meant,” said Theo. “So why don’t you go back to the crowd before I decide you’re boring?”
“I’m not afraid of you, even if you are a third-year,” said the second-year. He raised his huge fists above his head. “Tiny guys like you deserve to be crushed like ants.”
Theo clicked his tongue in a disappointed way. “And here I was hoping you weren’t as stupid as you look.”
Before the second-year could react, Theo snapped his fingers and reappeared on the second-year’s shoulders. Grabbing the student’s shoulders, Theo snapped his finger again and the two of them disappeared, although Theo himself reappeared a moment later looking quite satisfied with himself.
“Um … Theo?” I said. “What did you do with that guy?”
“You mean the lumbering oaf?” said Theo. “That’s an odd way of saying ‘Thanks, cousin, for saving my life.’ ”
Before I could snap at Theo, a voice overhead suddenly shouted, “Help! Someone help me! I’m stuck!”
Looking up, I saw the second-year student clinging to the top of one of the trees along the main pathway to the Team Justice dorm. Although the trees were not that tall, I guess he must have had a fear of heights because he looked like he was going to die if he stayed up there any longer. The Fashionista, being the Team Leader of Team Powers, had already made her way over to the tree with a handful of fourth-years, where they began to work on getting him down.
Theo chuckled. “I guess you could say that he got a bit stuck up a tree.”
I groaned. “Make another dumb pun like that and I’ll start telling people we’re not related. And frankly, I’m still skeptical that we are sometimes.”
Jake ran up to us, coming to a stop. “Hey, a good pun must always be respected. Although I agree, it was a pretty terrible pun.”
Theo shook his head. “Whatever. I guess expecting a simple ‘Thank you’ is too much?”
“Thanks,” I said in a grudging voice.
Theo smirked. “There you go.”
Then Theo and Jake turned to face the rest of the students and Theo said, “Anyone else have a problem with Ashley?”
“Because if you do,” Jake said, punching his fist into his other hand, “I’ll be more than happy to introduce you to my fist.”
Not a single soul took up their offer, which was impressive given how outnumbered we were. Nonetheless, I was grateful for Jake and Theo’s help. It made me feel lucky to have such a supportive family, even if they both could be annoying to me at times.
Clearing my throat, I spoke into the microphone and said, “All right. With that interruption out of the way, allow me to explain everything.”
“Oh, yeah?” a third-year girl from Team Mask snapped. “Explain what? How you put all of us at risk at catching your lethal disease and we didn’t even know it?”
Jake pointed at the girl angrily. “Say that again and I’ll—”
“Jake,” I said, putting a hand on his shoulder. “Stop. I’ll do all the talking. You and Theo can protect me if necessary, but I don’t think anyone is going to attack me again after what you did to that other kid.”
Jake pursed his lips but nodded. He did shoot that girl another glare, though, which the girl did not hesitate to shoot back.
Speaking into the microphone once more, I said, “Actually, ‘explain’ really isn’t the best word. It’s more like I want to issue you all of you an apology.”
The tone of the crowd changed when I said the word ‘apology.’ It went from angry and stressed to confused, although I could still see plenty of anger on the faces of most of the students, so I knew I wasn’t in the clear just yet.
“When I was first diagnosed with Hernandez’s Disease five years ago, we didn’t want to tell anyone,” I said. “That’s because of the negative reputation that people with Hernandez’s Disease have in the superhuman community. Most people believe that my condition is contagious, although it’s not. It’s genetic. I could cough on all of you and none of you would get even slightly sick.”
A few people looked skeptical when I said that, while others wore looks of realization on their faces. Some of the students even murmured among each other, apparently discussing the revelation that Hernandez’s Disease was not contagious with their friends. That was good. Hopefully, that would help dispel that misconception and make them more likely to listen to me.
Taking a deep breath, I said, “It’s true that Night Soldier, Professor Hernandez, the Academy Board, and every other faculty and staff member in the Academy knew about my condition when I applied. It’s equally true that they also agreed to keep it a secret, even if not all of them agreed with my being here.”
My eyes darted to the Fashionista when I said that, the teacher who had been most vocal about me being in the Academy. She had finished helping the second-year down from the tree and was now listening to my speech as intently as anyone, though her frown told me that she didn’t like what she was hearing.
“What Dragon King did not mention, however, is why I wanted to come to the Academy in the first place,” I said. I gestured at Professor Hernandez, who stood in the open doorway of the Team Justice dorms. “I came here not to ‘spread’ my condition, but to get a cure and treatment from Professor Hernandez. I came here because the Academy has the greatest neogeneticist in the world. I’ve even been taking a special experimental pill to help me regulate my condition, although it hasn’t cured me entirely.”
Some of the students looked at Professor Hernandez when I motioned at him, but most of the students, faculty, and staff kept their attention fixed solely on me. Even the security guards were only partly keeping the students in line, with many of them watching and listening to me with interest.
Feeling my heart tighten with anxiety, I nonetheless said, “Even so, I must apologize to everyone here who didn’t know about my condition. It wasn’t right for the Academy Board or administration to keep my condition a secret from everyone, even if we had good reason to. Had we told you ahead of time, maybe we could have avoided this situation. And maybe I could have set up alternative arrangements for my treatment that didn’t involve going to the Academy and putting everyone’s lives at risk.”
The mood in the room was definitely changing now. The vast majority of students no longer looked hostile, although most of them still looked skeptical. A few even looked like they might accept my apology, though I had to keep pressing forward regardless.
I took another deep breath. “Having said all of that, I know most of you probably won’t accept my apology. So I am going to turn myself in to the Superbians and let them take me to Superbia and make sure Dragon King spares you. We are only in this mess because Dragon King wants me. Therefore, if I give myself up, then the rest of you will be safe and won’t have to worry about Dragon King bombing the school.”
I stopped talking, having finished my speech, and looked at the crowd.
The mood seemed to be surprised. Shocked and puzzled expressions appeared on the faces of nearly every student, faculty, and staff member. Jake and Theo were looking at me in sheer disbelief, as were Night Soldier and Courtney. Even Marrow, who sat in the entrance to the Team Justice dorms bound and gagged, wore an expression of pure shock on his hideous features. Barrett and Irma exchanged shocked looks, while Nigel clutched his wasp tank to his chest like a security blanket.
I was aware of how shocked everyone would be at my decision, but I knew I couldn’t change it. It was the best decision I could make for the Academy as a whole. It was clear that the Academy students no longer wanted me, now that they were aware of my true nature, and the longer I stayed here, the more likely Dragon King was to kill us all. I didn’t relish the idea of getting killed by Dragon King, but I figured that the needs of the many outweighed the needs of the few, as that old sci-fi TV show always said.
Turning to face Night Soldier, I held the microphone out to him. “Here, Headmaster. I’m done talking. You can take the—”
“Done talking?” said Jake incredulously. “Ashley, you can’t just be done talking. Not after that bombshell of a speech.”
“Yeah,” Theo said, who looked like he had just been slapped upside the head. “Surely you must have more to say.”
“I don’t,” I said, shaking my head. “I just told everyone what I am going to do. And there’s nothing that anyone can say to change my mind.”
I turned to walk back into the dormitory, but Jake suddenly zipped in front of me, his arms folded in front of his chest. I actually had to crane my head up to look at him, a reminder that although Jake was my younger brother, that did not automatically mean he was shorter than me.
“Sorry, sis,” said Jake. “Can’t let you leave. Not after that.”
I scowled. “Jake—”
“Sis, we already lost Ronny,” Jake snapped. He poked me in the chest with one finger. “If you think for even one moment that I will let you get taken by those Superbian jerks, too, then you’ve got another thing coming.”
“It’s for the best,” I said. “I’ll be fine. I might even be able to save Ronny this way, too.”
“Nuh-uh,” said Jake, shaking his head so rapidly that it looked like his head was about to fly off his shoulders. “Nope. You are staying right here. Even if I have to tie you up myself.”
A hand rested on my shoulder and I looked to see Theo had put his hand on his shoulder. It was the first time I noticed that he had grown quite a bit since his first year, although he was still a few inches shorter than Jake. “I’m with Jake. I could never forgive myself if I let my favorite cousin hand herself over to those Superbians.”
I bit my lower lip. “Guys—”
“I might not be family, but I’ll help Jake and Theo restrain you if necessary,” said Courtney, putting her hands on her hips. “No way am I going to let my best friend in the world get killed by some lame guy who likes dragons too much. I mean, what would Barrett think?”
Courtney gestured at the entrance to the Team Justice dormitory, where Barrett still sat. He wore a dazed look on his face as if someone had just punched him in the face. I guess he was as shocked as anyone by my decision to sacrifice myself to Dragon King for everyone else. Nigel, standing next to him, looked like he didn’t believe his own ears.
Feeling my face turn red, I said, “Would you guys just let me do this? It’s my life. If I don’t do this, everyone will die. This is the only way to save the school.”
“No, it’s not,” said Night Soldier, shaking his head. “Ashley, as your Headmaster, I cannot let you leave the Underground and hand yourself over to the Superbians for any reason. You need to stay here with the rest of the students while the adults protect the school.”
“But how?” I said, looking up at Night Soldier. “The Superbians have an airship that can drop bombs, plus an unknown number of soldiers. Dragon King himself could probably burn the entire school down himself if he wanted to, for Pete’s sake.”
Night Soldier smiled. “I think you’re forgetting our secret weapon.”
“Secret weapon?” I said. “The Omega Sentinel?”
Night Soldier shook his head. “No. Omega Man.”
Night Soldier held up his Team Watch. A holographic video feed suddenly appeared in the air before me, showing the Academy campus. The exact position of the camera was hard to tell, but it looked like it was set on top of the Auditorium, giving us a good look at the campus as a whole. Dragon King’s airship hung in the air, looking like a machine of death.
Then a cannon fired from the underside of the zeppelin, but not at the campus. Instead, the cannon was aimed at the sky, though whatever it had been aiming for, it seemed to miss because I didn’t see any explosions.
Then a red blur shot out of nowhere and slammed into the zeppelin. Or tried to, anyway. A green energy barrier of some sort appeared around the barrier, becoming visible when the blur slammed into it.
The blur flew away immediately, but even at the speed he was moving, Omega Man was clear as day.
And suddenly I didn’t feel quite so bad about our chances of survival.




CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE


Omega Man’s still out there?” said Courtney, staring at the video in disbelief. “Shouldn’t he be in the Underground with the rest of us?” 
“Awesome!” said Jake, grinning like a madman as Omega Man slammed into the barrier over and over again. “That’s Omega Man for you! He really is the greatest superhero of all time.”
“Omega Man is quite safe,” said Night Soldier, glancing at the video feed. He then grinned at me. “Didn’t you wonder why I forced everyone to evacuate to the Underground?”
“Wasn’t it because of the Superbians?” I said. “To protect us from their weaponry?”
“Partly,” said Night Soldier, “but mostly, it was because Omega Man informed me that he was going to go all out and didn’t want to endanger the lives of students, faculty, or staff unnecessarily.”
My eyes widened and looked at the feed again.
Omega Man struck the green barrier again and again. He didn’t even hesitate to ram into it, presumably with his whole body. The barrier, surprisingly enough, held up well despite his repeated strikes, although I noticed cracks beginning to appear. The cracks seemed to be repairing themselves as quickly as they appeared, which would have been fine if Omega Man hadn’t been constantly ramming himself into the barrier. As it was, however, Omega Man struck too often to allow the cracks to repair, threatening the existence of the barrier itself.
“So I decided to send everyone to the Underground,” said Night Soldier, “although it looks like I might have been premature. If he can destroy that barrier, it’s game over for the Superbians, even if the whole Superbian Army is on board that ship.”
It sure looked like it. Omega Man pounded on the barrier with intense force. It was frankly a miracle that the barrier hadn’t collapsed already. It made me wonder what that barrier was made out of. Whatever device was generating that barrier had to be extremely powerful.
But then something small but human-shaped jumped off the zeppelin. It then took flight, shooting out of the barrier. It met Omega Man in mid-flight, the two colliding in the middle.
A huge burst of air erupted from between them, creating a small explosion that I thought I could hear even from down here. At the same time, the red blur known as Omega Man went flying backward and crashed somewhere off-screen. A second later, the second blur flew in the general direction that Omega Man had been sent flying, disappearing from the video feed. With Omega Man no longer pounding on it, the energy barrier slowly faded out of existence until soon it was no longer visible to the naked eye.
“What … what was that?” asked Jake, his face pale. “Did something just knock Omega Man out of the sky?”
“Not something,” I said. “Someone.”
“Dragon King?” asked Courtney in a fearful voice.
I shook my head. “No. It didn’t look like Marcus. It’s someone else.”
“Holy crap,” said Theo, putting his hands on his head. “Don’t tell me they’re breeding supers stronger than Omega Man over there.”
Night Soldier curled his lip. “I sincerely doubt that this mysterious Superbian is actually stronger than Omega Man. Even so, it looks like Omega Man may need some help. I’m going up.”
“And I’m coming with you,” I said.
Night Soldier shook his head. “No. You need to stay here, along with the rest of the students. Don’t do anything until I or your Team Leader says so.”
Before I could argue with that, Night Soldier whirled around to face the students and shouted, “Everyone, back to your dorms! At the moment, Omega Man is keeping the Superbians busy, but we aren’t safe yet. So—”
An explosion suddenly thundered through the air, followed by loud sirens going off that were practically deafening even in the hugeness of the Underground. The students all cried out in shock and fear, looking around in confusion. Some of them even began to panic, although I could spot the Team Leaders and Top Students doing their best to keep everyone calm and orderly.
“An explosion? Down here?” said Night Soldier, looking around in confusion himself. “Impossible. The Superbians can’t possibly have found one of the entrances to the Underground. Not this quickly. Hector!”
A holographic ball of light suddenly appeared in the air next to Night Soldier and a flamboyant voice came from it, saying, “You rang, Headmaster?”
“Status report on the Underground Academy,” said Night Soldier. “We heard an explosion somewhere nearby. Where did it come from?”
“Northwest exit, near the Stadium,” said Hector. “Scanners indicate that someone blew open the Northwest Gate, but for some reason my sensors are having trouble picking up whoever it is.”
“It must be the Superbians,” said Night Soldier. His hands balled into fists. “Dang it. I should have expected that Dragon King would—”
“Wait, Headmaster,” said Hector. “It’s not the Superbians, although you’re not going to like who it is any better.”
“Spit it out, Hector,” Night Soldier snapped. “Who is it?”
“It’s—” Hector’s holographic form suddenly glitched and disappeared.
“Er, was Hector supposed to disappear like that?” said Theo uncertainly.
Night Soldier shook his head. “No. Something must have gotten him, but what—”
Harsh, mad laughter suddenly rang out in the Underground Academy. The laughter—its source unknown—scared the students even more, while even the teachers and Top Students looked afraid of this laughter. It sounded like it was coming from the Underground’s speaker system.
“What the—?” said Night Soldier. “Who’s laughing? And how are you speaking to us through the Hectornet? Dragon King?”
A voice—harsh, deadly, and full of hate—said, “Dragon King? Don’t compare me to that evil dictator. Unlike Dragon King, I fight for what is right and what is best for the world as a whole. And what’s best for the world is if all of you supers got wiped out.”
That was when footsteps could be heard. The footsteps echoed off the buildings and walls of the Underground Academy, making it hard to tell where it was coming from.
But then the Fashionista, still standing near the tree where Theo had teleported the annoying Team Powers second-year, pointed and said, “Look!”
It was hard to see who the Fashionista was pointing at, though, due to the students in front of us. But Night Soldier barked an order for the students to clear, which they did, forming a straight line that allowed us to see all the way to the end of the pathway, where a familiar man stood.
He was a tall, powerfully-built man in silver armor on top of black military leather gear. A red faceless mask covered his face, while several guns were slung around his belt. The man’s mask, although smooth, had about forty lines clearly carved into the side, which were visible even from here.
My eyes widened. “No way … it can’t be him …”
“Who is that guy?” a first-year student in the crowd said. “A Guardian of Humanity?”
The masked man chuckled. “I am not merely a Guardian. I am the original Guardian, the most dangerous and feared of them all.”
My breath escaped my lungs as I realized who he was. “Overkill. The leader of the Guardians of Humanity.”
Although I said his name in a whisper, the other students nonetheless heard it. I heard Overkill’s name repeated among the students again and again as everyone started to realize who he was. There was a hint of fear under their words, though, which I couldn’t blame them for. After all, Overkill was easily the most infamous anti-super terrorist in the world. It didn’t help that he had attacked the school once before, or at least one of his body doubles did, anyway.
Overkill seemed to sense the fear because he spread his arms and said, “Yes! Ashley Jason is correct. I am indeed Overkill, a name spoken of in fear by even the most powerful supers. And right now, the most powerful super in the world is currently busy dying at the hands of a bunch of other supers, meaning you are all fair game.”
“How did you get in here?” asked Night Soldier in horror. “Are you working with the Superbians?”
Overkill laughed. “I would never work with people from a nation of supers. Indeed, my dream is to destroy Superbia and kill every last one of those freaks. A super is a super to me, regardless of whether they are from America or Superbia. It’s just a coincidence that the Superbians chose to attack on the same night that we are attacking.”
“We?” said Night Soldier. “But there’s only one of you.”
Overkill chuckled. “Come on out, my brothers and sisters. Let’s show these children what fear really looks like.”
Suddenly, Guardians of Humanity began appearing everywhere. Some of them appeared on top of the nearby buildings, while others peered out the windows. Still others stepped out from alleyways or behind structures, while a few even emerged from the bushes. It looked like there were maybe three dozen, maybe more, Guardians in all, but more kept appearing everywhere.
And each one carried a gun aimed at the students.
Naturally, the students huddled closer together. I suppose no one tried to run because the Guardians had cut off nearly every avenue of escape. It looked like the Guardians had boxed us in, even though we still outnumbered them by quite a bit.
“Behold, my brothers and sisters,” said Overkill, spreading his arms once again. “A Guardian is never alone, Night Soldier. Remember that.”
“But how?” said Night Soldier. “How did you get so many Guardians into the Underground Academy, especially after our security enhancements?”
Overkill put his hands on his hips. “Easy. We hacked into your Hectornet system and took control of it from the outside. We then sneaked our members into the Underground to wait until midnight, when we’d emerge into the different dorms and kill as many students as we could. Of course, the Superbians’ attack forced us to change those plans, but I think we can still make them work. Killing you in the Underground is just as effective as killing you on the surface, in my opinion.”
Although I was as freaked out as anyone at the presence of Overkill and his Guardians, I nonetheless looked at him and said, “We still outnumber you guys two to one, if not even more so. By revealing yourselves, you just made yourselves an easy target.”
Overkill tilted his head to the side. “That would be absolutely true … under ordinary circumstances. But these are far from ordinary circumstances.”
A loud hissing sound suddenly filled the Underground Academy. It sounded a bit like air being let out of a balloon, but again, I couldn’t spot the source of the noise.
That is until Jake pointed up suddenly and said, “Look up there! What’s that?”
I also looked up and my heart failed me at the sight:
High above us, near the dome-like ceiling of the Underground, a small cloud of greenish-yellow gas hovered. The cloud was growing pretty quickly, however, and would likely start descending toward us soon.
“A cloud?” said Theo in confusion. “What’s so scary about a cloud?”
“Because that’s not any old cloud, Theo,” I said. I pointed at it. “That’s a cloud of Neo-Gas. And it’s growing.”
More fear rippled through the students when I said that, with everyone looking up at the cloud in the air. The Guardians of Humanity barely acknowledged it, however, instead keeping their guns trained on the teachers and students alike.
“Correct,” said Overkill. “We didn’t just hack the Underground’s security system. We have weaponized it. Over a hundred gallons of Neo-Gas are being pumped into the Underground Academy even as we speak. It will take a while before it fills up the Underground, but once it does, there will be no escape from it, even inside the buildings.”
“So you don’t want to kill us at all,” said Night Soldier, glaring at Overkill. “You want to de-power us.”
“And then kill you,” Overkill added. “It’s not like those two things are mutually-exclusive, after all.”
“Was this your whole plan, then?” I said. “Create enough Neo-Gas to fill the Underground with so we would be forced to go back to the surface?”
“Yes,” said Overkill, nodding. He put a hand on his chest. “Our loss here in the Academy two years ago was the biggest setback that the Guardians have suffered in a very long time. The site of our greatest loss will instead be the site of our greatest victory: The complete and utter abolition of the Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans.”
“Jerk!” said Jake. “I’m going to hit you so hard that your mask will become your face!”
Before anyone could stop him, Jake rushed forward, his super-speed making him a blur. He ran straight toward Overkill, who looked completely unafraid of Jake, even though Jake could cause him some serious damage if he hit him.
When he got close enough, Jake swung a fist at Overkill’s face …
Only for his fist to sail straight through Overkill’s face like it wasn’t even there.
Propelled by the momentum of his powers, Jake went staggering forward until he crashed into a tree and fell flat on his back. He jumped back to his feet, however, and whirled around to look at Overkill in confusion.
“What the—?” said Jake, looking at his fist. “How come my fist went through you?”
“Because I am not actually here,” said Overkill. “Your fist is working just fine. I am simply a hologram, created using the Academy’s own holo-cams.”
I noticed movement out of the corner of my eye and looked up to see a few small holo-cams floating through the air, looking down on Overkill. I wondered why I had not noticed the cameras before but decided that Overkill’s presence here had been pretty distracting all by itself.
“So you aren’t even here physically?” said Night Soldier. “Too afraid to join your ‘brothers’ and ‘sisters’ in battle?”
“Of course I am still physically present in the Academy,” said Overkill. “But if you think I am going to tell you where I am, you are even stupider than I thought. No, I am going to remain where I am, safe and sound until my brothers and sisters eliminate all of you.”
Overkill glanced at the gathered Guardians. “Brothers and sisters in arms! Begin the slaughter of the young. Do not leave even one of these super brats alive … or else you will wish you hadn’t.”
Then Overkill’s holographic form disappeared and the Guardians of Humanity began firing.




CHAPTER FORTY-SIX


The Guardians didn’t even hesitate to start firing into the crowds of students below, gunfire echoing off the walls of the Underground, making the sound practically deafening. 
But I acted quickly, summoning several light barriers around me, Night Soldier, my friends, and the students crowded near us. I wasn’t the only one who acted. All around the crowd of students, I saw barriers made of stone, ice, and even wood appear in the air overhead, with a wall of sand even rising from the ground at one point. These barriers blocked most of the Neo-Gas pellets, causing them to explode harmlessly against the barriers, but a few pellets got through anywhere, exploding among the students and causing some to inhale the Neo-Gas.
Night Soldier, meanwhile, shouted, “Teachers! Top Students! Attack the Guardians while keeping the students safe!”
As if to display his point, Night Soldier drew a handgun from his waist and fired it at a Guardian sniper peering out from the third floor of the Team Justice dorm above us. The bullet struck the Guardian in the chest, causing him to cry out in pain and fall out of the window, where he crashed onto the ground a few feet away with a sickening crack.
But Night Soldier’s successful kill of that Guardian seemed to spur on the other teachers. Sea Sister unleashed a blast of water at a couple of Guardians who had emerged from a bush, while the Fashionista alternated between slapping Guardians with her threads and taking control of their clothes to make them either stop shooting or attack their own allies. Harden charged two Guardians who had come out from between the Team Powers and Team Mask buildings, knocking them flat onto the ground.
As a result, the Guardians split their focus between dealing with the teachers and shooting the students. Even so, the students were still panicking, although I noticed the Top Students moving among the students, gathering their Teams and heading off in random directions. I could only assume that the Top Students were trying to get the students to safety, though where they could go to in the Underground that actually was safe from the Guardians, I didn’t know.
Or from the Neo-Gas cloud for that matter, which had grown considerably bigger just within the last few minutes. It still wasn’t anywhere close to the ground, but it was growing every second. Even if we did kill all the Guardians, we’d have to find some way to get rid of the Neo-Gas, which seemed like a much bigger task to me.
Night Soldier looked at me. “Ashley, you and your friends need to evacuate with your Teams. Let the teachers deal with the Guardians.”
“No way,” I said, shaking my head. “There’s no time. You guys need all the help you can get.”
“Are you sure about that, cuz?” said Theo. “Because I am not so sure we can actually beat the Guardians.”
Night Soldier opened his mouth to argue, but then blasting sound could be heard and a Guardian wearing a jetpack flew over the clouds of students. He didn’t shoot down at the students, however. His gaze was fixed on us, gripping his gun tightly in his hand as he flew toward us.
Without warning, the Guardian flew over our heads and landed behind us. He drew a long knife from his side and slashed Night Soldier, who drew his nightstick and blocked the knife. The Guardian pressed hard on Night Soldier, actually forcing him down, surprisingly enough, making me wonder just how strong this particular Guardian was.
But I didn’t have time to think about that. With a yell, I summoned a light pillar and slammed it into the Guardian’s side, sending him stumbling backward. Night Soldier then kicked the Guardian in the groin and slammed his nightstick against his helmet hard enough to crack it, a gong-like sound coming from the impact of Night Soldier’s nightstick banging against the Guardian’s helmet.
The Guardian collapsed into a heap on the ground, causing Night Soldier to look at me and say, “Thanks for the help! But you and the others still need to go.”
I opened my mouth to argue with that when the ground started shaking. It felt like a giant was making its way toward us, but we didn’t actually see anything.
“Why is the ground shaking?” said Theo. “An earthquake?”
“Impossible,” said Night Soldier, shaking his head. “The Academy wasn’t built in an earthquake-prone area. So what—”
Without warning, the teachers’ dorms just across the street exploded. Smoke and flame blasted out the front doors as something large and mechanical stepped into view.
The machine was huge, easily twice as tall as me, if not even taller. It was shaped a bit like a ball, with thick, mechanical limbs extending from the sides. It actually looked sort of like an octopus, complete with eight legs that supported its ball-like body. The body appeared to be a cockpit of some sort, the pilot—another Guardian, this one wearing a helmet with black highlights—sitting inside, directing its movements.
“What in the hell is that?” said Theo. “A robot?”
“A Super Smasher,” I said in realization. “I saw one at the Neo-Gas factory. It’s a type of mini-mech designed to allow normals to fight toe-to-toe with supers.”
“Where did they get that thing from?” said Theo.
“Does it matter?” said Night Soldier. He raised his nightstick. “We need to stop that thing before it reaches the students and teachers.”
“Yeah,” I said. “Theo, teleport us over there now.”
An uncertain expression appeared on Theo’s face, but he nonetheless grabbed me and Night Soldier—Courtney had already left to help get the Team Justice students to safety—and teleported us away from the entrance to the Team Justice dorm. We ended up right in front of the Super Smasher, which paused and looked down at us when we appeared in its path.
“What’s this?” said the pilot, whose Canadian accented-voice came loud and clear over the speaker mounted on the front of the Super Smasher. “Three supers who saved me the trouble of having to come over and kill them myself? Today’s my lucky day.”
I summoned two light hammers in my hands. “On the contrary, I think your luck just ran out. What’s your name?”
“Call me Basher,” said the pilot with a chilling laugh. “Skull Basher, to be precise. I am so-called because I earned a reputation among my fellow Guardians for bashing in the skulls of supers I kill. Including yours.”
Without warning, Skull Basher slammed one of his tentacles down on us. Night Soldier, Theo, and I scattered, but then Jake came out of nowhere and began running around Skull Basher. Skull Basher tried to swipe at Jake, but Jake was too fast even for the nimble limbs of Skull Basher’s mini-mech. He did a good job distracting it, keeping the mini-mech’s multiple tentacles from striking us. It helped that Night Soldier attacked from a distance, shooting at the Super Smasher anytime it tried to lash out at us.
Sensing my opportunity, I looked at Theo and said, “Theo, can you get me up there? Only way to stop it is if we take out the pilot.”
Theo nodded. Without hesitation, he grabbed my arm and snapped his fingers. A second later, we reappeared on top of the ball-like cockpit of the Super Smasher. Skull Basher, still sitting within the Super Smasher, looked up at us in surprise, but then I brought my hammers down onto the cockpit as hard as I could.
My hammers smashed the cockpit into pieces, sending glass shards flying everywhere. But before I could do anything else, Theo grabbed me and we teleported away, reappearing on the ground more than a dozen feet away.
“What the—?” I said, wrenching my arm out of Theo’s grasp when we reappeared. “Theo, what was that for? I was going to take him out.”
Theo, however, shook his head. “Nope. He was going to take us out.”
A gunshot that sounded too close for comfort made me start. I looked and saw that Skull Basher had pulled out a pistol, which he was aiming into the air overhead, right where I had been standing mere seconds ago.
Lowering his smoking gun, Skull Basher growled. “Quick reflexes for a couple of super brats. Very well. I prefer getting physical, anyway.”
Skull Basher pressed a button in the cockpit that I couldn’t see, although I could certainly see its effects. The Super Smasher began making strange whirring sounds. Two of its legs planted themselves firmly into the ground before forming treads, while its remaining six legs suddenly spread out erect like spokes in a wheel around it. Then the six spokes started spinning rapidly, spinning so fast that the limbs became a blur.
Jake tried to get away from the limbs, but the transformation had happened too quickly even for him to dodge. One of the limbs clipped him in the head which, at the speeds he was running, sent him careening off to the side. Jake crashed into some nearby bushes, where he did not emerge from.
“Jake!” I shouted. “No!”
“Worry about him later,” said Theo. “Right now, we need to worry about ourselves.”
Theo had a point. Skull Basher’s Super Smasher was making its way toward us on its cat-like treads. Night Soldier, who had been shooting at it, backed off as well, gripping both his gun and his nightstick as he tried to keep out of reach of Skull Basher’s limbs.
“We need to get back on top of that thing,” I told Theo. “Like I said, taking out Skull Basher is the only way we can stop his Super Smasher.”
“Are you crazy?” said Theo. “Teleporting is tough enough as it is. If you expect me to teleport on top of a moving spinning death machine, right where a crazy anti-super terrorist could shoot us, you got another thing coming.”
“But if we don’t stop it, then—”
I was interrupted by a loud roaring noise and looked at Skull Basher. His Super Smasher had picked up speed all of a sudden, rumbling toward us much faster than I expected. It came at us so fast that even I didn’t think Theo was fast enough to teleport us out of the way.
Right before Skull Basher could hit us, Jake came out of nowhere and tackled us both to the side. The momentum of his super-speed caused us to stop underneath one of the trees, well outside of Skull Basher’s reach.
Hitting the ground, I gasped and looked at Jake. “Thanks, Jake! I—”
I stopped speaking when I saw Jake’s face. A disturbingly large amount of blood was leaking down the side of his face, while his hair was completely messed up and his face was covered in twigs and dirt.
“Good God, Jake,” said Theo, staring in horror at Jake’s face. “You look like you ran into a tree.”
“Bushes,” Jake replied. “And don’t worry about it. I’m not as badly hurt as I looked. Or as that Skull Basher guy is going to be.”
“What do you mean?” I said. “Are you going to attack him?”
Jake shook his head. “No. But—”
Whatever Jake was going to say, I never got to hear because a loud roar exploded throughout the Underground Academy. The roar was loud enough to make even Skull Basher look up in confusion. I looked up but didn’t see anything until something huge and winged flew by overhead quickly, though it flew slowly enough that I could make out who it was.
It was Barrett in his dragon form. Despite his injuries, Barrett was flying toward Skull Basher. As he drew closer to the Super Smasher, Barrett opened his mouth and spewed a stream of flame down on Skull Basher. Red-hot fire consumed the Super Smasher in an instant, causing Skull Basher to scream in pain.
Despite the flames pouring over him, Skull Basher somehow managed to jump out of the Super Smasher. Of course, he was now completely on fire, but that didn’t stop him from running toward us as fast as he could, perhaps planning to kill us himself. His hand reached toward the gun at his side, but he never got to draw it.
Barrett swooped down and landed right on top of Skull Basher, crushing him under his weight. Skull Basher struggled to throw Barrett off himself, but Barrett raised a claw and smashed Skull Basher’s helmet hard enough to crush his head entirely. An ugly squelching sound came from within the remains of Skull Basher’s helmet, but Barrett barely seemed to pay attention to the now-dead Guardian underneath him.
Instead, Barrett pulled his bloody claw out of the remains of Skull Basher’s helmet and roared in triumph. Behind him, the Super Smasher—no longer piloted—spun rapidly until it crashed into the teachers’ dorms. Eventually, however, the Super Smasher came to a stop, its metal skin melting under the heat from the fire that enveloped it.
“Wow,” said Theo. “Remind me to never get on Eragon’s bad side.”
“But Barrett is injured,” I said. “He shouldn’t be fighting.”
“You tell him that,” said Jake, glancing at Barrett. “Because right now he doesn’t look open to reason.”
Jake had a point. Barrett was stomping and snarling. He suddenly took off into the air and began attacking the Guardians on the rooftops, swooping around and spewing fire at them. The Guardians tried their best, but they just weren’t able to keep up with either his rapid movements or avoid his deadly flames.
It certainly looked like the tide was turning in the battle. I saw several dead Guardians scattered around the area, although I also saw lots of students lying on the ground and even some faculty and staff members. It was hard to tell if they were dead, unconscious, or powerless, but either way, the fight was definitely not going in the Guardians’ favor. Some of the Guardians even looked like they were trying to beat a retreat, which was difficult given how some of the fourth-years had decided to jump in and support the teachers.
“Looks like those Guardians bit off a fair more than they could chew,” said Jake in satisfaction. “They had it coming.”
“I wouldn’t be so happy if I were you,” said Theo. He pointed upward. “Unless we’ve all already forgotten about the huge, rapidly-growing cloud of Neo-Gas that will turn us all into a bunch of normals, that is.”
Theo was right. The Neo-Gas cloud had grown considerably larger since I last looked at it. I wasn’t sure how much time we had left before it became a real threat.
“We need to find Overkill,” I said. “If we can wrest control of the Hectornet back from him, then maybe we can stop the Neo-Gas cloud.”
“But we don’t even know where Overkill is,” said Theo.
“We know he’s still somewhere in the Academy,” I said. I tapped the side of my head. “Think! Where would you hide if you were Overkill and were hiding in the Academy?”
“The Mecha Knight Stadium?” said Night Soldier, who had approached me and the others. “Remember what he said about avenging his greatest loss? I could easily see Overkill making that his base of operations, especially considering how no one is there.”
“As good a place as any to check,” I said. “But how do we get there without being assaulted by the Guardians?”
Theo looked at himself and Jake. “Gee, cuz, I have no idea how we will get anywhere with both a teleporter and a speedster. It is truly a perplexing conundrum.”
“Jake’s injured his head,” I said, pointing at his still-bleeding head. “I’m not sure I trust him to run us to the Stadium safely. And you can’t teleport through objects. Maybe short-term hopping teleportation …?”
Theo shook his head. “Not a good idea. Especially for you two, whose bodies aren’t as used to teleporting as mine is. You would end up getting very sick and disoriented. Trust me on this.”
“Then how the heck are we supposed to get there?” said Jake.
The honking of a car horn made us all jump. I looked at the burning teacher’s dorms in time to see Professor Hernandez roar around the corner in some kind of golf cart, which was going so fast it looked like it was about to tip over. Professor Hernandez pulled up the cart before us and said, “Anyone need a lift to the Stadium?”
“Professor?” I said in astonishment. “Where did you get that cart?”
“The Underground has a lot of carts to help people get around easier,” said Professor Hernandez. His hands gripped the wheel tightly. “And without powers of my own, I’m useless in a fight against the Guardians. But I can be useful by providing you all transportation to the Stadium.”
“Thanks,” I said. “I—”
“I’m not going to let you go by yourselves,” said Night Soldier. “You need one of the teachers. Preferably—”
“Me,” said Sea Sister, coming up behind us, seemingly out of nowhere. “I’ll go with the kids to stop Overkill. You can stay here, Roger, and protect the other kids and lead the teachers.”
Night Soldier looked at Sea Sister uncertainly for a moment before nodding. “All right. I know you’ll keep them safe. Just let me know if you need help or backup against Overkill.”
With that, Night Soldier ran off toward the battle between the teachers and the Guardians, his nightstick held tightly in his hands. I watched him go, feeling a mixture of relief and unease. Relief that we’d be able to stop Overkill … unease that Overkill was probably highly-protected and would expect our arrival.
But we had no choice, I reminded myself when I looked up and saw how big the Neo-Gas had gotten.
If we didn’t stop Overkill now … there wouldn’t be time to regret anything.




CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN


Professor Hernandez’s cart zipped through the empty streets of the Underground Academy, its motor purring like a kitten all the while. Behind us, the sounds of battle between the Guardians, the teachers, and the students were growing fainter and fainter the further we went, although I could still hear the occasional explosion that rocked the air or gunfire somewhere in the distance. 
I had to admit I felt really bad about leaving everyone behind. But I reminded myself that this was for the greater good. Stopping Overkill was more important than anything else. If we didn’t find and stop Overkill, then it didn’t matter if we defeated the Guardians or not. The Neo-Gas cloud would still be a threat.
Speaking of the Neo-Gas cloud, it had grown much bigger. It still wasn’t big enough to reach the tops of the buildings yet, but it was getting close. I estimated we had maybe half an hour before it got close enough to breathe, and then another ten minutes before it completely enveloped the entire Underground. So we had roughly forty minutes to save the school, more or less.
Fortunately, it looked like the vast majority of the Guardians were indeed stuck dealing with my classmates and teachers. We didn’t run into any other Guardians along the way, and honestly, I wasn’t sure that the Guardians could catch up to us even if we did run into them. Professor Hernandez drove like a maniac, pushing the cart to its absolute limit to beat the gas cloud.
Theo and I clung on for dear life in the back seat, while Sea Sister sat up front next to Professor Hernandez, clutching her trident tightly in her hands. As for Jake, he sat in the seat on the back, laughing like a madman. He was doing pretty well for himself despite his head wound, which we had wrapped up with a bandage we found in Professor Hernandez’s medical equipment.
“Faster, prof, faster!” Jake yelled happily.
“I’m going as fast as I can, Jake!” Professor Hernandez replied in a harried voice. “The Stadium should be coming up any second now!”
“I don’t want you to speed up because of the Stadium,” Jake replied. He threw his arms into the air. “I just like going fast!”
The cart suddenly hit a bump in the road, nearly tossing out Jake, who clutched his seat quickly and giggled. “Fun!”
I failed to see how nearly getting thrown out of a cart going fifteen miles an hour was ‘fun,’ but then, Jake was always the thrill-seeker in the family. Not like me. Pushing a cart’s engine to its absolute limits without any seat belts was not my definition of the word ‘fun.’ It made my stomach a little queasy, causing me to clutch my stomach, at least whenever I wasn’t holding onto my seat with both hands.
Theo looked even worse than me, his face turning slightly green. Sea Sister, meanwhile, sat perfectly calm in her seat, her eyes scanning the buildings and streets on either side of us for ambushes or traps. Guess Sea Sister had a tougher stomach than me.
Had to admit, I wish I had brought Nigel with me. I hated leaving him behind, especially since he was my sidekick, but we were in just too much of a hurry to bring him with us. Plus, given how deadly and dangerous Overkill was, I felt like Nigel was actually safer back at the dorms than here. Overkill was easily deadlier than all of the other Guardians put together.
“There!” said Professor Hernandez, pointing ahead. “The Mecha Knight Stadium!”
The Stadium loomed before us, an exact replica of the one on the surface. Like most of the Underground buildings, however, it looked uninhabited. I didn’t even see any guards standing out front. I suppose that made sense. Overkill probably thought that no one knew where he was, so no point in setting up guards.
Sea Sister, however, apparently thought differently because she said, “Keep up your guard. Just because you don’t see any guards doesn’t mean—”
Without warning, what looked like a laser cannon burst out from above the entrance to the Stadium and aimed at us. An ominous whirring sound came from the cannon before it fired a green laser beam at us.
Professor Hernandez swerved the cart out of the laser beam’s path, nearly throwing Jake off once again. The laser cannon, meanwhile, took aim at us again, its barrel keeping up with our movements as the whirring sound started once more.
“A freaking laser cannon?” said Theo. “Why does the Stadium have a freaking laser cannon?”
“It’s the Hectornet security system,” said Sea Sister, clutching her seat with one hand while gripping her trident tightly with the other. “Remember? Overkill has control over the Hectornet, which means that he also has control over the Underground’s security systems.”
“Meaning he knows we’re looking for him after all,” I said grimly. “Great. There goes the element of surprise.”
“Don’t count us out yet, Ashley,” said Sea Sister. She nodded at Professor Hernandez. “Dean, get us closer to the Stadium entrance. Ashley, summon a barrier in front of us but drop it when I say so. Got it?”
Both Professor Hernandez and I nodded, although I didn’t get what Sea Sister’s plan was. Driving directly toward the laser cannon seemed like a dumb idea, even with my barrier protecting us, but we did need to get into the Stadium and the front entrance was the most convenient.
With that, Professor Hernandez drove us straight back toward the cannon. The laser cannon fired once more, but I summoned a light barrier directly in front of the cart. The laser slammed into the barrier hard, but my barrier—made using the light from the Underground’s street lamps—held up underneath the impact. It didn’t even slow down the cart, which zoomed as quickly as ever toward the entrance.
“Wait for it … wait for it …” said Sea Sister, gripping her trident tightly. “Wait for it …”
The laser cannon ceased shooting us, allowing us to see through my barrier again. We were now more than halfway toward the Stadium’s entrance, but there was no way we’d make it in before the cannon fired again. Based on the whirring sound, it was probably going to be even stronger than before.
“Now!” Sea Sister yelled. “Ashley, drop the barrier!”
Without hesitation, I dismissed the barrier. At the same time, Sea Sister pulled her arm back and hurled her trident in the air straight and true at the laser cannon.
The trident slammed into the laser cannon, piercing its barrel. The laser cannon’s whirring sound was replaced by what sounded like wires getting shredded. A soft boom could be heard from within the laser cannon as we drew closer and thick black smoke began to rise from within.
Theo vanished in an instant, reappearing on top of the cannon, where he wrenched the trident out of the barrel and teleported back to the cart just as we smashed through the front doors of the Stadium into the lobby. Professor Hernandez slammed his foot on the breaks, the cart’s tires screeching as it came to a stop in the middle of the lobby.
Panting hard, I looked at Sea Sister in disbelief. “That was crazy.”
“But it worked,” said Theo. He held Sea Sister’s trident out to her. “Your trident, teacher.”
“Thanks, Theo,” said Sea Sister as she took the trident back, its tips now slightly blackened but otherwise unharmed. “I didn’t want to lose my favorite trident.”
“That was awesome!” said Jake, throwing his hands into the air. “We were going so fast and the laser was going fast and everything was just going really fast! I wish we didn’t have to stop.”
Professor Hernandez patted the wheel of the cart. “Unfortunately, this cart is too big to fit through the doorways into the Stadium field, which is likely where Overkill is. So we’ll have to walk the rest of the way.”
Jake pouted. “Walk? Dang it. You guys are just so slow. Walking will take forever.”
I rolled my eyes. “You do know that your definition of ‘slow’ is still really fast for us mere mortals, right, bro?”
“You don’t understand,” said Jake. “If you were a speedster like me, you would get it.”
“The point is that we made it to the Stadium safely,” said Sea Sister. “I agree with Dean that Overkill is likely on the field. We have no time to lose, so let’s go.”
We all hopped off the cart and followed Sea Sister toward the nearest field entrance. As we walked, I glanced around the lobby, but did not see any Guardians lying in wait, nor did any of the Stadium’s automated security systems try to stop us. That seemed odd to me, but maybe Overkill thought it was impossible to get past the laser cannon.
In any case, we soon left the lobby and emerged onto the Stadium field.
Again, like everything else in the Underground, it was a perfect replica of the surface field. Short, well-cut green grass stood in a wide-open circle, with hundreds of empty seats all around us. The ceiling of the Stadium was closed, looking new, probably because it had been repaired when Omega Man punched his way through it the first time.
But the field was completely empty. There was no sign of Overkill, the Guardians, or anyone else for as far as the eye could see.
“I don’t see him,” said Jake as we stepped onto the field. “Were we wrong?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe he’s hiding in the back office?”
“Possibly,” said Sea Sister, “but keep your wits about you, everyone. Just because you can’t see him doesn’t mean he isn’t here. The Guardians of Humanity are tricky villains and Overkill is the trickiest of them all.”
Sea Sister took one step forward, but then the ground shook. Another cannon emerged from the left wall of the Stadium, aimed at us, and fired.
Rather than fire a laser like the last one, however, the cannon fired some kind of greenish-yellow ball at us. It flew through the air way too fast for us to dodge. I couldn’t even throw up a barrier to protect us.
But Sea Sister dove forward, propelled by water exploded from her feet. Holding her trident before her defensively, Sea Sister took the brunt of the ball, which exploded all over her.
Rather than cover Sea Sister in flames, a thick cloud of greenish-yellow gas enveloped her. The gas completely obscured Sea Sister from view, although we could hear her coughing and hacking within the cloud just fine.
“Sea Sister!” I said, holding out a hand toward her. “No! I’ll—”
Jake put a hand on my shoulder and said, “Wait, sis. I wouldn’t get too close to that gas cloud if I were you.”
“Why not?” I said, looking at Jake. “Sea Sister needs our help.”
“Because,” said an eerily familiar voice, full of cold hatred, “it’s Neo-Gas.”
Overkill stepped out from the entrance on the other side of the Stadium. Despite standing on the opposite end of the field, his voice rang loud and clear through the Stadium. That was probably thanks to this voice coming from the speakers, blaring throughout the field. He walked toward us at a casual pace, his footsteps heavy yet quick.
“Overkill,” I said, scowling. I summoned two hammers in my hands again, while Jake and Theo took up fighting positions, although Professor Hernandez just stepped back in fear. “Knew you’d be here. When you said that the Academy was the site of your greatest failure, I knew you had to be referring to the Stadium.”
“Smart girl,” said Overkill, his pace neither slowly down nor picking up. “If you weren’t a super, I might actually spare you. As it is, you, your family, and your whole school are full of super freaks just like you. And the freaks must be purged from among us if humanity is to survive.”
Suddenly, Sea Sister staggered out of the Neo-Gas cloud, panting hard. Her skin and costume were coated the same shade of greenish-yellow as the Neo-Gas and she only managed a few steps before she collapsed onto the ground, her body stiff and unmoving.
“Sea Sister!” I said. “No!”
“She isn’t dead if that’s what you’re thinking,” said Overkill with a swift shake of his head. “She’s merely unconscious. Neo-Gas, as you might not know, is much more potent than powerless gas. Its effects ravage the super body so much that most supers are knocked out after inhaling even just a small amount. Getting over a gallon of that stuff sprayed in your face might as well put you in a coma, which is likely the fate of your pathetic teacher here.”
Sea Sister was breathing, now that I looked more closely, but she didn’t seem conscious. If she was in a coma, that would make fighting Overkill that much more difficult.
Overkill stopped beside Sea Sister. He didn’t draw any of his weapons, but he looked at us with obvious amusement.
“You monster,” said Jake. “Where are you projecting this hologram from? Your mom’s basement, maybe?”
Overkill laughed. “Boy, if I was a hologram, I wouldn’t be able to do this.”
Overkill drew one of his guns, aimed it at Theo, and fired.
But Professor Hernandez shoved Theo to the ground … and got right in his way. The bullet struck Professor Hernandez in the stomach and he fell down onto the grass, gasping and clutching his bleeding stomach. His blood stained the grass red wherever it touched.
“Professor!” I said. I rushed over to him and knelt beside him. “Professor, are you okay? Can you hear me?”
Professor Hernandez gulped. “I-I’ve never been shot before, but it h-hurts just as much as I imagined i-it w-would …”
“Stay still, prof,” said Jake, also running up next to me. “We’ll find you medical help and get your wound fixed.”
Theo was sitting up, staring at Professor Hernandez’s bloody wound in disbelief. I couldn’t blame him. Even I hadn’t expected Professor Hernandez to sacrifice himself like that.
Overkill, meanwhile, lowered his gun. His faceless mask hid his face, but even I could tell that he was annoyed. “A normal giving his life to save a bunch of freaks? What a waste of a perfectly good genius-level intellect and brain. I always thought that your scientific intellect and understanding of supers would have helped us kill them, but you instead chose to waste that gift on helping our enemies. Even hiring a super detective to investigate us and rat us out to the government.”
I glared at Overkill. “Professor Hernandez is an infinitely better man than you could ever hope to be, Overkill. Not that you will ever admit that.”
“Why would I want to admit a lie?” said Overkill. He shook his head. “Ah, it doesn’t matter. Normals who give their lives to protect supers deserve to die, anyway. There are infinitely more normals out there who share my ideals and would gladly help me. I do not need a traitor’s aid.”
Jake’s hands balled into fists so tight that they turned white. “If it’s a fight you want, Overkill, then get ready for the thrashing of a century.”
Overkill shrugged once again. “Do your worst, then, children. It will be a pleasure to cut off three of the Jason family shoots here and add three more deaths to my kill count.”




CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT


With a yell, Jake charged toward Overkill faster than my eyes could follow. Overkill, however, raised his wrist and an energy shield suddenly appeared in front of him, which Jake slammed straight into. Dazed from the impact, Jake staggered backward just as Overkill lowered his shield and pointed his gun at him. 
But Theo appeared on Overkill’s shoulders and yanked his gun upward. The gun fired harmlessly into the air, but Overkill grabbed Theo’s shirt and threw him off his shoulders into Jake, knocking them both down.
Sensing my opportunity, I thrust my hands forward and summoned multiple light spears. My heart burned at the exertion, but I didn’t care. I just sent the spears flying at Overkill, intending to skewer him like the pig he was.
But Overkill launched into the air with his jetpack, easily avoiding my light spears. He drew two more guns from either side and began firing on us, forcing me to summon a barrier over me, Jake, and Theo to protect us. Overkill’s bullets bounced harmlessly off the barrier, but it still took a great deal of concentration on my part to keep the barrier from collapsing or cracking.
That was when Overkill launched straight toward us. Putting his guns away, he drew a strange-looking clear glass knife from his side and, landing on the barrier, slammed his knife into it.
The second Overkill slammed his knife into the barrier, I immediately felt a sucking sensation pulling the light into the knife. I did my best to fight against it, but the knife was sucking in the light faster than I could replenish it until the barrier utterly collapsed.
Overkill landed among the three of us. He kicked Theo in the chin, sending Theo sprawling in the dirt, and then grabbed Jake and headbutted him. Tossing the barely conscious Jake aside, Overkill thrust his knife at me, but I summoned my hammers and caught the knife between them. The knife’s shining light, however, made it hard to see clearly, forcing me to squint my eyes to avoid getting them permanently damaged.
“Like my new toy?” said Overkill. “Another thing I stole from the government. I am sure you are familiar with it, seeing as you’ve run into this particular piece of tech before.”
My eyes widened. “Slasher’s sword?”
“Exactly,” said Overkill, nodding. “But I don’t need to use your own light against you to beat you.”
Overkill kneed me in the gut abruptly, causing me to drop my hammers. Overkill then slammed the butt of his knife into my face and grabbed my throat, lifting me off the ground with one hand. In the other hand, his knife pointed at my throat, clearly ready to pierce it.
Gasping for breath, I clutched his arm but froze when Overkill put the tip of his knife against my throat. It felt warm to the touch, probably because of the light contained within it.
Overkill’s mask reflected the light, making his red mask look even more bloodstained than it already was. It also threw his forty marks on his face into relief, showing just how deeply carved into his helmet they were.
“You have been a nasty thorn in my side for the last few years, Ashley Jason,” said Overkill, “and I would like nothing more than to kill you and be done with it. But I wanted to thank you first.”
My eyes darted to Overkill. “T-Thank me? For what?”
“For saving the Superbian normals,” Overkill replied. “My sources have told me that the normals in Superbia are rebelling against Dragon King’s rule. The Normal Liberation Front, contrary to official Superbian propaganda, is not dead but thriving. I have always had a place in my heart for the servant norms of Superbia and to hear that they are still doing well is wonderful news.”
Overkill’s grip on my throat tightened, causing me to choke.
“But despite knowing how much you have helped, I still can’t spare you,” said Overkill. “You are just as guilty of oppressing the normals as Dragon King is, for your very existence is an existential threat to our existence as a people. That is why you need to die tonight, along with every other student and teacher in this cursed school.”
Overkill began to press his knife against my neck. I wanted to free myself, to stop him, but I couldn’t. No air came into my lungs and his grip was ridiculously strong.
Then a trident came out of nowhere and slammed into the side of Overkill’s helmet. The impact of the trident caused Overkill to drop me and go staggering to the side. The trident struck again, stabbing into his stomach before getting wrenched out. Overkill cried out and staggered backward even more, clutching his stomach wound tightly while cursing badly under his breath.
Gasping for breath, I looked over to see Sea Sister—her costume still stained with Neo-Gas—standing tall, her trident held before her like a spear. She wore an expression of pure and utter hatred on her face, her gaze fixed on Overkill like a lion about to murder its prey.
“H-How?” said Overkill, staring at Sea Sister in disbelief. “I t-thought the Neo-Gas put you in a coma. You shouldn’t have awakened in weeks.”
Sea Sister scowled. “If you think I am going to let something as simple as losing my powers knock me out, then you don’t know me.”
Sea Sister surged forward and slammed her trident into Overkill’s face again. The blow nearly knocked Overkill off his feet, forcing him to summon his energy shield on his arm a second later to block her trident, which Sea Sister brought down on him so hard that he was sent to his knees.
“T-This is impossible,” said Overkill, clearly straining to hold back Sea Sister. “Y-You’re utterly powerless. How are you still fighting?”
“That’s another thing you don’t get, Overkill,” said Sea Sister, her eyes locked on him. “I didn’t come after you just to protect the students, although that’s a big part of my motivation.”
Sea Sister lashed out with a kick, her foot going under Overkill’s shield and striking him in the stomach. Gasping in pain, Overkill stopped holding back Sea Sister’s trident, allowing Sea Sister to slam the butt of her trident in his face. She then tried to stab him, but Overkill caught her trident with his hands and held it back, although with obviously great effort on his part.
Leaning on her trident, Sea Sister said, “I came after you to avenge my husband, Darrell. Who you personally killed.”
My eyes widened in shock. I had known that Sea Sister’s husband had been murdered by the Guardians, but I had assumed he had simply been killed by a random Guardian. If he had been murdered by Overkill himself, however, then that put a whole new spin on Sea Sister’s urging us to reach the Stadium.
Overkill, however, tilted his head to the side. “Sorry, but I don’t remember killing any supers named Darrell. I’ve killed so many supers over the years that I am afraid your husband just didn’t stand out.”
Sea Sister’s eyes flashed with anger. She yanked her trident out of Overkill’s hands, a move that seemed to surprise Overkill because he didn’t try to get up. Then she kicked him in the chin and in his stomach wound, kicking him over and over again. Overkill cried out in pain with every kick, but Sea Sister showed him no mercy, kicking him again and again.
“You … killed … Darrell …” Sea Sister said in between kicks. “You. Killed. Darrell. And now it’s time for you to die.”
Sea Sister raised her trident above her head and brought it down on Overkill’s neck.
But Overkill, apparently not as hurt as he appeared, twisted his head to the side. That saved his neck but put his helmet in the way of her trident.
Sea Sister’s trident slammed into Overkill’s mask hard enough to crack it. The cracks were so thick, in fact, that parts of the mask started to fall off, giving me a glimpse of his face underneath, though not enough to see who he actually was. I could see that his skin was rather pale, but beyond that, I saw nothing else.
Sea Sister brought up her trident again and slammed it down onto him again, but Overkill rolled to the side and dodged the blow. Sea Sister raised her trident, only for Overkill to toss out a small ball from his pocket. The ball rolled to a stop roughly halfway between him and Sea Sister and then a green energy barrier appeared over him, effectively protecting him from us.
Gasping for breath, Overkill rose to his feet. He clutched his mask with one hand and his stomach with the other, but his mask was just barely hanging together. Indeed, a small piece of it fell off, revealing about half of his chin, which was a little pointed. Definitely wasn’t enough to identify him, though.
“I … I underestimated your strength, freak,” said Overkill. “I assumed you would have been left helpless as a mouse without your powers.”
Sea Sister twirled her trident. “Not all of us ‘freaks’ are useless without our powers, you know.”
I smiled when Sea Sister said that. Sea Sister always stressed the importance of powerless training in Combat class, so it made sense that she would still be a dangerous fighter even with her powers taken away. Overkill had definitely picked the wrong super to de-power, that was for sure.
Overkill nodded. “I see that clearly now. Supers who can fight without their powers … that is unexpected indeed.”
“Why are you so obsessed with killing supers, anyway?” I said, rising to my feet, my throat no longer hurting. “What did we ever do to you? And if you say that we kept you from having your moon farm, I swear to God—”
“Shut up, girl,” Overkill snapped. “You can’t even begin to imagine all of the things your kind have done to us.”
“Like killing peoples’ husbands?” said Sea Sister coldly. “Yes, I think we both can begin to imagine what sorts of things that ‘our kind’ has done.”
Overkill shuddered. “You supers are all the same. Arrogant despite your genetic deficiencies. Self-righteous despite your lack of respect for rule of law. Beloved and admired by normals who don’t understand who the real heroes are. Destroying families, towns, cities, and whole countries … I founded the Guardians for a reason, and it wasn’t for fun.”
“You lost, Overkill,” I said. “It’s over. Give up and you might just get a life sentence in prison instead of the death sentence you deserve.”
Overkill laughed. It was a long, loud noise, making him sound even crazier than normal. Even Sea Sister looked put off by his laughter, gripping her trident carefully as she watched him for any sudden moves.
“Over?” said Overkill. “It’s never over, kid. It never will be over. Supers and normals will always fight each other, always hate each other, always seek to dominate or even destroy one another. Humans are not above survival of the fittest. In the end, we are all animals in the same jungle we call life. And only one of us can come out on top.”
“It doesn’t have to be that way,” I said. “You’re wrong. Supers and normals can live together in peace. It’s possible.”
“Naive blathering from a naive child,” Overkill sneered. “I hope I was never that stupid when I was a kid.”
Angered, I thrust my hands forward, using my light powers to take control of Overkill’s energy shield, which was also made out of light. I opened a gap in the energy barrier, causing Overkill to step backward in surprise, but I then shot a light beam at him. The beam smashed into his helmet, destroying what was left of it and causing Overkill to fall down.
Falling on his hands and knees, Overkill kept his face to the ground. His helmet still mostly covered his hair, although from what little I could see of it, it looked gray and slightly thinned. Was Overkill an old man?
“I said, give up,” I said. “Your energy barrier can’t defend you. You’ve lost.”
Overkill’s hands balled into fists. “No … I haven’t lost … I can’t lose … not when humanity is depending on me to save them …”
“No one is depending on you to save them, Overkill,” said Sea Sister. “Ashley is right. You have lost.”
“No …” Overkill said. “I won’t … I can’t … NEVER!”
Overkill shouted that last word, raising his head to finally let us see his face.
It was the bloody, bruised face of Mark Dane.




CHAPTER FORTY-NINE


Bits of Mark Dane’s mask had been jammed into his skin, while his nose looked nearly broken. Blood leaked from his nose and the corner of his mouth, while one of his eyes was nearly swollen shut. I hadn’t realized that I had caused him so much damage when I launched my light pillar into his face. Guess I didn’t know my own strength. 
“Mark Dane?” said Sea Sister in surprise. “You mean the Central News Network reporter and interviewer? Impossible. Mark Dane isn’t Overkill. He can’t be.”
Mark chuckled. “It’s true, freak. I am indeed Overkill. Not a body double. Not a clone. But the real Overkill, the one who everyone in America has been trying to catch and stop for well over a decade now.”
Mark rose to his feet again. Without his mask on, he looked a lot less intimidating. Indeed, I had such a hard time processing the fact that Overkill and Mark Dane were one and the same that I didn’t know how to react.
“But … what?” I said. “This doesn’t make any sense. Why would one of the most famous and influential news reporters in the world be the leader of the most hated terrorist group in America?”
Mark put a hand on his shoulder. He didn’t even seem to notice his bleeding, bruised face. “It’s true, even if you can’t believe it yourself. I founded the Guardians of Humanity, me and five others, with the express purpose of killing you super freaks and protecting humanity from your kind.”
“Why, though?” I said. “Aren’t your parents and brother supers?”
Mark laughed, although it was a short, harsh sound this time. “That’s exactly why I donned the faceless mask. Why I became Overkill. Do you know how embarrassing it is to be the normal son of two supers? Who then favor your younger brother because he won the genetic lottery and got a power? To be the black sheep of a super family, compared unfavorably to your younger brother because your genetics weren’t right?”
I gaped. “Harden never mentioned that to us in his class.”
“Of course Nathan didn’t,” said Mark. “He didn’t know anything about what I went through. He didn’t know what it was like to be bullied by the kids of my parents’ friends for not having a power. He’s always been an insider, while I’ve always been an outsider. Insiders can never understand outsiders. Ever.”
“That doesn’t justify forming a terroristic hate group and trying to genocide a race of people from existence,” I said.
“You don’t understand, either,” Mark snapped. “You’re a super. You were born lucky, girl. Born with something that made you an insider. There was nothing I could do to become an insider, so I embraced my outsider status and made it my goal to kill as many supers as possible.”
“You are utterly insane,” said Sea Sister, shaking her head. “Nothing you said made any sense.”
“Only from a super’s perspective,” Mark shot back. “Do you know who were the very first supers I killed? My parents. I killed those two for favoring my brother over me, for hating me and treating me like I was some kind of disease that you didn’t talk about. They had it coming.”
“You killed your own parents?” I said in shock.
“It was justified,” said Mark. He put a hand on his forehead. “Again, you can’t understand because you are a super.”
“So you founded a group and made an ideology designed around hating supers because your parents didn’t love you?” I said. “That’s evil and crazy.”
“My parents’ mistreatment of me is what opened my eyes to the true nature of supers,” Mark replied. “I know how much your kind really hates and detests us. You believe us to be your biological inferiors. You believe yourselves to be the next step of human evolution. And that, of course, is why you are justified in treating us normals however you want.”
“That’s not true,” I said. “Not everyone believes that.”
“But the Superbians do,” said Mark. “For the human race to survive, it was necessary that I founded the Guardians of Humanity. We are the lone vanguard of humanity, the only thing separating humanity from survival and utter destruction.”
“It sounds to me like you are just trying to justify your hatefulness,” said Sea Sister. “Humanity will survive and even thrive without your help.”
“No, it won’t,” said Mark, shaking his head. “So long as one freak breathes, humanity will always be in danger of annihilation. That is why I must eliminate all of you supers. Especially the children, who represent the next generation of freaks who will pose an even greater threat to humanity’s survival than the current one. The Saying is true.”
“The Saying?” I said. “What Saying?”
Mark’s eyes widened crazily as he spoke. “The Saying is something that the Neo-Killer—the man who inspired our ideology—was said to have uttered before his death over a decade ago. He predicted that one day would be born a super so powerful that even other supers couldn’t kill him. That super, called the Destructor, would destroy the whole world, taking out supers and normals alike, because he would have so much power that he wouldn’t be able to control it.”
My mouth fell open. “Is that why you tried to kill Ronny a couple of years ago? Because you thought that he was the super who would destroy the world?”
“Exactly,” said Overkill with a swift nod. “It seems logical, seeing as your baby brother is the son of the world’s second most powerful super. But I suppose that’s irrelevant now, seeing as your brother was kidnapped by the Superbians.”
I gritted my teeth. “Did it ever occur to you that Ronny won’t grow up to destroy the world? That he was just an innocent baby who hasn’t done anything wrong?”
“You don’t know that,” said Overkill. He waved a hand. “No one knows that. It might be your brother. Or it might be a super who isn’t even born yet. That is why I have made it my mission to kill as many supers as possible. If we can eliminate all supers in the world, then the super who will destroy the world will never be born.”
I bit my lower lip. “You do realize that even normals can produce supers, right? I mean, I guess it’s not as common as it used to be, but—”
“Shut up,” Overkill snapped. “If we need to force genetic testing on all children to ensure that none are born with powers, then so be it. The Guardians of Humanity are willing to do whatever is necessary to protect humanity. We will ensure that humans of every nation, tribe, tongue, skin color, sex, and creed can live in harmony and prosperity so that one day, humanity will grow beyond this Earth and conquer the cosmos.”
Overkill spoke with such fervor that I was actually a little worried about his mental health. Not too worried, though, because he was still a crazy terrorist and crazy terrorists weren’t exactly well-known for their good mental health.
“Regardless of your motives, your time is up,” said Sea Sister. “Your mask is broken, you are bleeding to death … something tells me you won’t live long enough to see humanity conquer anything, much less the cosmos.”
“That is where you are wrong, freak,” Overkill snapped. “Although I considered it extremely unlikely that I would be stopped, I did take it into consideration when I was plotting the destruction of your precious school. You might think you have me cornered, but the truth is that I have you cornered.”
With that, Overkilled pulled out a disk—a Teleportation Disk, I belatedly realized—from his pocket and slammed it against his chest. Overkill vanished into thin air in the next instant.
“What the—?” said Sea Sister, whipping her head back and forth. “Where did he go?”
“He used a Teleportation Disk to escape,” I said. “He could be anywhere at this point.”
“But what did he mean about having us cornered?” said Theo, who was sitting up nearby, rubbing his head. “I don’t see any other Guardians in—”
Theo was interrupted by a low hiss sound coming from nowhere. It sounded like a steam engine going off, but in the next instant, a cloud of Neo-Gas rolled out of the doorway on the other side of the Stadium field toward us. It moved much more quickly than it should have, the gas quickly filling the Stadium.
“Dang it,” said Sea Sister. “Overkill must have set up the Neo-Gas to fill the Stadium in case we attacked him.”
“We can escape it, though, right?” said Theo, rising to his feet. He jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “The doorway to the lobby is still open, after all. If we escape now—”
“Not going to happen,” said Jake, slowing rising to his feet, wincing at the obvious pain in his body. “The door is locked.”
Startled, I looked over my shoulder at the doorway we had used to enter the Stadium. It was indeed closed and looked locked, too, just like Jake said.
“It closed when we weren’t looking,” said Theo in horror. “Impossible.”
“Not if you have access to the Hectornet,” said Sea Sister grimly. “Overkill has trapped us in here with a cloud of Neo-Gas. It won’t affect me or Dean much, but you kids …”
“We need to get out of here,” said Theo. He looked at me. “Ashley, your powers are good for breaking things. Do you think you could smash the door open?”
“I can try,” I said.
I turned to face the door and summoned a light pillar, making it as thick as I could. But before I could launch it, pain in my heart spiked from the effort, causing me to cry out in pain and drop to my hands and knees. The pillar blinked out of existence.
“Sis, you okay?” said Jake, rushing over to me and stopping by my side. “What’s the matter? Did Overkill hurt you?”
“It’s my condition,” I said through clenched teeth. I clutched my heart. “It hurts so bad.”
“Aren’t you supposed to be taking meds for that?” said Theo. “Why would it hurt if you are taking your medicine?”
“Because the Super Pill is a treatment, not a cure,” I said. “I can still hurt myself if I use my powers too much in a short time. And I’ve used my powers a lot recently, especially in our fight against Overkill.”
“Then we’re screwed, basically,” said Theo, his face as pale as snow. “Wonderful.”
Sea Sister gripped her trident tightly. She looked at the cloud of Neo-Gas, which was now almost halfway across the field. Even without her saying a word, I could tell that Sea Sister was thinking what Theo said, just without speaking aloud.
“There’s got to be, like, some way to open the doors from inside the Stadium,” said Jake. “Right?”
“If there is, I don’t know of a way to do it,” said Sea Sister. “And I doubt Dean does, either.”
I glanced at Professor Hernandez, who still lay on the ground where he had been shot by Overkill. Fortunately, he was still breathing, but he looked like he was just barely hanging in there. Between me and him, we really needed a doctor of some sort.
“Hey!” a female voice I recognized called out. “Over here!”
Puzzled, we looked in the direction from which the female voice had come and saw a young-looking, dark-haired woman standing near the entrance to the field. She was clad in dark leather armor and gear, standing in a shadow created by the Stadium lighting shining down on the stands.
I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. “Shade? What are you doing here?”
“Saving you guys, duh,” said Shade with a wave of her hand. “Now, are you going to leave with me or not?”
“Leave with you?” said Theo. “How?”
“Shadow travel,” Shade replied. She held out her hands. “Now grab my hands. That Neo-Gas is looking pretty ugly.”
Glancing over my shoulder, I saw that the Neo-Gas was nearly upon us. Despite my distrust of Shade, I ran toward her, while Jake and Theo carried Professor Hernandez between them. Sea Sister followed us from behind, holding her trident before her as we approached Shade.
As soon as we got close enough, we reached out and grabbed Shade’s and our hands, forming a circle of sorts.
“Everyone ready?” said Shade, looking around at us all. “Hold on tight, because this is gonna be fast!”
With that, Shade took one step backward into the shadows and we all fell in with her. The last thing I saw was the Neo-Gas cloud covering the remains of Overkill’s broken mask, but then that, too, was obscured by the darkness.




CHAPTER FIFTY


We didn’t stay in the darkness very long. Perhaps a minute later, we emerged from the shadows into the light. We landed feet first, the impact of the landing causing me to nearly stumble. Jake and Theo managed to hold Professor Hernandez between them, while Sea Sister clutched her head like she was experiencing a bad headache. 
Only Shade seemed unaffected, a smile on her face as she looked around at all of us. “Well, that was fun. We should do it again sometime.”
Carefully lowering Professor Hernandez onto the ground, Theo said, in a shaken voice, “I-I am not sure I want to experience that again. It’s a lot scarier than my teleportation.”
Jake didn’t reply. His face was as green as ever and he looked close to puking, just like he did the first time that we shadow-traveled with Shade in our second year. I was a little disoriented myself, though mostly by the change in lighting.
Actually, now that my eyes had adjusted to the lighting, I recognized the place we had shadow-traveled to. We were in the Auditorium, although I wasn’t sure if this was the surface Auditorium or the Underground Auditorium. Either way, the wooden stage, lights, and seating were all extremely familiar to me. The lack of Neo-Gas was also a huge plus.
But it also looked different. Half a dozen G-Men agents scurried up and down the seats, seeming to have turned the Auditorium itself into some kind of temporary base. Near the entrance, two tough-looking G-Men agents—one with reptilian skin, the other resembling a snowman dressed in a nice suit—stood at the doors, guns in their hands. Over to our left, a holographic table displaying a map of the Academy campus hovered, with red flags hovering above key spots of the map. My stomach jolted when I saw a miniature version of the Dragon Wing, Dragon King’s zeppelin, hovering near the entrance of the holographic map.
Then I heard movement and looked to my right to see a couple of G-Men agents with red crosses on their uniforms were treating Professor Hernandez. They looked like normals to me, at least until one of them hovered his hand over Professor Hernandez’s bullet wound and the bullet itself flew into his hand like a magnet. The other medic quickly cleaned and covered the wound while speaking softly to Professor Hernandez, who had gone very still.
“Huh?” said Jake, looking around the bustling Auditorium in confusion. “What did you guys do to the Auditorium?”
“You’re welcome for saving your lives,” Shade replied sarcastically. “As for the Auditorium, we, that is, the G-Men took it over and made it into our base of operations during this attack. It’s a well-fortified position from which we can monitor the situation safely.”
My head spun at all of the activity and motion I saw going on. “Wha—when did you guys even get here?”
“Twenty minutes ago,” Shade replied. “Night Soldier sent us an emergency message as soon as the Superbians showed up. Unfortunately, the Superbians have blocked all communications inside and outside of the Academy, so we weren’t able to stay in contact with him. Although, as you can see, we did make it here and commandeered the Auditorium for the duration of the crisis.”
“If you guys have been here for twenty minutes, why haven’t you taken down the zeppelin yet?” I said. “You guys are the G-Men. Protecting America from foreign threats is supposed to be your job.”
Shade grimaced. “Yeah, there’s actually a good reason for that. Come with me. It will be easier to show you than tell you.”
Shade walked over to the holo-map table I noticed earlier, forcing me, Jake, Theo, and Sea Sister to follow. We left Professor Hernandez with the medics, who had wheeled him away to the medical tent they had set up on the other side of the stage. A part of me was worried about leaving Professor Hernandez alone, but I certainly wasn’t a medical expert or doctor myself, so there wasn’t much I could do to help him right now.
The holo-map table, however, was not as empty as I thought. Hogarth, Shade’s mute normal partner, stood on the other side of the table, intently studying the map. He looked up as we approached, however, and smiled and waved at us. I waved back, although I was a little too distracted by the map to give him a proper greeting.
“What in the world is this?” said Theo as we stopped in front of the table. “It looks like a map of the Academy.”
“That’s because it is,” said Shade. She tapped the side of the table. “We use this mobile holo-map for missions like these when we need to strategize. Basically, you just upload a map of the location you want and it gives you a 3D holographic version of the map scaled to size. You can set flags to mark important locations, zoom in on specific points of interest, and so on. What makes it even fancier is that it also tracks the movements of people, animals, and vehicles, such as Dragon King’s zeppelin.”
Shade pointed at the miniature zeppelin, which was slowly floating across the Academy campus.
“Neat toy,” said Sea Sister, “but I still fail to see why you haven’t popped that balloon yet.”
Shade’s eye twitched in annoyance, but she said, in her usual carefree tone, “I wanted to show you the problem. It’s easier than explaining it.”
Shade reached out and tapped the zeppelin. As soon as she did, a whole bunch of notifications and symbols appeared around it. The vast array of symbols—dozens and dozens—took me by surprise, not helped by how overwhelming it was. It looked like a computer with too many programs opened and reminded me of the programming class I took in seventh grade in my old normal school.
“Whoa,” said Jake, his eyes widening at the huge deluge of information. “What do all of these symbols and stuff mean?”
“It’s the holo-map’s analysis of the zeppelin’s defenses and security,” said Shade. “I could translate it all for you, but suffice to say the zeppelin is like a flying tank. Even if I led a full-scale assault of the zeppelin, our chances of taking it down are a lot lower than you’d think. That doesn’t even include the zeppelin’s crew and whatever soldiers that Dragon King brought along with him.”
“It sounds like the Superbians basically have superior tech, then,” said Sea Sister. She pursed her lips. “That doesn’t sound like a particularly big problem to overcome to me.”
“That’s the thing,” said Shade. “That isn’t the problem. That is.”
Shade pointed at a portion of the Academy not too far from the zeppelin. It was the Library, or what was left of it, anyway. It was now appeared to be utterly demolished, with smoke rising from the remains.
“What happened to the Gym and Library?” asked Theo in horror. “Is Dragon King blowing stuff up already? We haven’t even answered his ultimatum yet.”
“That wasn’t the Superbians,” said Shade. “Well, not all of the Superbians. Just one. Let me show you.”
Shade reached over and pinched her fingers together. The holo-map suddenly zoomed in on that particular location, giving us a ground-level view of the scene.
It looked even worse up close than from a distance, although portions of the Library were actually still standing. There wasn’t much left of either building, however, with burning books, melted or broken desks, and other things like that scattered everywhere. Given all the smoke and flame, it must have smelled horrible, but fortunately, Shade’s holo-map table did not convey smell.
“I don’t get it,” said Jake. “What are we looking at? I don’t see anything.”
As soon as Jake said that, something fell out of the sky like a meteor and crashed into the ground. A second later, something even faster crashed from the sky into the ground on top of the first thing. The impact of the crashes created huge dust clouds, but then two figures emerged from the cloud, floating about a dozen yards across from each other, both panting hard.
I recognized the first figure easily: It was Omega Man. He looked like he had taken a pretty severe beating, however. His costume was torn in several places, the bright red dimmed by the dirt and soot from the fight. His cape was in tatters, barely clinging to his shoulders, while his face was scratched and bloodied in several areas. He looked exhausted.
Hovering opposite him was the second figure, who I had definitely not seen before. Long, white hair flowed down from a surprisingly young-looking but scarred face, his fingers twitching, electric sparks shooting off them every now and then. His eyes were wide with insanity, while a short cape hung off his shoulders. He was totally ripped, even more so than Omega Man, his muscles on full display through his battle-damaged teal-and-white costume. His mouth was twisted into a rather ugly smirk, making him look like a serial killer.
“Who is that?” I said.
“The problem I told you about earlier,” said Shade. “The main reason, in other words, that we haven’t been able to take down the zeppelin.”
“Is he a Superbian?” said Sea Sister. “I’ve never seen or heard of him before.”
“Neither have we,” said Shade. “From what we’ve been able to gather, he goes by Jet Striker, although we have no idea what his real name is. He seems to be some kind of ridiculously powerful superhuman. His powers are unknown save that they seem similar to Bolt’s. That is, electricity, super strength, flight, and possibly super-speed.”
“He’s not some kind of clone of Dad, is he?” asked Jake in an anxious voice, rubbing his hands together.
“Probably not,” said Shade. “As far as we can tell, he’s just really powerful. He’s been distracting Omega Man from attacking the zeppelin. Given how they’ve been fighting for close to half an hour now, he’s definitely a match for Omega Man.”
I shook my head. “Crazy. So he’s the reason you haven’t been able to attack the zeppelin?”
“More or less,” said Shade. “Omega Man is keeping him busy right now, but we have reason to believe that Jet might abandon their fight to protect the zeppelin if he senses that it’s in danger.”
I bit my lower lip, staring at the frozen image of Jet on the screen. “I remember seeing Omega Man try to attack Dragon Wing earlier, only to be rebuffed by someone else. It must have been Jet.”
“Agreed,” said Shade. “So we’ve mostly focused on finding you guys and reestablishing contact with the school administration. Where have you all been, anyway? We’ve had, like, no idea what’s been going on in the school since the start of the attack.”
Sea Sister gave Shade a brief rundown on everything that had happened in the school since the initial attack. I chimed in occasionally to provide details that Sea Sister did not know, as did Jake and Theo, but I was content to let Sea Sister do most of the talking. I was exhausted and in pain and didn’t feel like reliving the night’s events a second time myself.
Shade listened surprisingly well, as did Hogarth. The two were especially interested in the revelation of Overkill’s real identity, causing Hogarth to jot something down on a holographic notepad briefly.
“And then you found us and got us out of the Stadium before it filled with Neo-Gas,” Sea Sister finished. She gestured at the Auditorium. “Which brings us here.”
“Wow,” said Shade, shaking her head. “You guys have the worst luck in the world. The Superbians and Guardians of Humanity attacking at the same time? With both Dragon King and Overkill present? I swear, if I believed in God, I would ask what you guys did to piss him off.”
“It’s just bad luck,” I said. “Really, really, really bad luck.”
“And Mark Dane is Overkill?” said Shade. “I would never have guessed that. Dane didn’t even make the list of potential suspects who might be the real Overkill. I know he’s kind of a snarky jerk, but I would never have pegged him as being an outright murderer and terrorist.”
“It’s him all right,” I said. “He used a Teleportation Disk to escape, so we have no idea where he might be right now.”
“Dang it,” said Shade, snapping her fingers. “If we had known that Overkill was here, we would have entered the Underground a lot sooner. I assume that’s where everyone else is?”
“Yes,” said Sea Sister with a nod. “Unfortunately, Overkill filled it with Neo-Gas, so I wouldn’t go down there unless you want to lose your powers.”
“Sounds like something right up my alley,” said another female voice behind me.
Looking over my shoulder, I was surprised to see Sofia walking up to me. She wore leather armor similar to Shade’s, if a bit smaller, and carried a big gun at her hip. She looked more like a soldier in the army than a superhero and I did a double-take when I saw her.
“Sofia?” I said. “I didn’t know you were here. I thought you were still in D.C. trying to get your powers back.”
Sofia shrugged when she stopped a few feet away from us. “I volunteered to help. I couldn’t stand the idea of sitting back and letting those Superbians attack my old school, so I decided to come.”
I smiled. “Have they had any luck in, well—?”
Sofia brushed back a stray strand of hair in her face. “No. I’m still very much powerless.”
My shoulders slumped. “I guess it was a bit too optimistic to expect that the G-Men’s doctors and scientists would come up with a cure in just a couple of months, huh?”
“Hope isn’t a bad thing,” said Shade. “You just need to have a dash of realism to balance it out.”
“What about the rest of the outside world?” said Jake. “It’s great having back-up, but where are the NHA and INJ? Why haven’t they gotten here yet?”
“Because the G-Men are based in D.C., so it’s easy for us to get here quickly,” Shade replied. “Although we managed to get in at the right time. When we passed through the gates, a barrier went up around the school that even I couldn’t pierce. I assume it must be another one of Dragon King’s devices, although I don’t know for sure.”
“So we’re basically stuck here unless we can find and destroy this device,” I said. “Right?”
“Right, but it’s probably on the zeppelin,” said Shade, gesturing at the holo-map. “And as we know, getting up there is pretty much a no-go at the moment.”
“How did the Superbians even get their zeppelin into the US in the first place?” said Theo. “I would have thought that the Air Force would have noticed and stopped them.”
“We’re still trying to figure that out ourselves,” Shade replied. “My personal theory is that they have some type of highly-advanced cloaking system to hide their zeppelin from our radars, but we don’t know for sure. And we won’t unless we can get up there, which we can’t.”
I shook my head. “Yes, we can. There’s one guaranteed way to get us up there.”
“And what would that be?” said Shade. “I had some of the government’s greatest intelligence officers tell me that that zeppelin is near-unassailable, even if we hit it with everything we’ve got. That Jet Striker guy’s presence is the biggest issue in particular.”
“Dragon King wants to kill me,” I said, putting a hand on his chest. “If I surrender myself to him, then I could get on the ship, find the device, and destroy it. That way, the NHA and INJ will be able to get inside and help us turn the tide.”
“Are you crazy?” said Sofia. “You can’t surrender yourself to a creep like Dragon King. There’s no telling what he will do to you once he—”
“I don’t hear anyone else coming up with a better plan,” I snapped. “Unless you want to try to rally the students, but seeing as they’re not here, I don’t see any other options.”
“I sure hope the other students and teachers are all right,” said Jake, glancing at the floor. “We didn’t turn off the Neo-Gas in the Underground, nor did we defeat all of the Guardians.”
“Hopefully, they’re making their way back to the surface,” said Theo. He looked at the holo-map and grimaced. “Which, granted, isn’t that much safer than the Underground, but—”
“I trust that Night Soldier, Courtney, and the other teachers and Top Students will keep everyone safe,” I said. “We need to worry about us right now. And by ‘us,’ I mean all of us who are right here. We need to get onto the zeppelin to turn off the barrier. It’s the only way we’ll defeat the Superbians.”
Jake opened his mouth to argue, but Shade held up a hand and said, “I think Ashley is right, as much as I hate to admit it. If Ashley really is the object of Dragon King’s desire, then using her as bait should work.”
“I can’t let you guys use her like that,” said Jake. “Ash is my sister. I’m not going to—”
“Jake!” I practically shouted. “I’ve already made this decision myself. No one is ‘using’ me. Stop acting like I don’t know what I’m doing.”
“I’m just worried about you, sis,” said Jake. “As I said, I already lost Ronny. I don’t want to lose you, too.”
Despite my anger at Jake, I couldn’t help but feel angrier at myself. Jake had always been so concerned about me, and how was I repaying his concern? With anger. With yelling. With acting like a brat, in other words, and not taking his concerns valid.
Taking a deep breath, I said, “It’s okay, Jake. I get where you’re coming from. But I will be fine. I will come back. And I’ll even bring Ronny with me, if he’s up there, too.”
“But your condition,” said Theo. “Aren’t you afraid you might kill yourself?”
I hesitated. Theo had a point. My condition posed a real risk of letting me down at the wrong moment. Especially since my condition seemed to be accelerating tonight due to how often I used my powers.
On the other hand, it was a risk I was willing—that I needed—to take.
Because if I didn’t, then the entire school would be destroyed.
So I shook my head and said, “If that’s what it takes to save the school, then it’s a risk I am willing to take.”
“Excellent,” said Shade, clapping her hands. “Luckily for you guys, I came up with a plan while you were debating who is and isn’t selfless. Now gather around and listen closely to make sure we pull this plan off without a hitch …”




CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE


Ten minutes later, Jake, Theo, Sea Sister, Shade, Sofia, and I stood outside of the Auditorium in front of the Omega Sentinel. It was a bit strange how the Omega Sentinel had apparently not activated despite the clear and obvious threats to the school that currently existed, but Sea Sister claimed that the Omega Sentinel had been cut off from the Hectornet after Parasite took control of it the first time and now it needed to be activated manually from somewhere else if we wanted to use it. We apparently didn’t have access to the Omega Sentinel’s controls at the moment, so for all intents and purposes, it was basically just a fancy-looking statue. 
Not that we needed the Omega Sentinel now, however. Right now, I needed all the courage I could get to follow through with our plan.
Because I was about to do something mind-bogglingly terrifying: Surrender myself to Dragon King and his whims.
Of course, I wasn’t exactly going to just give myself up. Once I got up there, I would find a way to disable the barrier surrounding the school and bring it down. That way, the NHA and INJ could come to our rescue and hopefully stop Dragon King and the Superbians before they destroyed the Academy.
Looking up into the sky, the Dragon Wing looked even more impressive to me. A fairly realistic dragon head was carved into the carriage, its eyes gleaming red in the darkness of the night. Somewhere in the distance, explosions could be heard as Omega Man and Jet Striker fought each other, although it was impossible to tell who was winning from here. I hoped Omega Man was, because anyone who could beat Omega Man was probably too strong for us to beat.
“What’s taking them so long?” said Jake, standing next to me. His makeshift head bandage had been replaced with a proper white linen one, courtesy of the G-Men medics. “Does Dragon King want you or not?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe he doesn’t like my costume.”
I said that while gesturing at my costume. It turned out that the Academy kept some of our superhero costumes in the Auditorium, which was how I was able to find and wear mine. It was definitely better than my pajamas, and a lot cleaner at this point, too. It wouldn’t make my heart hurt less, but it would do a better job at protecting my body in a fight than my pajamas ever could.
“Or worse,” said Theo, “he’s decided he doesn’t want you anymore and he’s just going to go and destroy the school.”
“Doubt it,” said Shade. “If Dragon King wanted to destroy the Academy, he would have done so already. As it is, he hasn’t dropped any bombs, so I assume he still wants Ashley.”
Sea Sister suddenly pointed at the zeppelin. “Look! Something’s coming out of the zeppelin!”
Curious, I followed Sea Sister’s finger. Something had indeed peeled away from the zeppelin and was floating toward us. It was hard to make out the details of the thing at first, but as it flew toward us on rockets, the object became easier to see.
It appeared to be some sort of escape pod. Round and colored a dull metal gray, it looked positively tiny in comparison to the zeppelin. It definitely didn’t look as deadly or dangerous as the Dragon Wing, but we all tensed and watched as it drew closer to us.
The pod landed on the driveway in front of us, allowing us to see that it was bigger than it first looked. It was roughly the size of a boulder, with a simple hatch on the front and no windows. A blinking red light stood on the top of the pod, but that was the only sign of life within it.
Then the hatch swung open and two figures emerged. One was an old Asian man wearing long purple robes, while the other was a futuristic-looking black woman wearing a white-and-black spandex costume and a visor over her eyes.
I gaped when I saw them. “Mind Games and Holo? What are you two doing here?”
Mind Games, the old Asian man, flashed me a smile. “That’s no way to greet your former mental self-defense teacher, Ashley Jason. Show some respect to your elders.”
“Respect is earned, not given,” I replied. “But I’m honestly surprised that you two are here. I thought that Dragon King would send a couple of grunts or something.”
Mind Games shook his head. “His Majesty considers you far too important to entrust to a couple of ‘grunts,’ as you put it. His Majesty trusts me more than any of the other Founders, which is why he sent me to get you.”
I shuddered. I was well aware of how powerful Mind Games’ telekinesis was. He could stop a runaway airplane with his mind alone and it wouldn’t even strain him all that much. I also knew he could stop multiple targets at once, which would be helpful to him if any of my friends tried to save me.
But they wouldn’t. Not because they didn’t care about me, but because going with the Superbians up to the Dragon Wing was part of the plan. Even if the plan did scare me.
“I didn’t realize that Dragon King had spared any of the other Founders,” I said. “I thought he would have eliminated all of you guys to consolidate his power.”
Mind Games shrugged. “Some of them resisted. Or tried to, anyway. The smart ones—myself included—realized that fighting Dragon King is foolish, so I decided to work for him, even if it meant giving up a bit of my status. It’s worth it so long as I can continue to do my research into the super mind.”
“So you don’t care about your country being ruled by a dictator as long as you get to do your science,” said Jake. “Sounds about right.”
Mind Games’ eyes flashed toward Jake. “You must be Ashley’s brother. With a mouth like that, I am surprised that you are still alive.”
Jake shot Mind Games a grin. “Gotta catch me first.”
“Not a problem,” said Mind Games. “No pair of feet can move as quickly as the mind.”
“You say that, but I could probably beat you in a race,” said Jake. “Wanna go right now?”
Mind Games snorted. “Of course not. I came here for your sister. I don’t care about you.”
“It’s fine, Jake,” I said. “I’ll miss you, but this is my choice. I’m going with Mind Games and Holo.”
“Smart girl,” said Mind Games. “I didn’t think you would ever voluntarily surrender yourself to His Majesty, but you did. A wise choice.”
I bit my lower lip but said nothing to that. It was indeed a wise choice … just not in the way Mind Games probably thought.
Mind Games stepped aside and gestured at the pod. “Now step inside the pod, please. His Majesty asked me to bring you in with minimal aggression. I don’t think you want me to catch you again. You remember the parade.”
I shuddered at the thought. Like I said, Mind Games’ telekinesis was powerful.
So I stepped forward into the pod. It was kind of cramped inside, with only four seats set closely together. I took one of the middle seats, while Holo sat on my left. Although she did not put any restraints on me, I could tell that she was more than ready to take me out if I tried to escape. Even though I had no plans to escape—indeed, quite the opposite—I still felt a little anxious next to her.
To avoid looking at Holo, I looked out the open doorway and waved goodbye at the others. The others waved back at me, but none of them were smiling. Partly because they didn’t want Mind Games to suspect that this was all part of our plan, partly because we all knew how likely my chances of survival were. Jake and Theo, in particular, looked very worried about seeing me off, but fortunately, they were not going to try to stop me.
Mind Games walked into the pod and, sitting down in his seat, reached under his seat and pulled out some kind of control panel. He tapped a few buttons and the door to the pod closed shut with an ominous clang.
A second later, I felt the pod rise up from the ground. I didn’t try to look out the windows, though, because I already knew where I was going:
Directly into the belly of the dragon.




CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO


The pod docked inside the  Dragon Wing about five minutes later. It was a surprisingly smooth motion. Indeed, I didn’t even realize that the pod had docked until the door opened and two Shadow Daggers grabbed me and practically yanked me out of the pod. I was then forced to walk between the two of them, with one of the Shadow Daggers in front of me and the other behind me. Mind Games and Holo walked on either side of me, Mind Games smirking, Holo glaring at me, probably still remembering how I messed with her holograms back in Superbia.
My attention was more on the interior of the Dragon Wing itself than on Holo, though
Mostly because it was so fancy.
The interior of the Dragon Wing reminded me heavily of Castle Superbia, only with metal walls, floors, and ceiling rather than stone. It was kind of like a mixture of Castle Superbia and an airplane, with dragon statues on either side of the hall as we walked. These dragon statues were almost perfect replicas of Dragon King’s dragon form, their eyes so realistic that I felt like they were staring at me as we passed.
The halls of the zeppelin were bustling with activity. Crewmen walked up and down the hallways, while Superbian soldiers—wearing advanced-looking armor that reminded me of something straight from those old Iron Man movies—also walked about, though they seemed more like security guards than soldiers to me.
But everyone we walked past glared at me. It was obvious that I didn’t have very many fans on this airship. Just seeing the soldiers squashed any possible ideas I might have had about escape.
But, of course, I didn’t. The plan was going exactly according to, well, plan. All I needed to do now was locate the barrier generator and then I could destroy it and the NHA and INJ would come to our rescue.
Mind Games, Holo, and the Shadow Daggers, however, did not put me in a cell or take me to any sort of holding room. No, they marched me in a straight line through the Dragon Wing’s central hallway, past every other room and door, going all the way to the back. We even entered an elevator and went up, which made me feel very claustrophobic due to the smallness of the elevator and how many people were crammed inside it.
When the elevator stopped and the doors opened with a soft ding, I followed the lead Shadow Dagger out of the elevator and gaped at our new surroundings.
We had emerged on top of the zeppelin balloon itself. You would think that that would expose us to the wind, but despite being open to the night sky, there wasn’t even a gentle breeze. A slight distortion in the air around me told me that the platform was enclosed by some kind of energy barrier, perhaps the same one that protected the Dragon Wing itself, just on a smaller scale.
The platform was far from empty, however. A huge throne made of gold and crystal stood in the center of the platform. It was surrounded on all sides by over a dozen Shadow Daggers, standing as silent as statues, though clearly ready to defend their king from all threats.
Speaking of their ‘king,’ Dragon King himself sat on the throne. He looked just like how he did in my nightmares, only far scarier because this was real life and not a nightmare. Admittedly, his armor did look a bit more scarred and pitted than before, but other than that, Dragon King looked as imposing as ever.
Sitting in a slightly smaller throne next to him was Julia, his wife. While Dragon King was clad in his armor, Julia wore a simple golden dress, with her hair done up in a fancy manner. Jeffry the cat sat on her lap, snoozing softly, apparently not at all bothered by the zeppelin or the fact that we were currently several hundred feet in the air. Jeffry slept next to a large bundle of blankets in Julia’s lap, perhaps meant for him to sleep on, although it seemed like there was something hidden underneath the blankets that I could not see. I wondered what it was.
“Your Majesty,” said the lead Shadow Dagger as we approached. He stopped and bowed so deeply that his head nearly touched the floor. “Ashley Jason is here.”
Dragon King nodded. He didn’t look at the lead Shadow Dagger, however, his eyes fixed on me. He had the gaze of a hungry dragon, making me feel like he wanted to devour me whole. “Indeed she is, Kent. I assumed she had been lying when the G-Men contacted us about the trade, but it would appear that I was wrong.”
I held up my chin and looked Dragon King straight in the eyes. “Unlike you, I am not a liar.”
Kent the Shadow Dagger whirled around so fast that he was a blur. A knife appeared against my throat, making me freeze as the sharp blade bit into my skin.
“Continue to show disrespect to His Majesty and you will die here and now like the scum you are,” said Kent, his voice dripping with venom. “One slice in the right area and you will bleed out like a dead pig.”
I didn’t know what to say. With his knife right up against my throat like that, I couldn’t do anything except hope that he might decide not to kill me. I already knew how quick the reflexes of your average Shadow Dagger were. They were a lot faster than mine.
Then Dragon King held up a hand. “Kent, stand down. Do not kill Ashley. I will deal with her myself when the time comes.”
Kent looked like he was tempted to ignore Dragon King’s order and kill me anyway, but then he lowered the knife and slunk back to join his fellow Daggers surrounding the throne. The other Shadow Dagger behind me stayed right where he was, however, as did Mind Games and Holo. Likely they were trying to make sure that I couldn’t escape, but they did not seem to realize that I had nowhere to run to. I was really hoping to find the barrier generator, which did not seem to be on top of the zeppelin.
Dragon King rested his chin in his hand. “Tell me, Ashley, what convinced you to voluntarily surrender yourself to me? Was it seeing Jet Striker, my ultimate fighter, manhandle Omega Man? Perhaps it was seeing the Dragon Wing, the pride of the Superbian air force, hovering above your campus, equipped with enough weaponry to demolish the entire Academy campus five times over.”
I took a deep breath. “I came because I don’t want anyone else to die. I didn’t want my teachers or fellow students to get hurt. If that means giving up my own life, then so be it.”
Dragon King tapped his chin. “Interesting answer. Very much what I expected to hear. Although it’s obviously fake.”
“What?” I said. “Why would you say that?”
“Because you have no special love for your classmates,” said Dragon King. “And frankly, aside from a handful of your fellow students, most of your peers don’t care much for you, either. You would never risk your life for a bunch of people who hate you. That simply isn’t like you, Ashley.”
I grimaced. “You sure know a lot about my personal relationships with the other students despite not even being from America.”
“Barrett—my foolish, former son whom I no longer acknowledge as such—told me much about the social dynamics of the Academy during his summer breaks,” said Dragon King. “In particular, he told me that you were something of a loner with only a handful of close friends. You had no desire to become popular or make a lot of friends. You wanted only to graduate from the Academy and get cured of your terrible condition.”
I pursed my lips. “I’ve changed, Dragon King. I love the Academy now, students and faculty alike. If the only way to save them is by sacrificing myself, then I’ll do it.”
“You certainly are willing to make that sacrifice,” said Dragon King, “but not for those reasons.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Then what do you think my ‘actual’ reasons are for sacrificing myself?”
Dragon King pointed at me. “You have a death wish. You know that your time is running out. We both know that. So you decided to go out on your terms, rather than die from your body breaking down from the stress of using your powers. You decided to die a hero’s death so everyone would remember you that way, instead of dying from your condition. Purely selfish.”
“Nice psychoanalyzing,” I said. I glanced over my shoulder at Mind Games. “Did you learn that from Mind Games?”
“No,” said Dragon King, shaking his head. “I am simply very good at reading people. And I have read you as thoroughly as any book, Ashley, if not more so. I know you even better than you know yourself.”
I looked at Dragon King in annoyance. “Even if your theory is right—which it totally isn’t, by the way—what difference does it make? You said you wanted me. So here I am. Why all the psychoanalysis?”
“Because understanding other people matters to me a great deal,” said Dragon King. “As the King of Superbia, I need to know how to manipulate and use others. You cannot use someone who you don’t understand. Which is why I studied you and came up with that ultimatum, an ultimatum I knew you would accept.”
“Meaning you played me right from the start,” I said. “Right?”
“More or less,” said Dragon King, “but don’t feel bad. Very few people are smart enough to understand when I am playing with them.”
Julia chuckled. “Isn’t that the truth.”
I looked at Julia in confusion. “Julia, what are you doing here? Do you know what your husband wanted to do with me?”
“I know everything that my husband has said to you,” said Julia. She flashed me an evil smile. “And I don’t care. Not really. So long as I continue to rule as queen alongside Dragon King, I really don’t care if he happens to have some, ah, ‘fun’ on the side.”
“Which I won’t,” Dragon King added. “Not anymore. For I now have the replacement son that I needed: Your younger brother, Ronald.”
“Where is he?” I snapped. “Where is Ronny?”
Julia smirked. “He is right here.”
She lifted the bundle of blankets in her arms and unfolded the top, revealing Ronny’s sleeping face. He slept in her lap, with Jeffry the cat curled up next to him. It frankly would have been adorable under any other circumstances, but under these circumstances, it was absolutely terrifying.
“Why did you bring him here, too?” I said. “To mess with me?”
“Partly,” said Dragon King. “You see, Ashley, when someone hurts me as much as you did, I make it my life’s mission to make their lives a living hell. I know how much it hurt you to lose your baby brother, so I am putting him right in front of you, just outside of your reach, to torture you with the knowledge that you could have saved your brother … but you did not.”
Despite myself, I took a step forward. When I did, the Shadow Daggers collectively rose and tightened their protective circle around the throne. At the same time, the Shadow Dagger behind me grabbed my shoulder and muttered, in an oddly familiar voice, “Don’t move. They will kill you if you do.”
I looked over my shoulder at the Shadow Dagger, but he had let go of my shoulder and now stood a couple of feet away from me. With his face pointed at the floor of the platform, I couldn’t see what he looked like. But why did his voice sound so familiar? Where had I heard it before?
“A wise choice,” said Dragon King, causing me to turn to face him again. “You will die either way soon enough, but I imagine you wouldn’t want to die at the hands of a dozen deadly assassins specifically trained to kill supers.”
My hands balled into fists. “You’re assuming I am going to die today. Given how we have Omega Man, the strongest superhero in the world, on our side, I am less than certain about that.”
Dragon King laughed. “Omega Man is certainly powerful, I will give you that. But he is much weaker than he was at his peak. If he was still in peak form, he would have defeated Jet Striker already.”
“Who is Jet Striker, anyway?” I said. “I don’t remember him from Superbia.”
“Jet Striker is Superbia’s secret weapon,” said Dragon King. “A biologically-enhanced super, his natural abilities amped up to their absolute limits and then some by Bioman, or as you know him, Howard Sycamore.”
“Secret weapon?” I said. “You make it sound like Jet isn’t a real person.”
“Because he isn’t,” said Dragon King. He tapped his chin. “Perhaps at one point he was, but Bioman’s experiments on him have turned him into our most powerful weapon. Lacking any sort of free will of his own, Jet can only follow the orders of his superiors … and exactly what do you think I ordered him to do?”
I bit my lower lip. “Kill Omega Man.”
“Exactly,” said Dragon King with a swift nod. “The Military Tribunal made sure to keep him a secret from the rest of the world. Imagine the response we would get if the other nations discovered that we were using science to make our supers even stronger. Such knowledge would lead to a biological arms race, which is why I intend to reach the finish line before anyone else even knows that there’s a race.”
I gulped. “I don’t care about your science experiments, Dragon King. I care about you sparing the other students. You said you would spare the Academy if I gave myself up to you. I am here. Take your dumb zeppelin back to Superbia. Now.”
Dragon King rose from his throne. He walked down the short steps, his metal boots clanking against the metal steps. The Shadow Daggers parted to let him through, while Julia watched Dragon King go with a look of amusement and even anticipation on her face. I wondered what she was looking forward to.
But I soon forgot about Julia when Dragon King’s shadow fell over me. Looking up, I realized that I had forgotten how tall Dragon King was. He was easily two heads taller than me and quite a bit wider, his ceremonial golden armor adding to his bulk. His hand rested on what I recognized as the Marcus family sword, a silver blade sheathed at his side.
“That is the ultimatum I made, wasn’t it?” said Dragon King. “Surrender yourself to me in an hour and I would spare your sorry excuse for a school.”
“Yes,” I said, nodding. “And I did give up myself well within the hour time limit.”
“That you did,” said Dragon King. He sighed. “Unfortunately for you, however, I never intended to keep my word.”
Without warning, Dragon King snapped his fingers. An invisible force grabbed me and forced me down to my knees. I recognized it as Mind Games’ telekinesis, confirmed when I heard him grunt behind me. He was using his telekinesis to force me to kneel before Dragon King, forcing me to look up at the huge villain, who looked down at me with merciless eyes.
“W-What do you mean?” I said. “Are you going to destroy the Academy anyway?”
Dragon King nodded. “Of course. I always intended to destroy the Academy right from the start. I just wanted to kill you first personally. It would be very unsatisfying to bomb you to hell, even if it did result in your death.”
“Jerk,” I said. “I would never have come up here if I’d known that you didn’t intend to keep your word.”
Dragon King chuckled. “I remember when I was that naive, believing that others should keep their word and never lie. That naivety died on the same day as my father … and born in its place, a cynical pragmatism that understood how the world truly worked.”
Dragon King unsheathed the silver sword from his side and raised it above his head. “But first, you must die. For crimes against not just Superbia, but the super race as a whole, your life is forfeit, Ashley Jason.”




CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE


Right before Dragon King could bring his sword down on my head, a gunshot rang out. A bullet came out of nowhere and struck Dragon King’s chest, the bullet ricocheting off his chest plate. 
Dragon King, however, did not look harmed. He raised his head, a puzzled expression on his face, as he said, “Who shot me?”
“Me,” said an extremely familiar voice behind me.
Looking over my shoulder, my jaw fell open. An elderly Japanese man, wearing a trench coat, stood in front of the elevator doors, his gun raised, the barrel smoking from the shot. The man’s aim didn’t waver or shake. It was firm, pointed straight at Dragon King, who looked more annoyed than anything at this interruption.
“T-Triplet?” I said in shock. “What are you doing here?”
Triplet flashed me a grim smile. “Nice seeing you, too, Ashley. Wish our reunion could have been under … better circumstances.”
Dragon King scowled. “Identify yourself, stranger.”
“My name is Mieko Hiro, head of Triple Eye Detective Agency,” Triplet replied. “But you can call me Triplet.”
“Triplet,” Dragon King repeated. “Your name rings a bell, but I am afraid I don’t recall where I heard it before.”
“You might have heard about me in the Academy Murders documentary released a few years back,” said Triplet. He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. I’m here to save Ashley. And I am willing to shoot you dead if that’s what it takes.”
Dragon King laughed. “I don’t even care how you got on board my ship without me knowing. Your arrogance amuses me. You do know who I am, don’t you?”
“I do,” said Triplet. “But I have a habit of not showing proper respect to authority figures. It’s gotten me kicked out of quite a few clubs, but it’s also helped me solve cases that no one else can.”
Dragon King smirked. “Tell me, detective, what case are you going to ‘solve’ today? Who murdered every single student, teacher, and staff member in the Academy? I’ll give you a hint: It was me.”
“I was actually here for a different case,” said Triplet. “One I am this close to cracking. I didn’t even know you were planning to destroy the Academy. It was pretty much a coincidence that I ended up here.”
“Coincidence?” said Dragon King. “Or fate?”
“I don’t believe in fate,” said Triplet with a shake of his head. “I’m a big believer in free will, myself.”
“You should,” said Dragon King, “because something tells me that you are fated to die here today.”
“We’ll see about that,” said Triplet. “Anyway, I appreciate you willing to have a conversation with me. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were actually a sane individual and not a corrupt petty dictator.”
Dragon King growled, which definitely didn’t sound human. “James. Get him.”
The Shadow Dagger behind me, whose name was apparently James, darted over to Triplet. Triplet tried to shoot him, but the Dagger dodged Triplet’s gun easily and knocked it out of his hands. With a series of complicated moves that went by too fast for me to follow, the Shadow Dagger pinned Triplet to the floor of the platform, his arms twisted behind his back in a very awkward-looking pose.
“Triplet!” I shouted. “No! Get off him, you—”
“Silence, Ashley,” said Dragon King as he walked past me, waving a hand at me. “Your input is unwanted. The adults are talking. You stay silent.”
I suddenly found my mouth unable to move. A glance at Mind Games showed me that he was the culprit, grinning wickedly at me as his forehead and veins glowed purple, the tips of his fingers on his forehead.
Dragon King stopped in front of Triplet and looked down at him with contempt. “An awful detective you are, allowing yourself to be caught like this. I don’t even know what your plan was. Kill me and then get killed by my Shadow Daggers? Or were you planning to try to take all of us on yourself?”
Triplet looked up at Dragon King without a hint of fear in his eyes. “By myself? No. With me, myself, and I? Sure.”
A second later, the Dragon Wing rumbled. The shake was so bad that many of the Shadow Daggers nearly lost their footing, while Julia and Jeffry clung to each other to avoid falling over.
“What was that?” said Dragon King.
Triplet smirked. “It may have been one of the engines of your zeppelin blowing up … courtesy of me.”
Dragon King snarled. “How? You are still here. Did you set up a bomb to explode at a certain time?”
Triplet didn’t stop smirking. “No. My powers allow me to split myself into identical clones I call Thirds. One such Third just finished blowing up the engine of your zeppelin. I wonder how long your precious flagship can remain afloat with only one engine to support it.”
The zeppelin shuddered again and dipped a few feet before steadying. Dragon King swung his arms to regain his support, as did the other Shadow Daggers. Even I nearly fell over despite Mind Games’ support, my heart beating fast.
“There’s the fear,” said Triplet. “The fearless Dragon King of Superbia knows what will happen once his ship is gone. The barrier around the Academy will fall and the reinforcements will arrive. Plus, you guys will probably die.”
Dragon King, however, didn’t respond. He just slapped Triplet in the face hard enough to seemingly knock him out, the detective going limp under the Shadow Dagger holding him down. The Shadow Dagger, however, winced like he, too, had been hit, even though Dragon King’s hands hadn’t come anywhere near his face.
Turning around, Dragon King barked, “Mind Games, Holo! Contact the engineers and ask for a status report. Get all hands on deck to repair any damages—”
“No can do, sir,” said Holo, tapping a small communication device in her ear. “Getting some feedback from the engine room now. The engineers said that the engine is totally destroyed. They can’t repair it unless we return to Superbia.”
Dragon King growled again.
I couldn’t believe it myself. What an amazing turn of luck this was for us. Triplet had not only been stationed on the ship already but had even gone ahead and worked out a plan to crash the ship itself. Maybe the Academy would survive after all.
A shadow fell over me and I looked up to see Dragon King standing above me, his sword raised high above his head.
“Regardless of whether the Dragon Wing rises or falls, I will ensure that you, at least, die first,” said Dragon King.
Another gunshot went off all of a sudden, blasting Dragon King’s sword out of his hand. Dragon King cried out in pain and grabbed his now-bloody hand, a clear bullet hole in it. His sword flew end over end until it landed on the floor of the platform a few feet away from me.
“What the—?” said Dragon King, staring at the bullet hole in his hand. “A bullet hole …? How—”
Another gunshot ran out and Mind Games collapsed all of a sudden, blood leaking out of the bullet hole in his head. With Mind Games’ death, I suddenly felt like I could move again, although I didn’t immediately get back up because I was still too shocked to react.
“Mr. Chang!” said Holo, reaching out a hand toward him. “Sir, no!”
“Don’t move a muscle,” said Triplet’s voice again. “Or you’ll be joining your master soon enough.”
Holo froze, but Dragon King didn’t. He whirled around to look at Triplet, allowing me to catch a glimpse of Triplet between his legs.
Triplet himself, however, was missing. The Shadow Dagger who had pinned Triplet to the ground stood in his place, holding Triplet’s gun in the exact same pose that Triplet had held it when he first shot Dragon King.
“James Henshi?” said Dragon King in disbelief. “Why … why are you betraying me?”
“Because I’m not James Henshi,” said the Shadow Dagger in a familiar voice.
The Shadow Dagger ripped off his mask and tossed it aside, allowing it to flutter away in the wind.
Without his mask, the Shadow Dagger’s face was visible … and it was the face of Triplet, grinning grimly.
“Triplet?” said Dragon King. “What … how did you overwhelm the Dagger and take his clothes?”
“Remember what I told you about my Thirds, Dragon King?” said Triplet. “Perhaps you should consider that the ‘Triplet’ you slapped was a Third, while the real one was one of your precious Daggers this entire time.”
“Impossible,” said Dragon King. “I know the names and identities of every Shadow Dagger who works for me. You certainly aren’t one of them.”
“You’re right,” said Triplet. “I may have stolen the clothes of James Henshi, one of your most loyal Shadow Daggers, before your ship left Superbia. And I may have been close enough to kill you the entire time but chose not to do it.”
“Why?” said Dragon King. “If you are so convinced that I need to die, then why did you not kill me right away?”
Triplet pulled out a flash drive from his pocket. “Mostly because I was looking for this device: A flash drive containing all of Superbia’s files on Parasite. Including who his real family is. With this stick, I can solve the Parasite case once and for all.”
“You mean Dragon King knew who Parasite’s real family was the entire time?” I said in shock. I looked up at Dragon King. “I thought you were lying when you said you knew who Parasite’s real family is.”
“I lied when I said it was Master Chaos,” said Dragon King, “but that does not mean I don’t know the truth. Truth which I will never allow to leave this zeppelin.”
The Shadow Daggers suddenly appeared around me and Dragon King, drawing knives, swords, and other weapons from their belts. They easily outnumbered Triplet and me, looking like quite the formidable fighting force.
Triplet, however, didn’t look terribly afraid. He just shrugged and said, “I would worry less about this flash drive and more about the fact that your zeppelin is going to fail and probably kill you with it.”
“It will kill you as well, idiot,” said Dragon King, “or do you have an escape plan, too?”
“I might,” said Triplet vaguely, “but I would rather not spoil it for you. I think it will be interesting.”
Dragon King snarled. “Not unless I kill you myself first.”
Dragon King raised his hands. Two golden fireballs appeared in his hands, growing from the size of basketballs to the size of beach balls and still growing. The heat from the fireballs caused me to sweat, but Dragon King seemed entirely unaffected by the heat. His gaze was fixed on Triplet as if Triplet was the only thing that existed.
“Behold your demise, Triplet,” said Dragon King. “Between my fireballs and the swords and blades of my Daggers, you stand no chance.”
Triplet briefly glanced at me. It was such a brief glance that I would have thought I had imagined it if Triplet hadn’t fixed his eyes on mine. Despite not saying a word, I got Triplet’s message quite well and waited for the signal to act.
“True,” said Triplet, “but don’t get so focused on the sword in front of you that you forget about the gun pressed against the back of your head. Ashley, now!”
I didn’t even hesitate. I just slammed my hands on the floor of the platform, drawing upon all of the light in the area and channeling it into a huge light spear. The spear extended from the ground and impaled Dragon King straight through the stomach, even piercing his armor.
Dragon King gasped. He looked down at the light spear protruding from his stomach for a moment, but then—unable to maintain the Construct any longer due to the sharp pain in my heart—I dismissed it.
Then Dragon King collapsed onto the floor of the platform, blood leaking out of his stomach, his body as still as stone.




CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR


The response from the Shadow Daggers was immediate. They turned from Triplet to me and started to advance on me, but then the zeppelin dropped another dozen or so feet, the sudden change in altitude forcing the Shadow Daggers to focus more on keeping their balance than attacking me. 
I, on the other hand, scrambled to my feet. I summoned Light Armor around my body and tried to charge through the Shadow Daggers, but they regained their balance quickly and formed a tight circle around me. The Shadow Daggers slashed and stabbed everywhere and the only reason they didn’t cut me into pieces right away is because my Light Armor protected my body.
But it was hard to maintain my Light Armor. Using my powers hurt so badly that I could barely handle it. At any moment, my concentration was likely to slip and then the Light Armor would disappear and I would die.
A few more gunshots rang out, causing some of the Shadow Daggers to drop dead. This forced the remaining Shadow Daggers to jump to the side to avoid getting shot, allowing me to see Triplet and both of his Thirds (the second one having apparently gotten here when I wasn’t looking) standing side by side, their guns pointed at the Shadow Daggers. Triplet and his Thirds ran over to me, stopping a few feet away from me. The four of us quickly formed a back-to-back circle, Triplet and his Thirds aiming their guns at the Shadow Daggers while I summoned a hammer in my hands and held it before me defensively.
“Good job on following my signal,” said Triplet as our circle rotated. “I didn’t think you had it in you to kill Dragon King.”
I glanced at Dragon King’s corpse when Triplet said that and snorted. “Thanks, but we’re still not in the clear. I’d appreciate knowing what your escape plan is so we can get off this zeppelin before it crashes and burns.”
Triplet glanced at the sky for some reason. “It’s not here yet. Need to wait a few more minutes. The barrier around the Academy is still standing.”
I also glanced at the sky and saw that Triplet was right. The barrier around the school still glowed a cool blue, although it looked thinner and weaker than before.
“Wait a few more minutes?” I said. “Is someone going to save us?”
“You might say that,” said Triplet, “but we’ll worry about that later. Right now, we need to focus on taking out these Shadow Daggers.”
The remaining Shadow Daggers—having recovered from their surprise—were now circling us again, twirling their weapons and glaring death at us. They seemed to take Triplet seriously as a threat, which is probably why they hadn’t attacked us yet. They probably assumed Triplet had more tricks up his sleeve, which he probably did, now that I thought about it. Hopefully, their fear of Triplet would keep them off of us for at least a few more minutes.
“Easier said than done,” I said. “There are more of them than there are of us. Plus, I may not look it, but I’m not exactly in great fighting condition.”
“Don’t need to be,” said Triplet. “The falling zeppelin will scare them more than anything we could do.”
As if on cue, the zeppelin descended another several feet, causing the Shadow Daggers to stumble. One of Triplet’s Thirds shot a nearby Shadow Dagger in the heart, causing him to collapse instantly.
“See?” said Triplet. “Using our environment to our advantage, we can show these Shadow Daggers why attacking us would be unwise.”
Triplet’s killing of one of the Shadow Daggers did seem to put the fear of God into the others. However, one Shadow Dagger stepped out from the others, the Shadow Dagger I recognized as Kent.
“Murderers!” Kent screamed. “Killers of Dragon King! You have committed the most heinous crime of them all. For that, you must perish.”
“You first, Kent,” said Triplet, “although if I were you, I would be more concerned about getting off of this zeppelin alive than avenging a king who didn’t even care about you.”
“You don’t understand Dragon King or our relationship to him,” said Kent. “We Shadow Daggers all sign a pledge in blood to protect and defend His Majesty. Furthermore, we are supposed to avenge him as well, should he ever be killed. We must avenge him even at the cost of our own lives, lives that we are more than happy to give up for his.”
I gulped. It looked like Triplet’s plan might not work out after all. The Shadow Daggers, spurred on by Kent’s mini-speech, moved forward with deliberate movements, their weapons flashing at their sides. I lifted my hammer while Triplet and his Thirds raised their guns.
That is, until Julia suddenly called out, “Stop!”
The Shadow Daggers all froze in place. Triplet and I also stopped, but we looked over back toward the throne to see why Julia had shouted.
Julia had risen from her throne now and was walking toward us. In her arms lay Ronny, who was still asleep, while Jeffry the cat walked by her side, his fangs bared and his ears and tail standing upright.
“Queen Julia,” said Kent, staring at Julia in disbelief. “Why are you getting close to your husband’s killers? They might attack you next.”
“I appreciate the concern, Kent, but I can’t just sit back and watch anymore,” said Julia. She looked at Dragon King’s corpse. “Not after seeing my husband get brutally murdered like that.”
She then looked at me and Triplet. “You two have hurt me and Superbia far more than anyone else has in a very long time. Indeed, the blow you dealt to Superbia by killing my husband might even be fatal, although I have faith that Superbia will survive even the death of our king.”
“So what are you going to do about it?” I said. I glanced at Jeffry the cat. “Sic Jeffry on us? His claws look pretty sharp.”
I couldn’t help but talk smack. I remembered when Jeffry was just a kitten and how I had played with him on my lap. He had grown quite a bit since then, of course, but he was still just a normal-sized cat who wouldn’t be a challenge to deal with. Nor did Julia scare me, either. I had never seen her in combat, but I assumed she wasn’t much of a fighter. She certainly didn’t exude the raw power that Dragon King or even Barrett did. It didn’t help that she was close to me in height, making it even harder to take her seriously as a threat.
Despite that, Julia held herself like a queen, showing no fear toward me and Triplet. Indeed, she looked upon with a cold anger that was different, yet similar, to Dragon King’s. Jeffry, meanwhile, curled around her legs, glaring at us with an expression similar to Julia’s.
“Tell me, Ashley,” said Julia in a soft voice, “did I ever tell you what my powers were when you stayed with us in Superbia?”
I searched my memory, which was difficult because the Dragon Wing jerked and fell a few more feet. “You know, I don’t think you did. Can you turn into a dragon, too? Does that make you the Dragon Queen?”
Julia’s eyes darted to the corpse of her husband. “No. Unlike my husband and disgraced son, my powers do not allow me to transform. But they do allow me to transform other things. Let me show you why they call me the Beast Queen.”
Without hesitation, Julia thrust out her hand toward Jeffry and crimson energy shot from the palm of her hand into his body. The cat went stock still, his green eyes widening and his tail becoming stiff.
Then Jeffry began making choking noises, but worse than that, he grew. His muscles expanded in size, while his body became longer, heavier, and thicker. His claws turned into talons that scratched against the metal platform noisily, while his fangs grew into the size of small daggers. Jeffry’s cat-like growl turned into a guttural, low roar from its throat as the transformation finished.
Now Jeffry was no longer an ordinary house cat. Standing before us was a veritable tiger, minus the stripes, although Jeffry looked infinitely more terrifying than any tiger I’d ever seen. The muscles of his legs rippled as he gazed upon us with his hungry, predatory gaze, his tail sweeping back and forth behind him like a snake.
Even the Shadow Daggers looked wary of the now-giant Jeffry. Kent even took a step back, although I didn’t see why. Jeffry’s hungry gaze was fixed solely on me and Triplet.
Julia, of course, looked completely unafraid. She reached up and scratched behind Jeffry’s ears like he was still a normal house cat. “As you can see, my powers allow me to transform even the humblest of house cats into ferocious big cats that make tigers look like kittens. In addition to transforming animals into deadlier versions of themselves, my powers allow me to control them. For I am their queen, the queen of the beasts, hence my super name, Beast Queen.”
I gulped. Even though Julia herself hadn’t changed one whit, she somehow looked even scarier than Dragon King right now. It looked like my initial impression of Julia as an ordinary wife and mother was wrong. No, she was every bit as bloodthirsty and merciless as her husband, maybe even more so, and now I would be forced to pay the price for that mistake.
Julia patted Jeffry on the back. “Jeffry hasn’t eaten human flesh since we fed him the corpses of those NLF rebels who tried to overthrow Dragon King last summer. He normally feeds on normals, but he does have a taste for super flesh, too, don’t you, Jeffry?”
Jeffry growled and licked his lips.
“Good boy,” said Julia. She pointed at me and Triplet. “Kill them. Eat them alive. Avenge the Dragon King. Avenge. My. Husband.”
With an earsplitting roar, Jeffry leaped toward us. I summoned a barrier, but Jeffry smashed through it without trouble. Triplet and his Thirds pointed their guns at Jeffry, but when they pulled the triggers, no bullets came out. Based on their expressions, I could tell that they had finally run out of bullets, and there was no time for them to refill them, either, not with Jeffry literally seconds way from eating us.
Stepping forward, I summoned another barrier, making this one stronger than the last. Jeffry slammed into it, cracking the barrier, but not destroying it. Even so, the stress of summoning such a powerful barrier with so little light was enough to make my heart feel like it was about to explode. I was force to drop the barrier, lest I kill myself from the strain of holding it up.
Then, with one final roar, Jeffry leaped forward, claws outstretched toward us, its mouth wide open, open big enough to eat my head whole.
A red-and-black blur suddenly came out of nowhere and grabbed Triplet and me. We were off the platform in a flash, and in the next second, found ourselves floating over a dozen feet above the Dragon Wing, the wind whipping through our hair now that we were no longer protected by the platform’s barrier.
Below, I could see Jeffry looking around in confusion, wondering where its next meal had gone. Julia and the Shadow Daggers were looking around in confusion, too, at least until Kent looked up and pointed at us. “They’re up there!”
I paid little attention to the Superbians below, however, because my attention was on the black-and-red superhero holding me and Triplet with little problem in his strong arms.
It was Dad, also known as the superhero Bolt …
And he looked pissed.
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D-Dad?” I said, holding onto him tightly despite my surprise. “What the—? Where did you come from?” 
“Took you long enough,” said Triplet in Dad’s other arm. I noticed that his Thirds weren’t around anymore, perhaps having merged with Triplet again. “You’re getting slow.”
“Not my fault,” said Dad. He nodded at the barrier surrounding the campus. “The barrier was a bit tricky to get through. Slowed me down, although now I can go at full speed.”
I looked at Triplet in confusion. “Wait, was Dad the guy we were waiting for? The one you said would rescue us?”
Triplet nodded. “Pretty much. I didn’t want to get your hopes up in case he couldn’t make it through the barrier.”
“Frankly, I probably couldn’t have if you hadn’t weakened it,” said Dad. “And even then, the barrier is still standing. Managed to force my way through, but the other NHA and INJ members are still stuck outside, though I imagine they’ll be joining us once the barrier falls.”
A smile crossed my lips when I heard that, but then shouts below caused all three of us to look down.
Julia and the Shadow Daggers were glaring up at us. It looked like none of the Shadow Daggers or Julia could fly, otherwise I was sure they would have come after us. As it was, the Shadow Daggers aimed their weapons or hands at us, with some of them having energy glowing around their hands. Jeffry, meanwhile, stalked back and forth, his huge, tiger-like eyes glaring at us hungrily.
Even Julia’s calm facade had shattered, an angry scowl crossing her face as she glared up at us. “Bolt. Long time, no see.”
“Same to you, Julia,” said Dad without missing a beat. “Where’s Franklin?”
“Dead,” said Julia. “Killed by your own daughter.”
A surprised expression appeared on Dad’s face until he glanced at Dragon King’s corpse behind Julia. “Huh. Even though Franklin and I weren’t exactly friends, I still feel sorry for your loss.”
“I don’t need your pity, Bolt,” Julia snapped. “I need revenge. And the only way to get revenge is by killing your daughter.”
“Nope,” said Dad, hugging me closer. “If you think I am going to let you touch my daughter, your parents must have dropped you on your head when you were a baby.”
Julia smirked. “Perhaps an exchange is in order. How about your daughter for your son?”
Julia held up the sleeping Ronny in her arms. He still hadn’t stirred, making me suspect that Ronny had been put under some kind of sleep spell by Dragon King. I felt Dad tense when Julia showed us Ronny, which I couldn’t blame him for. I was kicking myself for not saving Ronny when we had the chance.
“Sorry,” said Dad, “but I don’t play favorites. I want all of my kids. Ashley, Jake, and Ronny.”
Julia’s smirk grew even smugger. “Excuse me, but how do you intend to save all of them? You only have two arms, which are already full. I suppose you could give us the old man, but even then, Superbia will need a new king someday, and Ronny would make a fine monarch, especially after I finish raising him.”
Dad, however, shook his head. “No. Let me rephrase that: I want all of my kids and my friends. That includes Triplet, although I had to admit you had me tempted there for a bit.”
“Don’t mind me,” Triplet muttered under his breath, “just a worthless old man apparently, despite everything I’ve done to help you over the years.”
“It doesn’t matter,” said Julia. “You may think you are safe up there, but you are wrong. With a single word, I could order the Shadow Daggers to take to the air and kill you. Or simply chase you off so I can return to Superbia and give my husband a proper funeral.”
“You probably could,” Dad agreed. “Unfortunately for you, I didn’t come alone.”
A confused look spread across the faces of Julia and the Shadow Daggers before an unusually cold breeze blew through. Without warning, ice exploded around the platform, quickly spreading toward the center where Julia and the Shadow Daggers stood. Even the Shadow Daggers weren’t fast enough to avoid the ice. The second the ice touched their feet, the Shadow Daggers turned into frozen statues, their faces stuck in expressions of horror and surprise. Jeffry also got flash-frozen, the cat’s mouth stuck in a soundless roar.
Only Julia made any attempt to get away. She tried to jump into the air, but with Ronny weighing her down, she fell down pretty quickly. In a flash, Julia was also frozen over, the look of confusion and fear etched into her face like a mask.
Yet Ronny himself, despite being in Julia’s arms, was untouched by the ice. Indeed, he was still asleep, seemingly unaware of the fact that everyone else in the area had been frozen solid other than himself.
“Whoa,” said Triplet, “that was fast.”
“Ice …” I said. “It couldn’t be … Mom?”
As if on cue, Mom jumped over the edge of the platform and skated across the ice toward Julia. Like Dad, Mom was in full costume, wearing her white hood and cape and dark blue spandex bodysuit.
Stopping in front of Julia, Mom carefully took Ronny out of her arms and hugged him tightly. “Ronny … I am so glad you are safe.”
“Mom!” I said, waving frantically at her. “Mom, it’s me, Ashley!”
Mom looked up and smiled and waved at me. “Ashley! I know. Even so, I’m glad to see that you are still alive and that Kevin saved you.”
“We both came to help,” said Dad to me, smiling himself. “When we heard that the Academy was under attack, we knew we had no choice but to join the NHA in defending it. Been a while since we last fought together like this, eh, Emily?”
“A very long time, Kevin,” said Mom. She glanced at the frozen Shadow Daggers around her, unable to hide her smirk. “But I still got it.”
I sniffled. I couldn’t help it. Mom and Dad were here? And they had just saved me and Ronny? That was probably the most amazing but unexpected thing that could have happened. And with Dragon King and Beast Queen dead, then that meant the attack on the Academy was effectively over.
A loud boom suddenly shattered the air. The Dragon Wing shuddered and fell even more, causing Mom to slide around on the iced-over platform. A huge column of smoke rose up from the zeppelin’s engines, making it look like it was on fire.
“It’s still going to fall,” said Triplet. “We need to get to safety now.”
“But what about Mom and Ronny?” I said in alarm. “We need to help them.”
“Your mom can take care of herself,” said Dad. “See?”
Dad was right. After recovering from the initial shock of the zeppelin shaking, Mom summoned an ice slide leading from the zeppelin to the top of one of the dorm buildings below. Without hesitation, Mom slid down the slide, Ronny held tightly in her arms, all the way to the rooftop of the dorm building. She then made another slide to the ground below and darted away in the opposite direction from the zeppelin as fast as she could.
“Where’s Mom going?” I said, frowning. “There’s nowhere to run to.”
“Probably trying to get away from the zeppelin,” said Dad, “seeing as it’s going to crash and all.”
The Dragon Wing did look like it was going to crash. It barely held itself afloat, the smoke rising from its broke engine rising blacker than ever. I grimaced at the sight of the smoke, which was pungent even from here.
“Crash?” said Triplet, looking at Dad and me in confusion. “It’s supposed to explode.”
“What?” said Dad. “Trip, I thought you said you were going to crash it.”
“That was the original plan, but I changed it given all of the school buildings below,” said Triplet, gesturing at the campus spread out underneath us. “If that zeppelin crashed, it would destroy a good chunk of the campus and harm or even kill some of the students and faculty. Figured blowing it up would be a safer bet.”
“How much time do we have before it explodes?” I said.
Triplet glanced at his watch. “Ten seconds.”
Dad turned and flew away from the zeppelin as fast as he could. Dad flew us down to the Auditorium right in front of the Omega Sentinel, landing gently on the earth.
As soon as we touched the ground, I looked up to see the Dragon Wing still hovering gently in the air. It looked more like it was going to fall any second now rather than explode, making me wonder if Triplet had been exaggerating the threat.
Letting go of us, Dad also looked up at the Dragon Wing and frowned. “Trip, you said the zeppelin was supposed to explode in ten seconds. Been way more than ten seconds and it’s still floating.”
“There might be a delay,” said Triplet, scratching the back of his head. “The explosives I used weren’t exactly the highest quality on the market. But it should explode—”
Without warning, the Dragon Wing erupted into flame. Huge red flames engulfed the entire airship in less than a second. The explosion was so bright that it literally lit up the night, making it briefly look like daytime before the explosion faded, allowing the shadows of the night to return.
Chunks of the Dragon Wing fell from the sky, crashing into the ground and buildings of the Academy campus. I didn’t see any bodies or people fall from what remained of the zeppelin, although I did see an unusually big burning chunk of metal crash-land near the teacher’s dorms hard enough to make the ground shudder.
Footsteps running toward us could be heard. Looking over my shoulder, I saw Jake, Shade, Theo, Sea Sister, and Sofia rushing toward us. A handful of G-Men agents followed behind, though most of them stayed at the Auditorium doors or front steps, staring at the burning debris of the Dragon Wing that rained down like burning hail onto the school below.
“Dad?” said Jake, who, naturally, reached us first. He stared at Dad in disbelief. “What are you doing here?”
“Saving you guys,” said Dad with a laugh. “What does it look like?”
Jake looked at me. “And Ashley, you’re still alive. But where are Mom and Ronny?”
“Right here,” said Mom, walking up to us out of nowhere. She raised Ronny up, allowing everyone to see him. “With Ronny, safe and sound.”
“Looks like the whole Jason family is here,” said Shade, clapping her hands together excitedly. “What a heartwarming family reunion this turned out to be.”
Ignoring Shade’s comments, I reached out and hugged Dad. Jake hugged Dad, too, and Mom and Ronny joined in as well. I didn’t care what anyone else thought. I was just happy to be with my whole family again, safe and sound. After the events of tonight, I needed all the hugs from my family that I could get. Even Theo joined in on the family hug.
After hugging for a couple of seconds, though, we did break apart, but of course stayed near each other. Dad draped an arm around Mom’s shoulders, while Jake and I stood on either side of them, both of us smiling at Ronny, who was still sound asleep, although he did stir slightly to find a better sleeping position in Mom’s arms. Theo stood next to me, looking relieved to see us all alive.
Jake looked up at the now-empty sky. “So … is Dragon King dead?”
“Definitely,” I said. “I stabbed him with one of my light spears and he was still on the zeppelin when it exploded, along with his wife and servants.”
“If Dragon King is dead, then that must mean that the siege is over,” said Jake. A huge smile spread across his face. “We did it! We survived. The Academy is safe. Time to party!”
“Ordinarily, I’d be all for a party myself,” said Shade. She glanced at the sky. “But, unless my eyes are deceiving me, it looks like the barrier is still standing.”
Shade was right. The barrier surrounding the Academy had not disappeared. It looked slightly weaker than normal, but still very much solid. Vibrations could be seen in the barrier, likely being made by the NHA and INJ members who were trying to take it down from the outside.
“Impossible,” said Triplet. “The barrier should have fallen as soon as the zeppelin blew up.”
I was as confused as everyone else until I suddenly remembered what Dragon King had told me before the barrier fell. I looked at everyone else and said, “Guys … I don’t think the barrier was being maintained by a machine.”
“If not a machine, then what?” said Dad. “What else could possibly have created a barrier like this?”
A scream could be heard all of a sudden and something fell out of the sky toward us. Something big and heavy crashed into the pavement in front of us hard enough to send a cloud of dust into the air and even shake the ground. I held my hands over my eyes to protect them from the dust, though the dust cleared surprisingly quickly, allowing us to see what had fallen in front of us.
No. Not what. Who.
It was Omega Man. His costume torn, his face bloodied, and his hair torn in a few places, Omega Man looked like he had been beaten half to death. The only indication that he was even still alive was his chest rising and falling with each breath, though even that looked weaker than usual.
“Omega Man?” said Jake in horror. “What happened? Who—”
Mad laughter echoed from the sky above. And looking up, I wished I hadn’t:
Hovering in the air, his face twisted into a terrible, insane smile, was Jet Striker, his fists dripping with blood.




CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX


This was the first time I’d seen Jet Striker in person and he was even more terrifying than the video I had first seen him on. Despite the scars and wounds on his body from his battle with Omega Man, Jet Striker looked like he could still go another hundred rounds. His unusually large eyes peered down on all of us, his fingers twitching as blood—Omega Man’s blood—dripped from them. Sparks of green electricity would shoot off his body every now and then, while his white hair hung loosely around his face like a curtain. 
“Who is that?” said Dad, frowning.
“Jet Striker,” I said with a gulp. “He’s a genetically-enhanced Superbian. He’s basically a walking weapon with no thoughts of his own. He is Superbia’s secret weapon which Dragon King intended to use to take over the world.”
Jet Striker suddenly laughed. His laughter was harsh and crackly, reminding me of rattling tin cans and broken glass. “I am no mere weapon, Ashley Jason. I am the next step in superhuman evolution. I represent the first of the next generation of supers, who will be so powerful that no one will be able to stop us.”
Jet Striker gestured at the unconscious Omega Man lying in the crater underneath him. “Look at how easily I thrashed the ‘strongest’ super in the world. Omega Man truly is an old man well past his prime. Not quite as young as he used to be.”
“You take that back,” Jake snapped. “Omega Man is one of the greatest superheroes in the world.”
“He’s a geriatric old man who should be in a retirement home,” said Jet Striker. He shook his head. “But that should not be a surprise. The First Generation is getting a little elderly. They’re not quite as young, fast, or powerful as they used to be. Perhaps they need to be put out of their misery, starting with Omega Man.”
Jet Striker pointed a finger at Omega Man. A green lightning bolt exploded from the tip of his finger toward Omega Man so fast I couldn’t even see it.
But Dad zoomed in between Omega Man and the lightning bolt and deflected it with one hand. The green lightning bolt flew away uncontrollably, striking the barrier overhead and causing it to light up in a brilliant green shade before returning to its normal blue.
“If you want to kill Omega Man, you’ll have to go through me first,” said Dad, lowering his smoking hand. “And I’m way better at playing with electricity than you, Jet.”
Jet Striker regarded Dad with interest. “I recognize you. The legendary Bolt, supposedly second only to Omega Man in terms of sheer power. And even the beautiful Blizzard, said to be the terrifying personification of winter itself, is here. My lucky day.”
“You sure know a lot about us before we even met you,” said Dad, raising his fists. “Mind telling us a bit about yourself?”
Jet Striker spread his arms wide. “What else is there to say? My power easily dwarfs whatever biology gave you. I could easily demolish this entire campus if I wanted to and ensure that this barrier never falls.”
My eyebrows shot up. “So you’re the guy who is powering the barrier.”
“Bingo,” said Jet Striker. He rubbed the back of his neck and winced. “The methods that Superbia’s top scientists used to give me my powers were … painful, to put it lightly, but I can’t deny they are effective. Flight, electricity, ability to generate energy barriers … oh, that’s just a hint of what I can do.”
“But why did the barrier flicker when the zeppelin blew up?” asked Triplet in confusion. “I thought the device powering the barrier was on board the Dragon Wing.”
“A device onboard the ship did enhance my barrier powers beyond what they naturally are,” said Jet Striker. “But I don’t need that device to maintain the barrier. It simply made it easier.”
I gulped. “Surely you’re not going to destroy the Academy. Dragon King didn’t tell you to.”
“Ah, but Dragon King is dead, is he not?” said Jet Striker. He glanced at the sky overhead. “Unless my eyes were mistaken, Dragon King blew up along with his tacky airship. And as I do not see any other Superbians around … I suppose that means I am free for the first time in my life.”
“Free?” I said. “Free to do what?”
Jet Striker smirked psychotically. “Kill everyone and everything in the vicinity, of course.”
Jet Striker fired another lightning bolt, but not at us. Instead, the lightning bolt soared overhead and crashed into the Auditorium, causing the Auditorium to explode within. Fire erupted from the windows as the G-Men agents who had been stationed inside the Auditorium spilled out as quickly as they could, doing their best to outrun the huge flames that threatened to envelop them.
“My men!” said Shade. She glared up at Jet Striker. “Okay, pal. You just made this really personal. And you don’t want to see what happens when you make things personal.”
Shade thrust out her hands. Shadowy tendrils erupted from the ground and wrapped themselves around Jet Striker’s arms and legs. They tightened so hard that even I could feel the pressure from here and began dragging Jet Striker into darkness.
Jet Striker, on the other hand, looked completely unafraid of the tendrils or the shadow pool they were trying to pull him into. He experimentally tested the strength of the tendrils before saying, “Fascinating. I’ve heard much about the shadow tendrils of Shade, said to be almost inescapable. I assume you are the same Shade who slaughtered an entire basement full of Guardians?”
“There’s only one,” Shade replied. “I didn’t know you were a fan.”
Jet Striker shook his head. “I’m hardly a fan, my dear. I just want to make sure I know who I am going to kill.”
With a shrug of his shoulders, Jet Striker shattered the hold that the tendrils had on his limbs. He then rushed toward Shade, reaching his hands out toward her.
But Dad once again appeared in between Jet Striker and Shade. He raised his hands and caught Jet Striker’s fists, holding Jet Striker back, although I could tell even he was struggling to keep him back.
“Run!” said Dad over his shoulder to us. “Get Omega Man to safety! I’ll hold Jet back.”
“Hold me back?” said Jet Striker in a dangerously soft voice. “Please. You are but a small road bump on my road of destruction.”
Jet Striker headbutted Dad, the blow sending Dad sprawling backward. Jet Striker raised his hands, only for a thick ice block to appear over his head and fall down on him. The ice block slammed Jet Striker into the ground, pinning him underneath its weight.
Surprised, I looked at Mom to see her holding out her right hand while holding a still-sleeping Ronny in her right. Cold energy raised off her fingertips as she forced the ice block down on Jet Striker.
“Don’t you even dare lay one hand on my husband,” said Mom in a dangerously low voice. “Or I will make you wish he had killed you.”
Jet Striker, as usual, seemed totally unfazed by getting nearly crushed to death. With a grunt, Jet Striker slowly but surely began to rise until he completely shattered the ice block, sending chunks of ice flying everywhere.
But Mom twisted her hand and ice spikes erupted from the ground on every side of Jet Striker. But Jet Striker shot into the air, neatly avoiding the spikes, which shattered against each other now that Jet Striker was no longer around them.
“Those spikes could have seriously hurt me,” Jet Striker mused. He looked down at Mom with a grin. “But picking a fight with me was a very dumb move. I see you have a sleeping child in your arms. Would be terrible if, ah, something were to happen to it.”
Jet Striker raised his hands and fired lightning bolts at Mom. But Mom deflected them all with ice shields, each one shattering from the blast, but keeping her and Ronny safe.
“You’ll have to try harder than that,” Mom said. “Let’s see how you like getting a little cold.”
Mom thrust her hand forward. A blast of cold air exploded from her hand and slammed into Jet Striker. Ice instantly began forming along his body, causing Jet Striker to cry out in pain before he was completely frozen solid from head to toe. He somehow still stayed afloat in the air, although I suspected not for long.
“Now, Kevin!” Mom called out. “Take him out!”
Dad flew up and punched the frozen Jet Striker hard enough to shatter the ice block and send him flying. Jet Striker flew backward from the impact of the blow and smashed into a nearby tree, crashing into it hard enough to snap the tree itself cleanly in half. He did not get up again.
“Whoa,” said Jake, blinking. “That … was … wow …”
Dad looked over his shoulder, shooting Jake a grin. “What? Never seen your parents team up before? There’s a reason we’re considered some of the best superheroes in the world.”
I shared Jake’s surprise. Although I was well aware of how powerful and experienced my parents were, that was the first time I’d seen them team up against an enemy like that. They somehow managed to take out a guy who defeated Omega Man.
At least, I thought so until Jet Striker’s mad laughter echoed again, causing us all to look at the fallen tree. At first, Jet Striker could not be seen, but then he rose to his feet and stepped forward. Although his costume was now covered in leaves, mud, and ice, Jet Striker looked pretty much unharmed. He rolled his head, cracking his neck as if he had just awakened from a long nap.
“Good try,” said Jet Striker, rubbing the back of his neck. “For a moment there, I was seriously concerned that you guys might beat me. You truly live up to the reputation of the legendary Bolt and Blizzard. Even Omega Man didn’t come that close to killing me.”
I just stared at Jet Striker in disbelief. What the heck was this guy made out of that he could fight Omega Man for nearly an hour, get frozen by Mom, and punched out by Dad and still remain standing? I didn’t want to admit it, but maybe there was some truth to the idea that he was some sort of next step in the evolutionary chain. It was the only explanation I could come up with that made any sort of sense.
Then Jet Striker rolled his shoulders. “But I’m done playing around. With Omega Man out of the picture, there’s no one interesting to play with around here. So I think I will clean up the mess I made. Permanently.”
Jet Striker thrust his hands into the air. A huge ball of green electricity formed in his hands and rapidly expanded in size. In seconds, the lightning ball was easily twice the size of the Omega Sentinel and still growing.
“What’s he doing?” I said, staring at Jet Striker in shock. “Is he going to blow up the whole Academy?”
“Sure looks like it,” said Jake. He took a fighting position. “Maybe if I run fast enough, I—”
“No!” said Dad, holding out a hand toward us. “Don’t get close to him. His lightning will fry you if you do.”
Dad was right. Stray lightning bolts lanced out of his ball without rhyme or reason, striking the ground, trees, buildings, and anything else close by. There was definitely no getting close enough to stop Jet Striker unless you wanted to risk getting electrocuted to death.
Jet Striker laughed gleefully. “That’s right! With my power, none of you can stop me from destroying the Academy and killing every last one of you. Even Omega Man himself will perish. And then the whole world will know to fear the name of—”
A blade suddenly burst out through Jet Striker’s chest, going directly through his heart. Jet Striker’s eyes bugged out and he gasped for breath. He managed to look down at the blade in his chest just long enough to see it before his eyes rolled into the back of his head and his head slumped. Jet Striker’s arms fell to his sides limply, the lightning ball disappearing without so much as a whimper, casting the entire area into the darkness of the night once more, illuminated only by the flames from the Auditorium behind us.
Jet Striker himself remained standing, but only because of the blade in his chest. Otherwise, he looked like a rag doll, hanging limply against his will.
Then the blade yanked out from behind him and Jet Striker fell down … revealing Parasite and Gentleman standing behind him. Parasite’s blade was actually his blade arm, now stained with Jet Striker’s blood, though he didn’t seem to mind that as he looked at us. Sammy, Parasite’s dog, also stood beside him, panting and glaring at us.
“Parasite?” I said, feeling my stomach lurch. “What the—? What are you doing here?”
“We’re just having a regular supervillain party tonight, aren’t we?” Theo muttered under his breath. “First Overkill, then Dragon King, and now Parasite. Who else will show up, I wonder? Tsunami?”
“I’ll answer your question soon enough, Ashley,” said Parasite. He licked his lips. “But first, a snack.”
Parasite brought his blade to his mouth and licked the blood off of it with his tongue.




CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN


As soon as Parasite ingested Jet Striker’s blood, his body glowed a strange red color. Parasite closed his eyes, moaning under his breath like he had just eaten the best meal ever. His body shook uncontrollably, yet neither he nor Gentleman seemed even remotely concerned. Even Sammy looked more curious than anything at the changes occurring to Parasite’s body. 
“What is Parasite doing?” said Jake. “Why is he glowing and stuff? Is he using another one of his powers or something?”
“He is,” said Shade, whose face looked paler than usual. “His own power.”
“His own power?” said Jake. He gasped. “You don’t mean that he’s—”
Jake was interrupted by Parasite’s mad laughter. Parasite had stopped glowing and shaking now, his coloration back to normal. He flexed his muscles, balling his hands into fists, a look of deep satisfaction in his eyes.
“Wow,” said Parasite. “That was the tastiest meal I’ve had in a long time. A little tangy, even. Would have preferred it a little less spicy, though.”
“I keep telling you not to drink raw blood,” said Gentleman, “but you never listen to me.”
Parasite waved a hand dismissively at Gentleman. “Whatever, man. Now I can see why that Jet guy was so arrogant. I feel like I could crack the planet in two if I really tried.”
“He murdered Jet Striker,” I said slowly, “and stole his powers, too.”
“Correct,” said Parasite. He flexed his muscles and smiled. “Yes, the power flowing me is way more than I could have dreamed of. I feel like wrestling an elephant. This is amazing.”
I couldn’t believe it. On one hand, Parasite had saved us and the Academy from Jet Striker, who probably would have destroyed it if not for Parasite’s timely intervention.
On the other hand, Parasite now had Jet Striker’s absurdly powerful, genetically-enhanced strength in addition to the multitude of powers he already had. Which made him a threat not just to the Academy, but to the whole world, too.
“What are you doing here, Parasite?” Dad said, his hands balling into tight fists. “How did you even get into the Academy? I thought that Jet’s barrier—which is still standing, by the way—kept out everyone.”
Parasite gestured at the barrier, which, as Dad said, was indeed still standing. “I decided to keep the barrier up for now. No need to let in every NHA and INJ stooge who is already in a bad mood. At least, not until I feast.”
“Feast, huh?” said Shade. She cracked her neck side to side. “The only place you are going to feast is in jail. I hear prison food has really improved over the last few decades.”
“I’ve eaten enough slop already,” Parasite replied. He licked his lips. “Personally, I’ve always wanted your power, Shade. The ability to control shadows sounds very useful. Especially the ability to shadow-travel. Imagine what I could do with a power like that.”
“I can,” I said. “And it’s horrific.”
Parasite shrugged. “You say to-may-to, I say to-mah-to. But I didn’t really come here for Shade or for anyone other than you, Ashley.”
Parasite pointed at me when he said that, causing me to step backward. Dad, Mom, Jake, and Theo stepped in front of me, forming a loose protective wall between me and Parasite.
“If you want our daughter, you’ll have to go through us first,” Mom said.
“Yeah,” Jake said, raising his fists. He glared at Gentleman in particular. “I still haven’t forgiven you for betraying us.”
Gentleman adjusted his top hat. “I didn’t expect you to, mostly because I usually don’t give mouthy brats a lot of thought when I’m not around them.”
“How do we know you’re even real?” said Theo uncertainly. “Gentleman can cast illusions, right? Maybe they aren’t even here.”
Parasite chuckled. He raised his bloody blade and said, “Maybe you should tell Jet Striker that we aren’t ‘real,’ although he doesn’t look like he’s in the mood to talk or listen to anyone right now.”
Parasite gave Jet Striker’s corpse a sharp kick when he said that. Although I had no love for Jet Striker, a chill went up my spine at how casually Parasite treated Jet Striker’s body.
“You still haven’t explained how you got here, Parasite,” said Dad. “Not that it really matters either way, but I am curious.”
Parasite put a hand on his hip. “I used the Underground Academy. Gentleman and I were planning to launch an attack tonight anyway, so we entered the Underground and hid out in the Auditorium until the Guardians unleashed their Neo-Gas down there. That forced us to come to the surface, where we saw you guys blow up Dragon King’s zeppelin and fight Jet Striker.”
“Is the Neo-Gas still filling up the Underground?” I asked. “What about the other students and teachers?”
“How the heck am I supposed to know?” said Parasite. “Gentleman and I were too busy trying to save our own hides to notice if your friends escaped or not. They might have, they might not have. Who knows and who cares either way?”
I bit my lower lip in frustration. We’d had no contact from Night Soldier, the teachers, or students at all since we left the Underground. I noticed that the G-Men agents had managed to move Professor Hernandez out of the burning Auditorium when Jet Striker attacked it, but otherwise I didn’t see any other faculty or staff.
But I couldn’t afford to spend time worrying about the others. Right now, Parasite and Gentleman were the bigger threats and we needed to keep our wits about ourselves if we hoped to stand a chance of beating them. Dad seemed to be thinking the same thing because his fingers were starting to spark with red electricity, though he didn’t attack either of them just yet.
“So it was mostly luck on our part that caused us to end up here at the same time as you guys,” said Parasite. “Although I wish your family wasn’t in the way, it’s not all bad. It means I can eat all of you and get all of your powers, making me even more powerful than before.”
I took up a fighting position myself, although I knew I wouldn’t last long against Parasite. Between fighting Overkill, Dragon King, and their various minions over the night, I really didn’t have much energy left for a duel with Parasite and Gentleman. I was just grateful that my family and friends were with me. Together, our chances of defeating Parasite were higher than me by myself.
But before a battle could break out, an earsplitting roar tore through the air. It was so loud that even Parasite and Gentleman looked around, trying to spot its source, although it took another explosion for everyone to look in the direction from which it had come.
A column of fire exploded from the burning remains of the Dragon Wing near the teachers’ dorms, followed by the sound of shifting debris. A moment later, a huge, golden dragon burst out from the debris, roaring angrily into the air.
“What the—?” said Dad, his eyes wide. “Is that Franklin? I thought he was dead.”
“Apparently not,” said Shade as shadow spikes formed over her arms.
Dragon King finished roaring and then looked around until he spotted us. With a snort, Dragon King took off into the air and flew toward us. I expected him to start shooting fireballs at us, but to my surprise, he merely landed dozens of feet away, putting a good distance between us and him.
Now that Dragon King was closer, I could see that he definitely hadn’t escaped the crash of his zeppelin unscathed. His normally pristine golden scales were scarred and chipped in several places. His stomach, the spot where I’d stabbed him through, had an ugly scar, which matched the even uglier scar on his left wing, the one I’d hit when Barrett and I escaped Superbia last year. His claws dug into the pavement of the road as his intelligent red eyes surveyed us. He smelled like smoke and flame.
“Impossible,” I said. “There’s no way anyone could have survived that. I killed you.”
Dragon King grunted. “You did indeed. For a while. But I got better.”
“How?” I said. “That’s not how death works.”
“It wasn’t entirely of my own doing,” Dragon King said. He glanced at his scarred belly. “Do you remember Kent? My most loyal Shadow Dagger? He survived the explosion, but just barely, and used his power to transfer his remaining life force into me.”
My eyes widened in surprise. “Really? I didn’t know he could do that.”
“Yes,” said Dragon King with a nod. “Normally, his power allows him to heal others at the expense of his own health. But he pushed it to its absolute limit, giving up his remaining life to restore my own. It even partially healed my fatal wound, although my dragon form’s natural accelerated healing did most of the work. I had to wait until it fully healed, however, which is why I didn’t immediately get back up and attack.”
Dragon King’s eyes shifted to Dad next. “Bolt. It’s been a while since we last spoke in person.”
Dad nodded tensely. “It has. You look even more vicious than usual.”
“Given everything I just went through, I think I deserve to be a little vicious tonight,” Dragon King replied. “Of course, you and I have always had disagreements over what constitutes ‘vicious,’ so not much has changed since our youth, has it?”
“Aside from the fact that you kidnapped my youngest son and planned to brainwash him into thinking you are his real father, sure,” said Dad sarcastically. “Oh, and my daughter killed you, too.”
Dragon King shrugged. “Then you’re in luck because I am no longer interested in stealing your son. Instead, I will kill him along with you, your wife, and your other kids to avenge my family, for I have none left, now that my son has betrayed me and my wife … my wife is dead.”
Dragon King’s voice almost cracked when he said that. It made me wonder if Dragon King actually loved Julia or not. Given how he had tried to seduce me at first, I was skeptical, but then I remembered what Dragon King once told me about marriages of convenience and wasn’t sure. All I knew was that Superbian relationships, especially among royalty, seemed too complicated for me to understand.
“Then why haven’t you killed us yet?” said Jake. “We’re right here. No one is stopping you.”
Dragon King snorted, smoke rising from his nostrils. “Because there is another complication … or should I say, two complications, which make killing you all a bit more difficult than it should be.”
“If you’re talking about us, Lizard King, you can just say our names,” said Parasite. He flashed Dragon King a crazy smile. “Unless you’re afraid of my newly-stolen power.”
“I fear nothing,” Dragon King replied, “especially an overgrown orphan like you. Even so, Jet Striker’s death—along with the elimination of nearly all of the soldiers who came with me on this mission—means a change in operations is necessary. More caution. Less charging in recklessly to slaughter all of my enemies, as I would prefer to do.”
“Wait your turn,” Parasite said, wagging a finger at Dragon King. “Once I kill the Jasons and their friends, I’ll kill you, too. I still think your ‘ideals’ suck.”
“I am not accustomed to waiting,” said Dragon King. His eyes narrowed. “There is plenty of room in my belly for all of you.”
I gulped. Parasite and Gentleman were bad enough, but Dragon King’s presence made this situation even worse. I was glad that they hated each other almost as much as they hated me. Otherwise, I didn’t think we could beat them if they were all working together. Still, if we did our best …
“What’s this?” said another voice that was way too familiar for my tastes behind me. “A superhuman convention?”
I looked over my shoulder to spot the source of the voice, even though I was pretty sure I already knew who it was.
Walking down the path toward us from the teachers’ dorms were half a dozen Guardians of Humanity, wielding large bazooka cannons in their hands. And walking at the front of the party, his face still unmasked and his stab wound bandaged, was Overkill, a mad grin on his face.




CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT


Parasite. Dragon King. And now Overkill. It seemed that Theo might have had a point about this being a supervillain party. How else could you explain my luck being  this bad? The only way this could get even worse was if Master Chaos himself were to rise from the grave, which probably wasn’t going to happen, but you never know.
“The Guardians of Humanity?” said Dad, also looking over his shoulder at them. “When did they get here?”
“And is that Mark Dane leading them?” asked Mom in disbelief. “I love his interviews.”
“Mark Dane is Overkill, Mom, Dad,” I said hurriedly. “Overkill and the Guardians attacked us when we were in the Underground Academy.”
Mom and Dad exchanged horrified and confused looks at my explanation. Shade, on the other hand, nodded in understanding.
“So Mark Dane really is Overkill, after all,” said Shade, tilting her head to the side. “I didn’t really believe you when you told me that, Ash, but it looks like you’re right.”
“That’s right, government super,” said Overkill as he and his Guardians came to a stop. “I am indeed the infamous Overkill, with over forty kills under my name. But tonight, I hope to add at least another ten more.”
“Didn’t you teleport away?” said Theo in annoyance. “What are you still doing here?”
“I only teleported to the surface Stadium,” Overkill replied. He gestured at the Guardians behind him. “There I met up with the remnants of the Guardians who attacked your fellow classmates. We were originally planning to leave, but when I saw the Dragon Wing explode, I knew this was our best moment to act.”
Dragon King snorted suddenly, a loud noise that made everyone jump. “I wish I could say I was surprised to find out that you are Overkill, Mark, but I sensed your obvious anti-super bias during our interview. That you happen to be the most infamous superhuman serial killer of all time is icing on the cake.”
“You don’t know how much self-restraint it took not to kill you then and there in the studio during our interview,” Overkill said. “And frankly, I’m glad that you survived the crash of your ship. That means I will get to kill you myself.”
Dragon King snarled. “I see you have forgotten that I am a dragon and you are not.”
Overkill laughed. “We Guardians may be be weaker than you, but what we lack in strength we make up for in pure determination. And advanced weaponry.”
Overkill hefted his bazooka, aiming it straight at Dragon King. “There’s enough Neo-Gas in our bazookas to turn all of you freaks in helpless normals. Then the great Dragon King would be a mere king if that.”
Everyone tensed when Overkill said that. Even Dragon King eyed Overkill more warily now, his eyes flicking toward the bazooka that Overkill held. Only Parasite looked relatively unconcerned with Overkill’s threat, which made me wonder if he was just too crazy to realize how dangerous the Guardians were.
This was even worse than I thought. Not only did I have to deal with Parasite, Dragon King, and Overkill all at once, but there was also the threat of Neo-Gas. I was kind of surprised that Overkill hadn’t just gassed us all already, but maybe he just wanted to kill us personally instead of from a distance.
“It would appear that we have reached a stalemate of sorts,” said Dragon King, his eyes surveying everyone. “Whoever moves first will begin a chain reaction that even I cannot foresee the end to. Perhaps it will end in one of us victorious and the others dead … or maybe we will all die.”
Couldn’t disagree there. With everyone on edge and ready for a fight, someone needed to make just one move to cause everything to explode. Maybe not everyone would die, but the end results probably wouldn’t be pretty either way.
Overkill cracked a grin. “You supers don’t look so confident now that you know we can bring you down to our level. As I’ve always known, you supers are more bluster than substance.”
“Says the guys who tried to kill my baby brother,” I said. “Not exactly something that a man of substance does.”
Overkill scowled. “You don’t understand. The Saying foretells of a super child who will one day grow up to destroy the world, a super so strong that even other supers can’t stop him. I cannot imagine your baby brother growing up and not becoming too powerful to stop.”
Then Overkill paused. “Although … after seeing the events of the night … I am not so sure that your brother is the one spoken of in the Saying.”
“Then who is?” I said.
Overkill looked at Parasite. “Him.”
Parasite put a hand on his chest. “Me? You think I’m going to destroy the world?”
“It makes sense,” said Overkill. “Your power to steal the powers of other supers means that there’s no limit to what you can do. You have only grown stronger and stronger over the years, becoming a threat not just to supers, but to normals as well. There really isn’t another super like you in terms of raw potential. Even the Jason baby lacks your sheer potential.”
Parasite grinned. “I can’t say that destroying the world hasn’t occurred to me before, but why not? After I kill the Jasons, I’m going to need another goal. Why not devour the entire global superhuman community and become a veritable god? Then I would be truly unstoppable.”
“Of course,” said Overkill. He aimed his bazooka at Parasite. “Why didn’t I see it before? The child who will destroy the world has already been born and grown-up. And he’s standing less than a dozen yards away from me.”
I looked from Overkill and Parasite uncertainly. I put no stock whatsoever into Overkill’s ‘Saying,’ but I could easily imagine Parasite growing powerful enough to destroy the world if left unchecked. Even Dragon King looked at Parasite with a new wariness as if he, too, realized just how dangerous Parasite was.
Parasite, as usual, looked completely unconcerned by the fact that everyone was staring at him. Even Gentleman, leaning on his cane, looked mostly unperturbed, although he did glance at Parasite every now and then with a questioning gaze.
“So now everyone is afraid of me?” said Parasite. He shook his head. “You people are both silly and stupid, which is why I am going to kill you all.”
“Make your move, Parasite,” Overkill said. “If, tonight, we kill only you, I will consider this mission a success.”
Parasite scratched his chin. “That’s true. Even I am not immune to your Neo-Gas, but that doesn’t mean I can’t—”
Without warning, Overkill pulled the trigger on his bazooka. A large, yellowish-green ball of Neo-Gas exploded from the bazooka and hurtled toward Parasite, who stared at it in bewilderment. Gentleman, however, jumped out of the way just in the nick of time, rolling out of the range of the bomb. That seemed like a cowardly move to me, but what else could you expect from Gentleman?
The Neo-Gas ball nailed Parasite directly in the chest and exploded. A thick cloud of Neo-Gas completely obscured Parasite from view and his hacking and coughing could be heard from within as he inhaled the Neo-Gas into his lungs. Without being able to see Parasite, it was hard to know if he was still standing or not, but I imagined he probably wasn’t.
Without another word, Overkill shifted his bazooka back to us, a a victorious grin on his face. “With Parasite out of the way, it’s time I deal with the rest of you the way you deserve.”
I grimaced. Granted, I didn’t mind Overkill taking away Parasite’s powers, but even I was shocked at how quickly and easily he took out Parasite. He didn’t even give the rest of us time to react. Once again, I had to make sure not to underestimate Overkill. He and his Guardians may have been normals, but they were normals who could kill us if we weren’t careful.
Then Parasite stepped out of the cloud, still hacking and coughing. Like Sea Sister, Parasite’s costume seemed to be covered in a thin layer of greenish-yellow dust, although aside from that he appeared unharmed. Then again, based on how much he hacked, it was obvious that his lungs were suffering.
Overkill glanced at Parasite. “How did you not fall into a coma from Neo-Gas exposure? You shouldn’t even be standing.”
Parasite, still coughing, said, “It hurt, but I’ve experienced far worse pain before.”
Overkill rolled his eyes. “Yes, I am sure you have. Ah, well. Without your powers, even the baby could beat you.”
The other Guardians erupted into laughter at Overkill’s joke. Had to admit, even though I hated the Guardians almost as much as I hated Parasite, I couldn’t help but find the joke amusing, too. A powerless Parasite was definitely something I could live with.
Parasite, however, looked completely unamused by Overkill’s joke. Indeed, he looked like he was on the verge of exploding. His fists shook and his breathing seemed to become harder. Again, though, I didn’t see anything to be worried about. Without his powers, Parasite stood little chance against the Guardians.
“So you think I’m weaker than a baby, do you?” said Parasite. He raised his fists. “I’ll show you how ‘weak’ I am.”
Overkill rolled his eyes again. “How? By attacking us? You do realize that we also train our members to fight supers in close combat? Normally that would be a dumb idea, but seeing as you are powerless, that means you—”
Overkill never got to finish his sentence because Parasite thrust his fist forward and unleashed a huge fireball at him. The fireball shot through the air like a cannonball and nailed Overkill in the head. Overkill didn’t even have enough time to scream before the flames completely enveloped his head. He instantly collapsed onto the ground, dropping his bazooka at the same time, his skin and hair burning gruesomely in the shadows of the night.
The other Guardians cried out in shock, but before they could do anything, Parasite rushed forward, his arms transforming into blades. He slashed and stabbed the Guardians, his blade arms moving like lightning, taking them down before they even realized he was among them. Some of the Guardians tried to fight back, but their aim was off, shooting their Neo-Gas balls into the sky or into random buildings before Parasite cut them down. A glance at Gentleman, however, revealed that he was using his illusion powers to trick the Guardians, likely making them see Parasite where he wasn’t.
In seconds, all six of the Guardians lay dead at Parasite’s feet. Parasite’s blade arms dripped blood, but Parasite didn’t bother to lick it off. His arms simply shifted back to normal and he shook his hands, sending droplets of blood flying everywhere.
“Disgusting,” said Parasite. “If they had been supers, it would have been a huge feast for me. As it is, I just got my costume dirty. Will need to wash it later.”
I stared in disbelief at Parasite, but I wasn’t the only one. Everyone in the vicinity, aside from Gentleman, stared at Parasite as if he had just leveled an entire mountain by himself. Even Dragon King looked at Parasite with pure shock, his red eyes narrowing. Gentleman also looked taken aback, even lowering his mask as if to see his friend better.
“Did Parasite just use his powers?” said Theo at last, voicing the question that was on all of our minds. “After getting sprayed with Neo-Gas?”
Parasite turned around. He stomped his foot into Overkill’s unmoving corpse and grinned. “Yep. And now, with the Guardians out of the way, I think it’s time we end this the way battles between superheroes and supervillains always end: To the death.”




CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE


Impossible,” said Sea Sister, shaking her head. “Neo-Gas permanently takes away a super’s powers. You shouldn’t be able to use  any of your powers at all.”
Parasite chuckled. “Looks like you’re wrong, Sea Sis, because I just did.”
“But how is that even possible?” said Sofia. She looked at the dead Guardians surrounding Parasite. “Sea Sister and I lost our powers when we got sprayed. How come you get to keep yours?”
“Perhaps Parasite has some sort of immunity to Neo-Gas?” Dragon King suggested. He licked his lips. “But how and where would he develop such an immunity, that is the question.”
“Maybe God just likes me,” said Parasite with a shrug. “Anyway, I’m going to kill you all tonight, so it doesn’t matter. If it helps, think of me drinking your blood and stealing your powers as a form of immortality. Or at least for a part of you.”
This was even worse than I feared. If Parasite was immune to Neo-Gas, then there really was no stopping him. Even if we teamed up with Dragon King to defeat him, we probably wouldn’t win. Maybe Parasite really was the Destructor after all.
Parasite’s hands balled into fists. “Hmmm … who should I kill first? The king of dragons who took me in but has really stupid ideals? The man who killed my father? Or maybe the girl who beat me all those years ago? Any suggestions, Joey?”
Gentleman shrugged. “Kill whoever you want.”
“Gotcha,” said Parasite. His eyes locked with mine. “Ashley it is, then.”
Parasite shot toward me with startling speed. My family formed a loose circle around me, while our friends and allies created another layer of protection around us. Even so, I could tell that everyone was prepared for Parasite’s collision with us, although I suspected Parasite wouldn’t be slowed down by my friends and family in the slightest.
But then a red blur shot in between us and Parasite. Parasite, going too fast to dodge, slammed straight into the blur, the impact causing him to stagger backward and even fall onto the ground. He looked stunned, but unfortunately not dead based on the way he was cursing out whatever he’d run into.
Looking between my parents, I saw Omega Man standing between us. He looked awful, his tattered cape hanging off his shoulders, but he was also still standing. He held his right fist out like a pole, his arm never wavering despite how exhausted he looked.
“Dang it!” Parasite yelled, clutching his forehead. “Like running into a brick wall! Only even worse.”
Omega Man chuckled. “Guess … guess the old man’s still got it.”
Parasite jumped to his feet. His mask was split almost cleanly in half from running into Omega Man’s fist, but he didn’t even try to repair it. “Move, old man, or I’ll kill you, too.”
Omega Man shook his head. “No. I am going to stay right here. I will not allow you to lay even one finger on Ashley, her family, or any of her friends.”
Parasite scowled. “Your age must be getting to you if you think you can be anything other than a minor roadblock to me.”
Omega Man shrugged. “Lots of villains have said that to me in the past. Funny how I’m still here while they’re all either dead or in jail.”
“Is that a threat, old man?” said Parasite. He raised his fists. “If you want to die, too, then so be it. I’ll kill you, drink your blood, and use your powers to kill everyone here. If you couldn’t even beat Jet Striker, then I don’t see how you could beat me.”
Omega Man grunted. He raised his other fist. “In my time as a superhero, I’ve been told the odds are bad time and time again but still came out on top regardless. You aren’t anything special or different, Parasite. In my eyes, you’re just another petty villain who believes that his powers make him better than everyone else.”
“Do you even know who you’re talking to, old geezer?” Parasite snapped. He spread his arms. “I’m Parasite, the son of Robert Candle, the grandson of Master Chaos, who I’m sure you remember.”
“I do,” said Omega Man quietly, “and I wasn’t impressed.”
Parasite’s eyes bulged. “For that? I am going to kill you very, very slowly.”
With a grunt, Omega Man said, “Then bring it on, Parasite, and let’s get this over with already.”
Parasite summoned two fireballs in his hands, while Omega Man tightened his fists. I gulped, watching as the two of them prepared for their battle. I hoped Dad or someone would help Omega Man. Although his courage was admirable, Omega Man looked like he was on his last legs. Against Parasite, who was younger and in better shape, I didn’t know how long Omega Man would last.
That was when Triplet suddenly pushed past me. He even shoved Mom and Dad aside, ignoring the startled cries from the others. Dad tried to stop him, but Triplet shrugged Dad’s hand off and walked over to Omega Man. I noticed in his hand that he carried the same blue USB flash drive that he had found on the Dragon Wing, making me wonder what he was going to do with that.
“John, stop,” said Triplet as he approached Omega Man. “Don’t attack Parasite. Not yet, anyway.”
“Why not?” said Omega Man, glancing at Triplet. “You need to stand back. You stand even less of a chance against Parasite than I do.”
“Listen to the old man, dude,” said Parasite, “although I wouldn’t mind taking your powers, either. Creating duplicates of myself would be fun.”
“I am not going to fight,” said Triplet. He raised the blue USB flash drive above his head. “I am going to do something far worse: Reveal the truth about your parentage, Parasite.”
Every eye in the area looked at the flash drive Triplet held up. Mostly, we looked in confusion, although I noticed that Dragon King stared at the flash drive with more than a hint of anxiety, making me realize that Dragon King didn’t want the contents of that flash drive to be known to everyone.
“My parentage?” said Parasite. “Listen, I know you’re also an old dude, but you did hear me say I am the grandson of Master Chaos, right? I know my lineage. I know my legacy. You have nothing to offer me.”
“No,” said Triplet, shaking his head. “You only know lies fed to you by Dragon King, lies he created to control you.”
Parasite glanced at Dragon King. “Control me? Fat good that did him, seeing as I don’t work for him anymore.”
“But you did for a very long time,” said Triplet. “You worked for him because Dragon King gave you purpose. He told you who your dad was … or rather, who you wanted your dad to be. You wanted to be important, to be strong, to be someone. Abandoned in an orphanage at a young age, you were always jealous of children who came from intact families and knew their legacies and family histories.”
“Like me,” I said, nodding.
Parasite scowled. “So what if I was? I had every right to be. And besides, I don’t need to be anymore. Now that I know my lineage, I know who I am and where I fit into the world. My identity is secure.”
“As I said, you’re wrong,” said Triplet. “Not only are you wrong, but Dragon King knew it was a lie. And the truth lies on this flash drive, which I stole from the laboratories of Castle Superbia, a truth I’ve already seen.”
“Truth, huh?” said Parasite. “Why should I believe you? How do I know you aren’t lying, too, just like Dragon King?”
“There’s one thing I’ll give Dragon King,” said Triplet. “His research is very thorough. And by ‘his’ research, I mean his scientists. They dug deep into your family history, using DNA samples from you to match your DNA with other super families, both inside and outside of Superbia. And their results … well, even I didn’t see them coming.”
“Then tell me their results,” said Parasite. “Tell me what the ‘truth’ is, old man.”
“Better yet, I will show you the truth,” said Triplet. “I will show everyone the truth, in fact.”
Dragon King took a step forward as if to stop Triplet, but he was too slow. Triplet tapped his watch and a holographic image appeared in the air overhead, projecting off the watch’s screen. The image displayed a text document titled ‘LINEAGE OF RODRIGO ‘PARASITE’ MESA VIA DNA TESTS: RESULTS.’
“This is the document I told you about,” Triplet said. “It’s very thorough, covering every facet of you, Parasite. But it’s the DNA test results we want.”
“Show them already,” Parasite said in annoyance. “That is, if you even have these ‘results,’ which I still don’t think you do.”
Triplet nodded. “Very well, then. If you want the truth, you can have it.”
Triplet scrolled all the way down to the bottom of the document—which was surprisingly long—until he got to the very final page and said, “Read it.”
Everyone did. And no one—least of all me—could believe what the document said.
The very last line of the document read thus:
TEST RESULTS: Rodrigo ‘Parasite’ Mesa is the son of John ‘Omega Man’ Watterson.




CHAPTER SIXTY


The silence that fell over the area was deafening. The only sound that could be heard was the wind blowing through and the crackling of the fire from the burning Auditorium behind us. 
No one moved. No one said anything. We all just read that last line again and again, hoping against hope that it would change if we read it enough times.
But, of course, it didn’t. It couldn’t. The document said what it said.
Finally, it was Parasite, fittingly enough, who spoke first. He glared at Triplet, though his fists shook. “You’re wrong. Omega Man isn’t my dad. He can’t be.”
“I … I agree,” said Omega Man, sounding a bit like he had been taken by surprise. He rubbed his forehead. “I don’t have any children. Never have, never will. That document must be wrong.”
“I thought so, too,” said Triplet. He shook his head. “But it’s not. It’s true. All of it.”
“How?” I said, causing Triplet to look over his shoulder at me. “How can it be true? Omega Man doesn’t have any kids. How do we know this isn’t another one of Dragon King’s lies?”
“Because it isn’t,” said Dragon King reluctantly. “That document is real, written up by Howard Sycamore, Superbia’s top scientist, and approved by me.”
“You’re not even going to pretend to deny it?” I said in surprise.
“There is no point,” said Dragon King with a sigh. “Even I couldn’t deceive you about this. The data was tested again and again by various Superbian scientists. Trust me, if the data was wrong, I would know.”
Parasite stared at Dragon King in pure shock. “But if you knew who was my real dad this entire time, why didn’t you tell me?”
“Because I needed you,” Dragon King replied. “I needed to use your anger, your sense of frustration against the superhuman community, for my own purposes. So I spun a tale that I knew would capture your imagination, creating a new reality for you to believe in. And it worked. For a while.”
Parasite looked at a total loss for words. He put a hand on his head as if to steady himself, while Gentleman stepped forward and patted him on the back.
Omega Man looked surprisingly similar. He stared at the document as if it was the only thing that existed in the world. “But … I don’t have children. I would remember if I did. This can’t be right.”
“You are suffering from amnesia, right?” said Triplet. “Most likely, the memory-wiping process affected your memories from even before you went into hibernation. That would include any hypothetical son you might have.”
“I …” Omega Man ran a hand through his hair. “I suppose that makes sense, but when did I have a child? Who was the mother? And why do I not know the answers to those questions?”
Dragon King stepped forward, his eyes blazing. “I can answer them for you.”
“You can?” said Triplet, looking at Dragon King skeptically.
Dragon King nodded. “Yes. The document does not contain it, but our DNA results also revealed who Parasite’s mother was: A Superbian woman named Maria Mesa.”
“Maria?” said Omega Man, blinking. “That name … the one I remembered when I woke up. Is that the same Maria I knew?”
“Yes,” said Dragon King. “Once our DNA tests revealed Parasite’s parentage, we searched for Maria and discovered that she lived in America. The Superbian government successfully established contact with her family, which was how we were able to find out more about her relationship with Omega Man. We would have preferred to talk to her, but it’s hard to have a conversation with a grave.”
“A grave?” asked Parasite, his voice slightly stricken. “Where—?”
“North Carolina,” Dragon King replied. “A small town called Homesville. She was buried among her family, so naturally, we couldn’t ask her about her relationship with Omega Man. We did, however, confirm that it was her by asking around the town and getting confirmation from the people of Homesville.”
“If you knew that Parasite was Omega Man’s son this entire time, why did you not tell anyone?” I said. “That’s really important information.”
Dragon King locked eyes with me. “Remember what I once told you last year, Ashley? Knowledge is power. And the knowledge of Parasite’s true parentage is powerful indeed.”
“So my father wasn’t Robert Candle after all …” Parasite said, sounding devastated. “I’m not the son of a supervillain at all … I’m the son of a superhero …”
“I still don’t get it,” I said. “Who is Maria Mesa and why did Omega Man have a child with her at all? And what the heck does the Demon of the Underground have to do with any of this?”
“I do not have the answers to those questions,” said Dragon King. He glanced at Omega Man. “The answers are likely locked within Omega Man’s long-lost memories. Unfortunately, Mind Games did not survive the crash, so he cannot unlock Omega Man’s missing memories for us.”
Parasite looked up suddenly. “Mind Games might not be able to, but I can.”
Without warning, Parasite thrust his hands forward. Bands of white energy shot out of his hands and connected to Omega Man’s head. Omega Man cried out in surprise, falling to his knees. He clutched his head with both hands but seemed unable to rip the energy bands off his temples.
“Omega Man!” I said, stepping forward.
Gentleman appeared between us and Parasite and Omega Man, however, his sword drawn and held out before him. “Don’t. Parasite isn’t even hurting Omega Man. He’s simply unlocking his memories.”
“You mean he could do that the entire time?” said Jake in disbelief. “No way.”
“Not the entire time, no,” said Gentleman, shaking his head. “It’s a new power he picked up in Superbia right before we left for America. He stole the power from a neo-psychologist who regularly used his power to help patients suffering from amnesia. I thought it was a pointless power to steal myself, but now I can see that I was perhaps a bit too quick to judge it.”
“How do we know that you’re telling the truth?” said Dad, his hands balling into fists. “For all we know, Parasite might be harming Omega Man and you’re just lying to keep us from saving him.”
“I’m not lying this time,” said Gentleman. He stepped aside suddenly, lowering his blade. “But if you don’t believe me, then see for yourself.”
At this point, Parasite had withdrawn the white tendrils that had latched onto Omega Man’s head. Omega Man himself still knelt on the ground, his head in his hands, his breathing harsh. Granted, Omega Man already looked in bad shape, but now he looked even worse.
“It didn’t work,” said Jake. He glared at Gentleman. “You lied. I—”
“No, Jake,” said Omega Man in a strained voice. “It worked. I remember it. I remember everything.”
Omega Man looked up. A new light of understanding dawned in his eyes. I hadn’t realized it, but before Parasite unlocked his memories, Omega Man had seemed like he was only half-awake most of the time or like he was missing something important. Now, however, Omega Man looked like he was awake and whole once more.
Slowly, Omega Man rose to his feet again. He rubbed his forehead and sighed. “But I wish I didn’t.”
“What do you mean?” I said. “Omega Man, what, exactly, do you remember?”
Omega Man looked at us, a pained expression on his face. “The truth. About me. About Maria. About Parasite. And about how I caused so much suffering for all of us.”
“Omega Man, you didn’t do anything wrong,” said Jake. “Since you got back, you’ve actually been a great help.”
Omega Man shook his head. “No. I now see why I wanted to forget my memories. My life would have been better without them.”
“Tell us your story, then,” said Triplet. “Tell us the truth. What really happened when you first disappeared over fourteen years ago?”
I thought it was really insensitive of Triplet to brazenly question Omega Man like that, but Omega Man, surprisingly, didn’t look offended. He looked a bit reluctant, however, still rubbing his forehead.
“As most of you know, I disappeared almost fifteen years ago at the height of the Neo-Plague,” said Omega Man. “I, unfortunately, got infected with the Neo-Plague after interacting with someone who had it. So I self-isolated myself in my apartment on Hero Island, letting other people deliver food and groceries to me and generally keeping to myself.”
“And when Professor Hernandez found a cure and it was brought to you, you were missing from your apartment,” I said. “Right?”
Omega Man nodded. “Yes. And that’s where everyone thought the story ended … but now, I know the next part, although I wish to God I did not.”
Omega Man took another deep breath. “There was indeed a woman I knew, a woman I loved. Her name was Maria Mesa, a super who could levitate. She was an NHA member and we first met on a mission in North Carolina, where we quickly fell in love. We kept our relationship a secret, however, because I didn’t want to endanger her life or cause any complications in the NHA. Technically speaking, I was not supposed to date other NHA members as the leader of the NHA, so I was already violating the rules just by dating her.”
“It became a lot more than just dating, though,” I said, “didn’t it?”
Omega Man nodded again. “Indeed. We fell desperately in love. We talked on the phone every day and saw each other in person as much as we could. If anyone had looked at my mission logs, they would have seen that I went on more missions with Maria than anyone else. No one did, fortunately, but it would have been a good indicator of our relationship to anyone paying attention.”
“All right,” said Jake. “So how did you get from your apartment to underneath the Academy?”
Omega Man rubbed his forehead. “Maria came to visit me in the dead of night about a month after my self-isolation. She told me that she was making her own cure for the Neo-Plague and had gotten her hands on a sample of the virus to develop a vaccine. I suppose I should mention that Maria was a virus researcher, although a very independent one, I admit, who wasn’t exactly popular with her fellow neogeneticists for her unconventional views on the Neo-Plague.”
“What were her unconventional views?” I said.
“She believed in testing the Neo-Plague vaccine on supers directly, rather than using lab rats or mice or something like that,” Omega Man replied. “She also believed that the scientific establishment was moving too slow to develop a cure and thought she could get one developed faster on her own. She needed a test subject to try out her vaccine, however, and I was her best bet due to our relationship.”
“So you let her experiment on you?” I said. “Without telling anyone else?”
“Yes,” said Omega Man. “As I said, Maria was kind of a rogue researcher and I was desperate enough to try anything. So I went with Maria, leaving my apartment without telling anyone, to the most secret place we could find: The Underground Academy. There, Maria performed her experiments on me and discovered a cure for the Neo-Plague … although it was a very slow-acting one.”
“Slow-acting?” I repeated. “Is that why you were in that pod?”
“Yes,” said Omega Man again. “It’s a modified version of the coma pods you might see in modern hospitals. Coma pods are normally supposed to be used by coma patients to keep them comfortable and in good health while they rest. They often have the side effect, however, of altering or even deleting the memories of people who stay in them for longer than six months, which is why there are so many restrictions on using them.”
“So Maria put you in a coma pod so the vaccine could do its thing,” I said. “Is that why you were in there for so long?”
Omega Man nodded once more. “That was the idea. She wanted me to be comfortable and thought that the coma pod would accelerate the vaccine. To her credit, it did work because I am entirely free of the Neo-Plague. It just lasted a little bit longer than I expected.”
“Is that where Overkill got the Neo-Plague sample he used to make Neo-Gas?” Triplet questioned, glancing at Overkill’s corpse. “I would imagine that Maria would have needed several samples to test it.”
Omega Man, however, shook his head. “No. He got it from me, extracting the traces of Neo-Plague left in my system. That’s why Neo-Gas only removes powers and lacks the lethal effects of the Neo-Plague.”
“Fascinating,” said Triplet, tapping his chin. He glanced at Parasite. “And where does Parasite fit into all of this?”
Omega Man took another deep breath. “Maria and I were deeply in love, as I said. We even got married in secret and she became pregnant with my child and even gave birth to him under an assumed name. But when I came down with the Neo-Plague, I was worried about what it might do to our son, Rodrigo, who we named after Maria’s father. We did develop a costume for him, although long before the Neo-Plague, but only because we were thinking about his future as a superhero because I knew we couldn’t keep him a secret forever. I never got to know him, though, because Maria, I think, gave him up for adoption early on because she didn’t think that either of us would live long enough to raise him”
“So what happened to Maria and Parasite?” said Triplet. “We know that Maria died, but when and how?”
“Sometime after I went into hibernation,” said Omega Man. “If I had to guess, I would say the Neo-Plague got her. She had gotten it herself while working on me and didn’t have another coma pod for her own use. She injected herself with the vaccine she made, but as I said, it was slow-acting and only really worked if you stay still. Likely she died from that and was buried in her hometown, but I don’t know for sure. As for Parasite, I am not sure how he ended up in the orphanage where he grew up.”
“I know the answer to that question,” said Triplet. “Baby Rodrigo was put in the orphanage where he grew up by Calvin Kilter, who was an old friend of Maria’s. Calvin was actually Parasite’s godfather, but put Parasite in an orphanage because Maria was worried about what might happen if someone found out who Parasite’s father was, as Omega Man has made more than a few enemies over the years. Turns out that Calvin didn’t get Parasite from Overkill and he just told me that to protect Omega Man and Maria’s privacy.”
“If Calvin was so close to Omega Man, why did he become a Guardian?” I said. “And what about the photo of my sixth birthday?”
Triplet shook his head. “Apparently, he thought that Omega Man ‘used’ Maria and didn’t save her when he could, which soured his opinion on supers as a whole. He joined the Guardians a few years later. As for the sixth birthday photo, I discovered that it was a forgery created by Parasite himself to throw off our investigation using photo-manipulation software. It was a red herring, nothing more, nothing less.”
“Ah,” said Omega Man with a nod. “Yes. I remember Calvin, too, though I was never as close to him as Maria … as Maria was.”
Omega Man sounded very sad when he said that. It was obvious that he was still deeply in love with Maria, made all the more tragic by his recent amnesia.
“Hold on,” said Theo, holding up a hand. “If Maria was infected with the Neo-Plague, then wouldn’t she have somehow passed it onto Parasite, who she was pregnant with at the time?”
Omega Man shook his head rapidly. “No. Parasite was born before the Neo-Plague, but … I think Maria did inject the vaccine into him, which gave him an immunity to the Neo-Plague, to ensure that he would never get the Neo-Plague and die from it. That may also be why he is immune to Neo-Gas, which is derived from the Neo-Plague.”
“Makes sense,” I said, “though it’s still pretty wild when you think about it.”
“And what about the Demon of the Underground?” Shade asked. “Ashley mentioned that earlier. Do you know what it is?”
Omega Man shrugged. “The Demon is the protector of the Academy. That’s about all I know for sure. Maria said it was some kind of cryptid, not a literal demon, which existed long before the Academy was built. It had been awakened when the Underground Academy was built and had taken on the job of protecting the Underground, which was part of the reason why it attacked workers and teachers who went down there. It liked Maria, however, because apparently her father had saved its life once, and liked me because Maria loved me.”
“I see,” I said, raising my hands. “Everything makes so much more sense now thanks to your explanation.”
“It does,” Omega Man agreed. He looked at Parasite with pained eyes. “I am sorry, Rodrigo, for abandoning you. If it had been my decision, I would have stayed with you and raised you as my son. I hope you can forgive me now that you know the truth.”
Parasite was oddly silent. He stared at the ground, perhaps struggling to make sense of what he had just been told. Not that I could blame him. Parasite had built his whole identity on being the latest in a long line of supervillains. If it turned out that he was actually the son of the greatest superhero of all time, then his reaction made sense.
But I did watch him a bit more carefully than normal. Parasite was inherently unpredictable. There was no telling how he would react to Omega Man’s revelations.
Finally, Parasite raised his head slowly until he locked eyes with Omega Man. “There’s only one thing I want to tell you, Omega Man, now that I know the truth.”
Omega Man smiled hopefully. “And what would that be?”
Parasite grinned like a maniac. “Die.”
With that, Parasite raised his hands and blasted Omega Man with green lightning.




CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE


Omega Man went flying from the impact of the green lightning. He crashed into the foot of the Omega Sentinel, smoke rising from his bare, scorched chest. I would have thought he was dead if his chest didn’t rise and fall, albeit slowly and painfully. 
“Omega Man!” said Jake in horror. He zipped over to Omega Man and knelt beside him, shaking him. “No, no, no, Omega Man, don’t die. Stay with us. Please don’t die.”
“You jerk,” said Dad, his hands balling into fists.
Without hesitation, Dad rushed toward Parasite and swung a fist crackling with red electricity at Parasite. Parasite, however, caught Dad’s fist in his own before kneeing Dad in the gut. The blow caused Dad to slump, only for Parasite to lift him over his head and slam him down onto the ground.
Mom stepped forward and fired over a dozen sharp ice spikes at Parasite. Parasite summoned a golden energy barrier around himself, causing the spikes to shatter against it.
As for Dad, he rose to his feet and, pulling back both fists, slammed them into Parasite’s barrier. The barrier, however, didn’t even budge under Dad’s punches, causing Parasite to chuckle.
“This is the same barrier currently keeping out a heck of a lot of other superheroes,” Parasite said to Dad, tapping on the barrier’s surface. “Even you can’t break this, but keep trying. Your impotent anger is really cute.”
“Why?” said Dad. “Why did you attack Omega Man? He’s your own father. I thought you would be happy to finally meet your dad.”
Parasite laughed. It was mad laughter, madder than usual, enough to set my teeth on edge. His laughter echoed through the parking lot of the Auditorium, causing all of us to look at him with a mixture of dread and anticipation.
“Why are you laughing?” I said, backing away closer to Mom. “What’s so funny?”
Parasite stopped laughing and looked at us with amusement in his eyes. “Everything, but mostly the assumption that I wouldn’t kill my own dad.”
“It’s not an unreasonable assumption to make,” I said, “given your obsession with your family legacy and all that.”
Parasite rolled his shoulders. “If my dad had been Robert Candle, I wouldn’t have tried to kill him. But Omega Man? Yeah. Like I’m not going to try to kill him.”
“But why?” I said. “You’ve always wanted to have a dad, haven’t you? Now you do.”
“Don’t you understand?” said Parasite. “I didn’t want a superhero dad. I wanted a supervillain dad. Do you really think I can go back and become a hero myself, knowing my past?”
“I didn’t say that you could or should,” I said. “I—”
Parasite spread his arms, apparently ignoring me. “I want you all to understand that in this world, supers can be divided between heroes and villains. There are already plenty of heroes in the world, maybe too many of them. Why not balance things out a bit with a few villains? And why can’t I be one of those villains?”
“So you don’t actually care about your family legacy at all and just used that as an excuse to be a villain,” I said. “Yeah, makes sense.”
“It’s not that simple,” said Parasite. “So what if Omega Man is my father? As I told you a long time ago, Ashley, it’s too late for me now. I’ve made my choice. I can’t be ‘redeemed.’ I can only continue to be Parasite, the most terrifying—and now, most powerful—supervillain who has ever lived, the supervillain who will kill Omega Man, Bolt, and the entire Academy, the child spoken of by the Guardians of Humanity. That is my destiny and it is a destiny I happily accept.”
I shook my head. “You really are insane, Parasite, you know that?”
“Insane?” said Parasite. He shrugged. “Maybe a little. But who isn’t at least a little crazy?”
Parasite dropped the barrier and thrust his hands forward. Quicksand appeared under Dad’s feet, causing Dad to sink into it up to his waist in less than a second. Parasite turned both of his arms into blades and raised them above his head, but before he could finish Dad off, a stream of gold-and-white fire enveloped Parasite. Parasite screamed in agony as the flames covered his body.
Startled, I looked over to see Dragon King with his mouth open, hot fire spewing forth like a volcano. Dragon King kept the stream up, his eyes completely lacking even a hint of mercy as he poured more and more flame onto Parasite. Parasite’s concentration must have shattered because the quicksand disappeared, allowing Dad to pull himself out and run over back to us safely out of the way of the fire.
A second later, Dragon King cut off his flames, allowing us to see Parasite still standing. But his body was protected by a barrier again, a barrier which was actually cracked slightly, though the cracks were starting to repair themselves even as we watched. His costume was still blackened in a few areas, though he must have gotten the barrier up fast enough to avoid the worst of the flames.
Parasite turned his gaze to Dragon King, a scowl on his face. “That’s right. I forgot about you.”
“You shouldn’t,” said Dragon King, his tail weaving through the air behind him like a snake. “Unless you want to be ripped apart piece by piece, that is.”
Then Dragon King looked at us and said, “A truce? At least until Parasite is nothing more than burnt bones under my feet? Given how much of a threat that Parasite poses not just to America, but the world, I feel it is prudent that we put aside our differences long enough to eliminate him.”
Despite my distrust of Dragon King, I nodded. “All right. We can work together until we defeat Parasite.”
“Excellent,” said Dragon King. His eyes shifted over to Parasite and licked his lips. “It won’t take much effort for my teeth to grind every bone in your body into powder.”
Dragon King charged toward Parasite, his heavy footfalls causing the ground to shake. Parasite, however, dropped his barrier and pulled back his fists. He disappeared suddenly, his body blending in with his surroundings and making him impossible to see.
Dragon King screeched to a halt and looked around in confusion. “Where did you go? Parasite, show yourself!”
“He’s using his camouflage ability!” I said. “He could be anywhere. Watch—”
I didn’t get to finish my sentence because Parasite suddenly appeared on top of Dragon King’s head. He raised his fists and smashed them down into the top of Dragon King’s skull hard.
Parasite’s fists slammed Dragon King’s head into the ground. The impact was a bit like a meteor, causing the ground to shake once again. Ronny finally woke up, staring with bleary eyes, confusion in his eyes, though I didn’t pay him too much attention.
No, my attention was focused on Dragon King, who now lay, apparently unconscious, on the ground. The top of his head had a dent in the shape of Parasite’s fists centered in it, while Dragon King’s eyes were closed. I didn’t see any blood, though I imagined that Dragon King had to be suffering from a lot of internal injuries.
Parasite rose to his full height, shaking off his fists. “There. Took me a bit more effort than I expected, but in the end, his skull wasn’t thick enough for these fists.”
Uh-oh. Parasite had killed Overkill and Dragon King like they were nothing. He really was too powerful. And we couldn’t even de-power him with the Neo-Gas that the Guardians had dropped, either.
That just left one question in my mind: How the heck were we supposed to beat him?
Parasite turned his gaze turned us, a mad smile on his lips. “With those distractions out of the way, I say it’s time I finished you losers off. I’m just trying to decide if I want to kill you all quickly or slowly pick you off one by one. Tell me, which one would you prefer?”
“I say we pick a third option,” said Shade. “Namely, your death.”
Hundreds of shadow tendrils erupted from the shadows around Parasite and shot toward him. Parasite, however, unleashed two powerful fireballs that completely incinerated the tendrils.
Before Shade could react, Parasite launched himself off of Dragon King and landed in our midst. With a kick he sent Sofia and Sea Sister flying, while he landed a solid punch on Theo’s jaw, knocking him out instantly.
Dad, however, caught Parasite’s other fist and slammed his fist into Parasite’s gut. Parasite grunted, but headbutted Dad, causing Dad to stumble backward. Parasite took a step forward, only for Mom to thrust out one hand and freeze Parasite’s legs, stopping him in his tracks.
Parasite, however, shattered the ice with little effort. He then fired a fireball at Mom, which was too close range for her to dodge or block.
So I summoned a light barrier in front of Mom, which blocked the fireball, causing it to explode harmlessly against the barrier. Even so, the sudden explosions and violence did cause Ronny to cry, clutching Mom tightly for security.
“Mom!” I said. “Get Ronny out of here! Dad, Jake, Shade, and I will deal with Parasite!”
Mom, fortunately, didn’t argue. She just nodded once and took off toward the Omega Sentinel statue. Jake zipped past her on his way to us and then began running around Parasite, striking him over and over again all over his body.
But then Parasite held out a hand and caught Jake’s throat. Holding Jake up, Parasite turned his right hand into a blade and prepared to stab it into Jake’s chest.
I ran forward to stop Parasite, only for Parasite to abruptly whirl around and throw Jake at me like a football. Jake crashed into me and we both fell onto the ground in a confused heap of limbs.
“Ouch!” I said, untangling myself from Jake and rolling to the side. “Watch where you’re going! Nearly cracked my skull open.”
“Sorry,” Jake grumbled as he sat up, too. “Next time, I’ll tell Parasite to throw me the other way.”
Shaking my head, I looked up to see Dad and Shade fighting Parasite. Shade used her shadow tendrils to restrain or distract Parasite while Dad would shoot red lightning bolts at him that were clearly designed to kill. Parasite, however, used his powers extremely well, summoning shields to protect himself or shooting fireballs when there was an opening. It was amazing how even they were with Parasite and made me worry even more about our chances of defeating him.
But before Jake and I could rush back into battle, Gentleman appeared in front of us all of a sudden, his sword drawn and pointed at us.
“Hello there,” said Gentleman in his usual cold voice. “If you are thinking of helping Bolt and Shade kill Parasite, I’m afraid you will need to deal with me first.”
Jake jumped to his feet and glared at Gentleman. “We were going to do that, yeah, but maybe I’ll just crack your skull instead.”
Gentleman smirked. “Still can’t let go of my ‘betrayal,’ huh? It’s been four years. Get over it.”
Jake shook his head. “No way. I’ll never forgive you. You said you would protect Ashley. You lied.”
Rising to my feet, I said, “Be careful, Jake. I have a feeling that this isn’t even the real Gentleman.”
“Correct,” said Gentleman. “But why don’t you take your best guess and find out which one is real?”
With a snap of his fingers, Gentleman summoned over a dozen illusionary clones of himself. In fact, now that I looked, I counted nearly two dozen, about twice the number he usually created, and they were all extremely realistic and identical in appearance.
“I know you have received mental self-defense training from Mind Games, Ashley,” said Gentleman, every clone speaking at once. “But can you tell which one is the real Gentleman? I don’t think so. Not when there are over two dozen clones of me, each one identical to the last. Especially when they are moving.”
The Gentleman clones started circling around us, creating a blur of black motion. Gentleman was right. As long as they moved, it was impossible to spot the minute differences that would expose the real Gentleman. At any point, Gentleman could jump out from the crowd and kill us both before we even knew it. That was probably his plan. Confuse us with his illusions and then take us down when we least expected it.
“There are too many of them,” I said to Jake, the two of us standing back to back to try to keep an eye on all of the illusions at once. “If they stayed still, I could probably identify which one is the real Gentleman, but not when they’re moving.”
“I know,” said Jake. “If only there was some way to attack them all at—Hey, wait a minute! Sis, I got an idea.”
I groaned. “That’s trouble.”
“No, it’s a good idea,” Jake insisted, “but I can’t tell you what it is. Instead, you need to stay right here and don’t move a muscle, okay?”
I frowned. “I mean, I wasn’t planning to go anywhere, but—”
“Great,” said Jake, patting my shoulder. “Stay right here. I’ll be back in a flash.”
Before I could question exactly what Jake was planning to do, he looked at the Gentleman clones and yelled, “Hey, Gentleman! You know what I am going to do? I’m going to kick your butt.”
One of the Gentleman clones to my right laughed. “Go ahead and try. I’d like to see a stupid kid like you see through my illusions.”
Jake smirked. “I don’t need to see through them. I just need to beat them.”
In the next second, Jake launched forward and began running among the Gentleman clones. Everywhere he went, he swung his fists, causing them to disappear or shimmer when they turned out to be illusions.
Now I saw Jake’s plan. He was using his super-speed to run among the clones and find the real one by process of elimination. There was no way I could do that with any degree of accuracy. Only Jake, with his super-speed and quick-thinking, could hope to pull off a plan like this.
The Gentleman clones did their best to attack Jake, but because they were illusions, their attacks did nothing to him. And Jake was well aware of this fact, not even bothering to dodge their illusionary swords that came down on him like swarms of angry wasps.
But so far, Jake had not found the real Gentleman, although I could tell that the clones were starting to get worried. He must have been getting close.
That was when one of the Gentleman launched forward toward me all of a sudden. He raised his sword over his head, ready to slash me. I tried to summon a light barrier, but my heart spiked with pain, which caused me to cry out as my concentration shattered.
“Time to die, Ashley,” said Gentleman, raising his sword high. “One stab to the head and—”
Jake jumped over my head and, with a yell, slammed the sole of his boot into Gentleman’s face. The impact was hard enough to send both Gentleman’s mask and hat flying off. It also slammed Gentleman onto the ground, where he lay, his body unmoving as blood leaked out from the side of his mouth. It was hard to tell, but it looked like Jake had broken some of Gentleman’s teeth.
Landing on the other side of Gentleman, Jake turned around and spat on him. “There. I said I would crack your skull and I did. Any snide comments about that?”
Gentleman, naturally, said nothing, although a weak groan did escape his lips.
“I thought so,” said Jake in satisfaction. He looked at Ashley. “Sis, this creep didn’t hurt you, did he?”
“No, he didn’t,” I said, shaking my head. “But we need to help Dad and Shade with Parasite. They’re—”
A shriek of pain interrupted me, causing me and Jake to look over at the source:
Shade was impaled on Parasite’s blade arm, her mouth open in terror, while Dad lay on the ground a few feet away, apparently unconscious or maybe even dead.




CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO


Before our startled eyes, Parasite yanked his blade out of Shade’s stomach. She fell down onto her hands and knees, only for Parasite to kick her in the jaw, the blow knocking her over onto her back. Shade groaned and clutched her bleeding stomach, her skin even paler than normal. 
“There,” said Parasite. He raised his sword arm to his lips. “Time to get a taste of your blood and find out if you are delicious or disgusting.”
Alarmed, I knew we couldn’t let Parasite have even one sip of Shade’s blood. If he could control the shadows—especially at night—he would be virtually unstoppable.
Jake seemed to realize that, too, because he zoomed forward and kicked Parasite in the back. The impact sent Parasite staggering forward, but he quickly whirled around and slashed at Jake, who zipped out of the way before Parasite’s sword could hit him.
“Dumb brat,” said Parasite. “Slow down.”
Parasite thrust out a hand and a blue light flashed from his palm. Jake suddenly slowed down to a crawl. He was obviously trying to run as quickly as he could, but for some reason, he seemed to be running in slow motion.
“Another power of mine,” said Parasite with a mad grin. “Stole it from a rapper in Superbia. Only lasts for ten minutes, but that should be more than enough time to kill you.”
Parasite fired a fireball at Jake, but I summoned another light barrier in front of him and the fireball exploded against it. That caused Parasite to look at me, causing his smile to grow even bigger.
“Ashley,” said Parasite, turning to face me. “How could I possibly forget you? The girl who beat me, the girl who has made my life a living hell for the past four years.”
“You did that yourself,” I replied. “I didn’t want to fight you. You picked a fight with me. Sorry you can’t stand getting beaten by a girl.”
“I don’t mind strong women,” said Parasite, “although I’m fairly sure there aren’t any women even half as strong as me, not at this point. No, I’m mostly just done with you, Ashley.”
“Why?” I said. “We know that you aren’t related to the Candles anymore. Why do you still hate me in particular?”
“Because we’re arch-enemies,” Parasite replied. He spread his arms. “Every superhero needs a supervillain. I am the Master Chaos to your Genius, even if I am not directly related to him.”
“It’s still so dumb,” I said, “but if that’s the choice you’ve made, then I guess I have no choice but to respect it.”
“A wise decision,” said Parasite. “For the little time you have left, anyway.”
Parasite thrust out his hands. The ground underneath me turned into quicksand faster than I could respond. I sank into it up to my waist and struggled to pull myself out, despite knowing how impossible it was to escape from quicksand on my own.
“I am not, however, sure that it is wise for you to keep fighting me,” said Parasite. “I know how bad your condition has gotten. If you keep fighting me, you will just hurt—and maybe even kill—yourself. Is that what you really want?”
“I’m going to die anyway,” I replied. “Might as well do it fighting you.”
Parasite laughed. “Spoken like a true superhero. Yes, Ashley, you and I really are meant to be together. Not as friends or lovers, but as eternal enemies for the rest of our lives.”
I scowled, but Parasite had a point about my condition. I could feel it getting worse as time went on. Sooner or later, my heart would give out and I would die.
But I also didn’t have the luxury of dying. Not when so much was riding on my shoulders. Everyone else was either dead, defeated, or gone. I was the only person standing between Parasite and the complete and the deaths of my family and everyone in the Academy. If the only way to beat Parasite was to give up my life, then so be it.
I thrust out my hands, but I didn’t craft a light spear. No, I summoned Arthur the puppet, who appeared behind Parasite and immediately slashed at him. Arthur’s sword slashed into Parasite’s back, causing Parasite to yell in pain as the Construct cleaved his flesh. It caused Parasite’s concentration to shatter, allowing me to climb out of the quicksand before I could sink into it any further.
Arthur, however, was not so lucky. Parasite turned around and punched him in the face and Arthur shattered into a million pieces. Not surprising given how little light I had to work with, but that was fine. I summoned my Light Armor around myself and a light hammer and ran toward Parasite as fast as I could.
Parasite, however, was still faster. He rushed toward me and punched me in the stomach, the blow shattering my Light Armor and making me cry out in pain. He grabbed my neck and lifted me off the ground, his iron grip crushing my throat, making it hard to breathe. His other hand turned into a blade, with which he cut my cheek slightly, just enough to get some blood, which he put into his mouth. His body glowed yellow and he made a satisfying grunt.
Then Parasite looked up at me with amused eyes. “You put up a good fight for a moment there, Ashley, and your blood tastes really good. Unfortunately for you, it wasn’t good enough. Tonight, you will be the first to die. But don’t worry. I will make sure to put your powers to good use … killing your own family members.”
My eyes widened in anger and fear, but before I could react, the sounds of hundreds of footsteps could be heard coming toward us. Parasite must have heard them, too, because he looked around in confusion and said, “Where are all of those footsteps coming from?”
I had the same question. Due to how Parasite held my neck, my vision was limited, although I did manage to look around a little bit. The footsteps sounded like they were coming from all sides, making it impossible to pinpoint an exact direction from which they came.
Then the roar of a dragon pierced the air and Barrett, still in his dragon form, flew up from behind the burning Auditorium. At the same time, the other students and teachers began pouring out from behind, between, and sometimes inside the various dorm buildings. Everywhere I looked, I saw what looked like the entire student body of the Academy—all Teams and years present—assembling around us. I even saw the security guards, led by a tired-looking but unharmed Barney, walking with the Team Cape students.
My eyes were drawn to Courtney and Nigel leading the Team Justice students in particular. Courtney shot me a smile, looking quite tired although in decent shape. Nigel also smiled and waved at me excitedly. I would have smiled and waved back, but with Parasite holding me like this, my movement was pretty limited. I also spotted Barret’s dragon form walking behind the students, his eyes glowing golden with power.
Soon, the entire student body had emerged from the Underground. No matter where I looked, I saw hundreds and hundreds of students. Parasite was looking around in confusion, too, his head whipping back and forth, although he didn’t let up the pressure on my neck at all.
“Where did all of these people come from?” said Parasite. “I thought that everyone was still in the Underground.”
Night Soldier stepped out from the Team Justice students, his trusty nightstick in his hand. His costume was ripped and torn in several places and blood leaked down the side of his face, but he still looked ready to fight.
“Between the Neo-Gas filling the Underground up and the defeat of the Superbians, we had no choice but to return to the surface,” said Night Soldier. He pointed his nightstick at Parasite. “Although those aren’t the main reasons we came here.”
Courtney stepped forward next to Night Soldier. “Yeah. We want our Ashley back.”
Parasite laughed. His laughter was even madder than usual, the sound causing many of the students and teachers to look at him even more warily than before. I also noticed my friends and allies who Parasite had already defeated starting to stir, although even Dad wouldn’t be able to save me now.
“What are you laughing at?” I asked, my voice strained.
“Ashley, my dear, do you really believe that they want you back?” asked Parasite. He looked at Courtney with a smirk. “Maybe you do, seeing as you are her friend, but the rest of you? I doubt it. Everyone knows about Ashley’s condition now. Gentleman told me all about how you students have consistently treated Ashley like she has the plague. In fact, that’s how supers, in general, treat people who have Hernandez’s Disease. There’s no real love there.”
Parasite swept his free hand to indicate the students. “No, the real reason you’re here is that this is your last chance to stop me. You want to overwhelm me with your numbers. And it might just work … or it would have if I hadn’t already stolen Jet Striker’s powers. If you want to get slaughtered, that’s fine by me. Just don’t dress up your self-interest in enlightened clothing, okay?”
I gulped, a motion made difficult by Parasite’s grip on my neck. Parasite had a point. No one aside from my close friends had objected when I told everyone I was going to hand myself to Dragon King. And now that the whole school knew about my condition, they had even less reason to support me. Courtney, Nigel, Night Soldier, and Barrett all cared about me, but as for the rest?
It was probably, as Parasite said, self-interest. Nothing more, nothing less. Which wasn’t a bad thing, but it also wasn’t a good thing.
Then Nigel stepped forward and, looking directly into Parasite’s eyes, said, “You are wrong.”
Parasite tilted his head to the side. “Oh, yeah, Bug Boy? Wrong how?”
“Wrong that we don’t care about Ashley,” said Nigel. He gestured at the other students. “Maybe not everyone here is Ashley’s best friend, but we are all Academy students. And there’s no way in hell that we’d ever let a guy like you take our Ashley. Right?”
Nigel raised his voice when he said that, causing a chorus of ‘Right!’s and ‘You tell ‘em, Nige!’s to erupt from the students. Some of the students even began chanting my name over and over again, the chant rapidly spreading through the crowd until it seemed like every student from every Team was chanting it. Even the teachers were chanting my name, with Courtney and Nigel chanting louder than anyone.
Tears welled up in my eyes. I probably would have cried if Parasite wasn’t choking me. Was everyone really willing to risk their lives just to save mine? Did the other Academy students really care about me that much, that they were willing to go up against Parasite—perhaps the most powerful super in the world right now—just for me?
It didn’t make sense. I couldn’t understand it.
But I also couldn’t deny it.
Even Parasite looked stunned by the chanting. His head whipped back and forth, disbelief evident in his eyes. His grip on my neck even seemed to loosen slightly, though not quite enough to let me down.
“We’re giving you a choice, Parasite,” said Nigel. He pointed at Parasite again. “Let Ashley go, unharmed, or face the combined wrath of every single student from all six Teams in the Academy and all of the teachers, too.”
Nigel’s ferociousness took me by complete surprise. Was this really the same timid, nonviolent boy I dueled at the beginning of the school year? Yet here he was, trash-talking, even threatening, Parasite to his face without any fear or hesitation. He really was a brave kid.
Parasite seemed to be considering his options. He looked around for a moment before returning his gaze to Nigel again. “You drive a hard bargain, kid. But I think I’ll pick a third option.”
Nigel frowned. “Oh, yeah? And what’s that?”
Parasite’s eyes gleamed with madness. “I’ll eat every single super in the Academy, starting with you.”
Parasite thrust his hand out. A lasso made of energy exploded from his hand and wrapped around Nigel, yanking him toward Parasite before either Night Soldier or Courtney could stop him. Nigel landed at Parasite’s feet, where he struggled futilely against the energy lasso that bound his arms and legs together.
“I’ve heard about you, kid,” said Parasite. “You’re the one who can spontaneously create any power you want, right? They say it’s a ‘disorder,’ but I wonder if it’s really a power itself. If so, then I’ll definitely get it if I drink your blood.”
Parasite suddenly dropped me onto the ground. I gasped for air and felt my neck, but found it hard to move. I could barely breathe, which, combined with my heart feeling like it was about to explode, made it almost impossible for me to do anything.
Parasite reached down toward the struggling Nigel, who was so scared now that he was crying. I tried to crawl over to him, but couldn’t. All I could do was watch as Parasite picked up Nigel by the collar of his shirt.
Night Soldier and the other teachers rushed forward to stop him, but Parasite waved his other hand and another energy barrier appeared around us. The barrier must have been even stronger than normal because none of the teachers could even crack it, even though I could hear them attacking it.
Parasite, of course, had eyes for no one other than Nigel. He licked his lips eagerly, his sword arm pointed at Nigel.
“I can’t wait to eat you,” said Parasite in a deadly low voice. “Once I drink your blood, I will become literally unstoppable … and not even all of the world’s supers will be able to stop me.”




CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE


I watched helplessly as Parasite eyed Nigel hungrily. I wanted to get up, to fight him, to save Nigel, but my body just wouldn’t respond. Every movement caused me immense pain. It felt like the only thing I could do was lie there and watched as Parasite prepared to devour Nigel. 
Nigel, of course, was bawling by now. The tears on his face mixed with the blood leaking from his nose, making him look absolutely terrible. It pained me to see Nigel crying, fearful and helpless. He reminded me of Jake one time when he was younger and had had a terrible nightmare one night and needed me to comfort him.
Only this time, I couldn’t even comfort myself.
Licking his lips, Parasite said, “Don’t cry, boy. Soon, all your pain and suffering will be over. But the pain and suffering of others … oh, that will begin once I consume your so-called ‘disorder’.”
Parasite, rather than stab Nigel, simply wiped his nose, taking some of his blood. Then Parasite licked his the blood off his finger, making a satisfied noise as the blood entered his system. His body began flashing purple again, just like when he stole Jet Striker’s powers.
“No …” I said in a low voice. “Parasite …”
Parasite licked his lips, apparently ignoring me. “Hmm … a little bland, but with a nice salty flavor. It feels good, though, I will give you that.”
I bit my lower lip. Parasite stealing my powers was bad enough, but stealing Nigel’s, too? He really was unstoppable now.
Without warning, Parasite’s body started flashing an ugly red instead of purple. Parasite himself grunted and dropped Nigel, who landed roughly at his feet. Despite his fear, Nigel quickly crawled away from Parasite toward me. He snuggled right up against me, clutching my body hard as tears continued to stream out of his eyes. I held the shaking, quivering boy against me as firmly as I could, despite my own weakness.
But my attention wasn’t on Nigel. It was on Parasite.
Parasite was clutching his chest and panting heavily. Every time his body pulsed red, a painful groan escaped his mouth. He staggered forward and leaned against his own barrier, his breathing becoming hard and heavy.
“Hot …” Parasite moaned. “Why … why am I so hot …”
With a grunt, Parasite ripped his nearly ruined mask off his face and threw it aside. This allowed me to see Parasite’s mask-less face for the first time.
He looked shockingly young, his black hair messy and tangled. Heavy bags hung under his eyes, while his eyes themselves seemed to be turning red with blood. Blood dribbled from the corners of his mouth, his nose, and even his ears, filling the air with the metallic scent of blood.
“B-Blood?” said Parasite, touching his mouth. “My blood? Why—?”
Without warning, Parasite’s right arm jerked out. It transformed into a snake, which hissed angrily in the air before turning into rope and then abruptly catching fire. Parasite’s legs turned into half-stone, half-wood hybrids, while his skin started bubbling and even melting.
“What … is … happening … to me?” said Parasite. “My heart … why does it hurt … why does everything hurt …?”
“Because you got greedy, Rodrigo,” said a familiar voice behind us. “And ate more than your stomach could hold.”
Looking over my shoulder, I saw Professor Hernandez—his skin paler than usual—standing right behind us. He stood with his arms folded behind his back, his gaze fixed on Parasite, his lab coat still stained with his own blood from when Overkill shot him.
“Professor H-Hernandez?” said Parasite. He scowled. “Die!”
Parasite thrust his burning arm forward. Thick bone spikes shot out of the flames toward Professor Hernandez too fast for him to dodge.
But as it turned out, Professor Hernandez didn’t need to dodge. The spikes simply passed harmlessly through him and embedded themselves into the barrier behind him.
“Nice try, Rodrigo, but I’m a hologram,” said Professor Hernandez. He nodded at me. “Using Ashley’s Team Watch to project myself into your barrier. Thus, I am not actually here, which is probably for the best.”
“Why’s that?” asked Parasite. “Because you’re afraid I’ll kill you?”
Professor Hernandez shook his head. “No. Because I am afraid you will kill yourself.”
Parasite stared at Professor Hernandez in confusion. “What are you talking about? I’m not even remotely suicidal. I—”
Parasite was interrupted by a column of water spewing forth from his mouth. He practically choked on the water, at least until he closed his mouth, shutting the stream off.
“What the—?” said Parasite as blood and water dripped from his mouth. “Water—? Where did that come—”
He was interrupted again by dark red lasers shooting from his eyes and blasting a hole in his barrier. The hole quickly repaired itself, however, as the eye beams stuttered and died, leaving Parasite panting harder than ever.
“I … I don’t understand,” said Parasite. “Why can’t I control my powers …?”
“That’s what I was going to explain,” said Professor Hernandez. He gestured at Nigel and me. “You stole the powers of Nigel and Ashley by drinking their blood. In Nigel’s case, you were specifically hoping to get his PMD so you could create any power you wished at any time. But you severely miscalculated what would happen if you stole both Nigel and Ashley’s powers at the same time.”
“So what?” said Parasite. “I’ve eaten loads of powers before and I’ve never had a reaction like this.”
“It’s not the powers themselves that are killing you, Rodrigo,” said Professor Hernandez, shaking his head. “It’s their diseases. Which you also ingested along with their blood.”
Big, leathery bat wings exploded out from Parasite’s back in an explosion of blood and gore. Parasite cried out and staggered forward onto the ground, which rapidly turned to mud around him when his hands touched it.
Nonetheless, Parasite looked up at Professor Hernandez in disbelief. “Their diseases? What do you mean?”
“Up until now, every super whose blood you have drunk has been healthy,” Professor Hernandez replied, “or at least didn’t have any blood-related diseases. But Nigel and Ashley do, which is why you’ve never dealt with a reaction like this before.”
Professor Hernandez, his arms folded behind his back, walked past us and stopped between us and Parasite. “If they had been more benign disorders like Temporary Power Failure or even Abrupt Power Change, you might have survived. But Hernandez’s Disease and PMD are both extremely lethal genetic diseases. With PMD, most people who suffer from it die. With Hernandez’s Disease, the kill rate is one hundred percent so far.”
Parasite coughed up some kind of bile that sizzled and burned into the mud at his feet. “I-I don’t understand. Both of those diseases take time to kill the carrier. T-This is immediate.”
“Ordinarily, yes,” said Professor Hernandez with a nod, “but you are not an ordinary super and these are not ordinary circumstances. First off, PMD doesn’t merely give you more powers. It gives you more powers than your body can handle. That’s what is so lethal about it. Supers with PMD develop power after power until they are overwhelmed by their own powers. Add that to your already existing power set—which is infinitely larger than most supers’—and that alone would kill you.”
Professor Hernandez held up a second finger. “But that’s not where it ends. Your body might have been able to handle PMD for a while if you hadn’t also ingested Ashley’s Hernandez’s Disease. As you know, Hernandez’s Disease weakens the natural protections that a super’s body has to keep their powers from harming them. Thus, Hernandez’s Disease has weakened, or perhaps even outright removed, your body’s defenses against your own powers, much less defenses against other powers that you might steal or develop via PMD.”
Parasite’s eyes widened in horror. “Y-You mean my body is tearing itself apart?”
“Exactly,” said Professor Hernandez. He tapped his chin. “Admittedly, this is the first time I’ve seen a super who has both PMD and HD, but that’s my theory about what is happening in your body. By combining both diseases, you basically nuked your own body. Therefore, I expect you to be dead within minutes.”
“Minutes?” Parasite repeated.
“Seconds, if we’re being pessimistic,” said Professor Hernandez. “And no amount of pills—super or otherwise—could remove either condition. You can’t even spray yourself with Neo-Gas, seeing as you are immune to it. Therefore, you are going to die.”
I had to admit, I was impressed. Professor Hernandez had basically diagnosed Parasite on the spot, and with a fair degree of accuracy, too. No wonder he was considered one of the best neogeneticists in the world. Mr. Sycamore probably was just jealous.
“No,” said Parasite. “I can’t die … not like this …”
“It’s not my decision to make,” said Professor Hernandez. His expression softened. “If I could have picked a better future for you, Rodrigo, I would have. I really do believe that you would have made a great neogeneticist if you had stuck with your studies.”
Parasite gulped. “No. I was always destined to be a s-supervillain. Even if my dad is Omega M-Man, villainy is in my nature.”
Professor Hernandez sighed. “I know you believe that, but I don’t. I saw a young scientist in you, Parasite, one with a bright future ahead of him. Perhaps you would have even discovered the cure to Hernandez’s Disease.”
“I don’t need your pity, old man,” Parasite snapped. Smoke started rising from his ears, though he paid no attention to it. “But maybe this isn’t such a bad way to die. It is, after all, l-like Ashley herself killed me. If I h-have to die, I would r-rather die at the hands of my archenemy, as is proper of a supervillain.”
“You’re still obsessed with that even now?” I said. “Parasite …”
“Shut up, Ashley,” said Parasite. He groaned and grinned. “Just because I said I wanted to die at your hands doesn’t mean I won’t take you with me.”
Without warning, Parasite’s body started flashing red again. Smoke and steam rose off his body as his skin melted even further, exposing parts of his skull.
“He’s going to blow!” Nigel yelled in fear. “Ashley, we need to get out of here!”
I looked at the barrier around us. “Can’t. The barrier is still being maintained by Parasite. There’s no way we can get out of here.”
“Maybe try summoning a barrier around both of you?” said Professor Hernandez, looking at us in concern. “Can you do that?”
I shook my head in frustration. “No, I can’t. I don’t have nearly enough light and summoning a barrier might just kill me at this point.”
“So does that mean we’re going to die?” said Nigel. His eyes welled with tears. “I don’t want to die, Ash.”
I stroked Nigel’s head gently, saying, in as calm a voice as I could, “We won’t, Nigel. I don’t know how we will survive, but we will.”
Even as I said that I realized what a terrible lie that was. I had no way of confirming that we would survive. Neither of us had any powers that could help our escape and Professor Hernandez was just a hologram and therefore unable to do anything at all.
Professor Hernandez seemed to be thinking along those lines himself because he said, in a hard voice, “I’m sorry. I wish there was something I could do to help you two, but without being there in person, all I can do is offer moral support.”
“It’s fine, Professor,” I said with a wave of my hand. “Nigel and I will figure something out.”
Of course, we probably wouldn’t now that I thought about it. Parasite was now literally smoking even as his body distorted and shifted in response to the multitude of new powers manifesting in him. He was also laughing mad, pleased that he was going to kill me even if that meant killing himself.
Then, without warning, the barrier shuddered once, twice, and then three times. A bloodied fist smashed through the barrier, grabbed me by the collar of my costume, and yanked me and Nigel both out of the barrier. I saw Professor Hernandez’s holographic form flicker and disappear as I flew out of the barrier, giving me a full, unobstructed view of Parasite’s power meltdown.
Landing on the ground, I looked up to see Omega Man standing over us. He somehow looked even worse than before, panting and sweating, his face covered in blood, his chest still smoking and black.
“Ashley, Nigel,” said Omega Man. “Are you two all right?”
“Parasite is going to explode!” I said, pointing at the hole in the barrier, which hadn’t repaired itself for some reason. “I don’t know how big the explosion will be, but—”
I was interrupted when Parasite—with one final laugh—burst into flames. The explosion shattered the barrier, sending shards of glass-like energy flying everywhere.
But Omega Man knelt over Nigel and me at the last second, covering us with his body. Omega Man was big enough that we were protected by the explosion entirely, the flames roaring around his body. Yet Omega Man didn’t even scream as the flames poured over him, keeping himself firmly covering us until the explosion finally faded.
When the explosion ended, Omega Man stood up and looked over his shoulder. That’s how I was able to see the spot where Parasite had been kneeling moments before.
A small, smoking crater stood where Parasite had knelt. And there was nothing left of Parasite at all, aside from the burnt remains of his mask, which lay at the bottom of the crater, fluttering slightly in the wind.




CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR


Taking a deep breath, I held Nigel closer to me and looked up at Omega Man. “Thank you, Omega Man. I—” 
Omega Man, however, suddenly tilted and fell over onto his side. He just barely avoided falling onto Nigel and me, causing us to scramble to avoid getting crushed by his weight.
“Omega Man?” said Nigel, looking at Omega Man fearfully. “Omega Man, are you okay? Omega Man?”
Omega Man groaned. He rolled onto his stomach, allowing us to see his back.
Or what was left of it. It was a bloody, burned mess. The entire backside of his costume had been burned off, as well as a good chunk of his skin. He looked like he had been lying down inside a furnace, the stench of burnt skin and boiled blood entering my nostrils. He didn’t move even one inch.
“Omega Man!” I cried out. “No!”
Nigel and I crawled over to Omega Man and, with some effort, rolled him over onto his back. At the same time, Dad and Jake rushed over to us, kneeling beside Omega Man alongside us, as well as Mom, who held Ronny in her arms, and even Theo. None of them asked me how I felt, but I understood. Omega Man looked like he was on the verge of death.
“What happened?” said Jake. “What happened to Omega Man?”
“Parasite’s explosion,” I said. “Omega Man’s back got torn up by the shards of the barrier and then burned by the flames from the explosion. Maybe if we can get him to Irma, we might be able to—”
Omega Man hacked and coughed suddenly. “No, Ashley. There’s nothing you or anyone else can do for this old man now. My time … has come.”
Nigel’s eyes widened. “No way! I can heal you. I healed Ashley once. I can heal you as—”
“Nigel,” said Omega Man, turning his head to look at Nigel. “Please. I know my own body well enough to know that I’ve finally reached my limits. After everything I did tonight, it would be strange if I didn’t die.”
I bit my lower lip. Omega Man was right that he had taken a lot of heavy blows tonight, first from Jet Striker, and then from Parasite. And he definitely wasn’t as young as he used to be. “Still, if you hang in there just a little while longer—”
“No,” said Omega Man. “There’s no ‘hanging in there’ left for me. I’m going, Ashley, and where I am going, none of you can follow.”
“But you can’t die,” said Jake. Tears welled in his eyes as frustration seeped into his voice. “You’re Omega Man. You’re the greatest superhero in the world, maybe the greatest superhero ever. If you die—”
“Another will take my place, just like I told you in our Resident meeting months ago,” said Omega Man calmly. His eyes flicked to Dad. “And I think I see a suitable replacement here already.”
Dad looked taken aback. “Me? But I’m not as strong as you.”
Omega Man chuckled. “Does it matter? I’ve known since you were a teenager that you were destined for great things, Bolt. Your dad knew it, too, even if he wasn’t always very good at expressing it at the time.”
Omega Man looked at Mom and Ronny, smiling. “And you have a fine wife and children, too. I’ve always been envious of you and your father, Bolt, because you had something that my super-strength could never give me: A family. A happy, loving family. Not like what I had with Maria. Or Parasite.”
Omega Man hacked and wheezed. He clutched his chest but managed to look at me and smile again. “And Ashley, I know you’ve never been certain about whether you want to be a superhero, but you are more of a superhero than many adults I know. You and Nigel and Jake and Theo … you four represent the future of superheroes, the next generation.”
“Even with our conditions?” I said, putting a hand on my chest.
Omega Man chuckled, which sounded rather painful. “A superhero isn’t defined by their weaknesses or health. A superhero is defined by their heart, their attitude, and their actions. If you are what the next generation of superheroes is going to look like, then I can safely say that I am leaving the superhuman community—and humanity itself—in good hands.”
Despite myself, tears rose in my eyes. “Omega Man …”
“Again, don’t cry for me,” said Omega Man. “My time has come and gone. I don’t have any regrets. Not even with Parasite. Soon, I will be with Maria and Rodrigo again … and maybe then, in the next life, we can fix what we did wrong here.”
Omega Man coughed and hacked violently for a second or two before it died down. Then Omega Man’s eyes glazed over, his chest stopped rising and falling, and his heart stopped beating.
And somehow, I felt that a light—stronger than anything I could create—had just gone out of the world, leaving the world a darker place than it was before.




CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE


The silence that fell over us when Omega Man passed away was palpable. Tears streaked down the faces of Jake, Theo, and Nigel, while Mom and Ronny looked tearful, too. Even I was crying, no longer even trying to hide it. What was the point? 
The world’s greatest superhero had died. And, despite his assurances, I didn’t know what was going to happen next.
Without warning, Dad wrapped his arms around all of us, bringing us into a big hug in his arms. He even brought Nigel into the hug, causing Nigel to look at him in surprise.
Looking up at Dad, I didn’t see any tears in his eyes. But I could see the grief and devastation written on his face. Yet his arms held us as strongly as ever, making me feel, once again, the way I did when I was a little girl and I was afraid and needed Dad to hold me.
“It’s okay, everyone,” said Dad, never letting go of us. “Cry if you must, but things will be okay. We are still alive. The Academy is still standing. We can all go home.”
“Home …” I repeated as tears streaked down my cheeks. I sniffled. “That sounds nice.”
I heard footsteps approaching us and looked to my left to see Triplet standing a few feet away. His hands in the pockets of his Shadow Dagger uniform, Triplet was staring at Omega Man’s corpse with a surprisingly stoic expression.
“Goodbye, old friend,” said Triplet in a soft voice. “Say hi to Genius for me. I’ll be joining you guys at some point myself. Not getting any younger.”
I blinked. I had forgotten that Triplet was another First Generation superhero, just like Omega Man, and that the two had known each other. It seemed strange that Triplet was so stoic, but then, I noticed his hands shaking slightly when he said that.
I heard dozens of pairs of feet walking toward us and looked in the opposite direction to see Night Soldier and the teachers approaching our group. Shade was among them, along with Sofia, Courtney, and the Top Students. I didn’t see Barrett anywhere, but that was fine. Maybe he was still flying in the air.
Night Soldier glanced at Omega Man as he approached. “Is he—?”
Triplet nodded. “Yes. He is dead. And he isn’t coming back.”
Expressions of grief crossed the faces of every person around us in an instant. Even Shade looked almost despairing when Triplet said that. She wiped the tears from her eyes discreetly, although I definitely saw her crying.
“I see,” said Night Soldier with a nod. He tapped the screen of his Team Watch and said into it, “Students of the Academy, I am sorry to inform you that Omega Man has passed away due to severe injuries he sustained in combat.”
Night Soldier’s voice could be heard echoing from the Team Watches of every student gathered in the area, including my own. The students were all stunned into silence at first.
And then the crying happened. Students from all years and every Team started crying or bemoaning Omega Man’s death. Everywhere I looked, I saw mourning on the faces of the students. Some of the students tried to cheer each other up or provide support, but even the happiest ones still looked very sad. Not shocking. Omega Man was the most popular superhero in the Academy even before he became a Resident. That was why everyone was mourning him because that’s what you did when good men died.
A roar suddenly rose up into the air, loud enough to drown out even the loudest mourners. That caused every eye in the area to turn toward the source of the roar, which was on the other side of the clearing that we had fought Parasite in.
It was Dragon King. Still in his dragon form, Dragon King had risen back to his feet. His skull was dented from Parasite’s fists, but he otherwise seemed unharmed, or at least not dead, probably thanks for his quick healing ability. The blood dripping from the corner of his mouth onto the ground, however, hinted that he was not quite as well as he appeared.
“The great Omega Man has finally passed, it seems,” said Dragon King, his voice ragged. He chuckled. “How appropriate.”
“Appropriate?” said Jake in an angry voice. “There’s nothing appropriate about it.”
“You misunderstand me,” said Dragon King. “Omega Man was the first superhero in the world. His death, along with Parasite’s death, indicates that the age of superheroes and supervillains has long past. And with Overkill also dead, the Guardians of Humanity pose no threat to us, either. Therefore, the Age of Supers has begun, one in which all supers will put aside their differences to come together and overthrow our normal oppressors.”
“That isn’t what Omega Man died for, Franklin,” said Dad. He let go of us and rose to his feet, his fists sparking with electricity. “And if I have to beat your ugly skull in even worse to make you understand that, I will.”
Dragon King chuckled. “Your threats do not scare me. You are even weaker than me. I could devour you in one bite. Along with the rest of your family and the Academy itself.”
I gulped. Dad did look rather tired, even more so than Dragon King. I had no doubt that Dad would fight Dragon King to the death if he had to, but I wasn’t sure he would win. Granted, Dad did have lots of support, but a fight between us and Dragon King would inevitably be bloody. Dragon King appeared ready to kill everyone. He looked more like a wild animal than a person now, bestial insanity glowing in his eyes.
A flap of wings overhead caught everyone’s attention and Barrett, in the shape of a dragon, flew down. He landed a few feet away from Dragon King and glared up at him defiantly, causing Dragon King to look down at him.
“Barrett?” said Dragon King. “Ah, yes. My traitorous son. I almost forgot about you. I suppose you want to take a bite out of me before Bolt?”
Barrett nodded. “Yes. But on my terms. Not yours.”
Before my startled eyes, Barrett’s form shifted and shrank until, seconds later, Barrett stood before Dragon King in his human form. He was completely shirtless, with his pants ripped at the legs. In comparison to Dragon King, Barrett looked small and insignificant.
Yet Barrett glared at Dragon King with the same defiance he had in his dragon form, if not more so. There was not even one hint of fear in his body language. He looked totally fearless and, I am not even remotely ashamed to admit, sexy.
Dragon King tilted his head to the side. “So the Exiled Prince handicaps himself? Or perhaps you have become so accustomed to living among normals that you want to look more like them, too?”
“Neither,” said Barrett. “Power—true power—doesn’t come from one’s size or strength. It comes from character, from a willingness to do the right thing, and, like Omega Man, from a willingness to lay down your life to save others. That’s what being a superhero is all about.”
“Were you not listening to my speech earlier?” said Dragon King. “The age of superheroes and villains is dead. The Age of Supers, however, is upon us.”
Barrett shook his head. “No. Superheroes are still needed in this world to protect innocent people from villains like you.”
Dragon King snarled. “Villain? I am no villain. I am simply super.”
“I used to think that, too, Father,” said Barrett, “at least before I met Ashley and started attending the Academy. That’s when I saw the flaws in the Superbian way of thinking and realized that it was wrong.”
“You spurn our ways and beliefs?” said Dragon King. “You have sunk even lower than I thought you possibly could.”
“I don’t reject everything I was taught,” said Barrett. He put a hand on his chest. “At heart, I will always be a Superbian and will always love Superbia. It is still my home, my people, my culture, even after I was exiled. I love America, too, and its unique culture and people, but in the end, I cannot be anything other than a Superbian.”
Dragon King clenched his teeth together. “So why did you say I was wrong?”
“Because you are,” said Barrett. “The super-normal conflict is largely built on false premises. Not all supers are ‘brothers,’ nor are all normals ‘brothers.’ Like the Guardians of Humanity, who, despite claiming to fight for normals, spent a lot of time threatening normals who disagreed with them. You are just the same, Father.”
“I am nothing like Overkill or his wretched Guardians,” Dragon King snapped. “Superbia stands for justice for supers.”
“But not for normals,” Barrett pointed out. “And you and Overkill are far more alike than either of you think. You both are so overwhelmed with hatred for anyone who is different from you that it clouds your ability to reason and think. You are nothing but rage and hate, Father, a burning fire that has destroyed Superbia.”
“I made Superbia, boy,” Dragon King snapped. “Without my firm guiding hand, Superbia would never have risen to the level of prominence that it has today. And under my continued leadership, the Superbian Empire will conquer the entire world and establish supers as the superior race, just as is our destiny.”
“Wrong, Father,” said Barrett, shaking his head. “Superbia will never conquer the world, not unless it wants to kill as many supers as it does normals. Your reckless actions have all but ensured that Superbia will be destroyed if you keep leading it along this path.”
Dragon King snarled. “You keep calling me ‘Father,’ even though I have already rejected you as my son. A clever attempt to manipulate me into sparing you, but it won’t work.”
“Father,” said Barrett, “I am not trying to manipulate you. I really do still think of you as my father, even if you are lost. No matter where I go or what I do, I will always be your son. This is why I am speaking to you, rather than attacking you. If I didn’t see you as my father anymore, you would be dead already.”
Wow. After how Dragon King had gone out of his way to disown Barrett—all the way up to kidnapping my baby brother to literally replace him—Barrett still loved him and thought of him as his father? It seemed mind-blowing to me, but then, I suppose that was Barrett’s choice to make and not mine.
“You couldn’t kill me even if you wanted to, boy,” said Dragon King. “You’ve always lacked the ruthlessness and killing instinct that I have. You are weak.”
“Wrong again, Father,” said Barrett. “The ruthlessness of the dragon flows through my veins as much as it does yours. Unlike you, however, I do not indulge in it. I do not let my wrath control me. I still have a temper—probably always will—but after seeing your rage destroy you, I realized I would be a fool to repeat your mistakes.”
Dragon King snorted, smoke shooting out of his nostrils. “You mean you aren’t even angry that Ashley killed your own mother? Julia died when the Dragon Wing crashed.”
Barrett gulped. “I know that, but I also know that Mother knew what she was doing. Besides, she would never have been here—should never have been here—if you hadn’t forced her to come along. You put Mother’s life in danger because you didn’t care about her, despite knowing what might happen to her if she came.”
Dragon King stepped forward, his footstep shaking the ground. “Do not accuse me of not caring about Julia. She was the love of my life, the only woman I cared about.”
“Perhaps,” said Barrett, “but I don’t see you mourning her. I see you indulging in your wrath, which will destroy you, and probably sooner rather than later.”
Dragon King clenched his teeth. “You are but a boy. You understand nothing. And now, you will be nothing.”
Dragon King launched toward Barrett, his teeth bared and mouth opened wide. Barrett, however, didn’t move an inch. He simply waited until Dragon King was just a few feet away from him and raised a spray bottle in his face.
With a squeeze of the trigger, Barrett sprayed a very familiar yellowish-green gas directly into Dragon King’s face. The gas went directly into Dragon King’s open maw, causing Dragon King to cough and hack as he inhaled the gas. It wasn’t very much—maybe just a spray—but it was apparently enough to affect Dragon King, whose body started shaking.
“Wha—?” said Dragon King, looking down at his dragonic body. “What is happening to—?”
Dragon King’s body abruptly began to shrink and change. His wings shrunk into his back, his claws turned into normal human fingers and toes, and his body stance became more upright, his head turning back into his normal human head.
In seconds, Dragon King knelt on the ground in front of Barrett, back in his human form. He still wore his golden armor, but somehow it looked a lot less intimidating now.
“What—? Why? Why am I in my human form again?” said Dragon King, looking down at his hands. He looked up at Barret with confusion. “What did you do to me?”
Barrett lowered the spray bottle. “I’ve delivered what some people might call ‘karma’ to you, Father.”
Dragon King growled. “Karma? Don’t use words you don’t understand. I’ll just melt your face off if I can’t eat you!”
Dragon King thrust his right hand, palm forward, toward Barrett and grunted.
Nothing happened.
“What?” said Dragon King, looking at his palm. “Why didn’t a fireball come out of my hand? Why can’t I feel the heat and fire inside me anymore?”
“Because I didn’t just spray you with random gas, Father,” said Barrett. He raised the spray bottle again high enough for everyone to see the yellowish-green gas inside it. “I sprayed you with Neo-Gas.”
A look of horror spread across Dragon King’s face when Barrett said that. “No. This must be a very powerful version of powerless gas, maybe the expensive French kind, which is the most effective kind.”
Barrett shook his head. “Wrong, Father. This is Neo-Gas. Which means your powers are gone … forever.”
Dragon King stared up at Barrett in pure disbelief. “But … how? Where did you get Neo-Gas?”
“I stole it off the body of one of the Guardians that attacked the Underground,” Barrett explained. “I have to admit that I was hesitant about using it at first, but in the end, I felt like it was necessary.”
Dragon King gulped. His armor shook with barely suppressed rage. “Why? Neo-Gas was created by normals to bring us down to their level. By using Neo-Gas, you have become a traitor not just to Superbia, but to supers as a whole.”
Barrett shook his head again. “You are wrong again, Father. I would never use Neo-Gas on anyone other than you.”
“Why me?” said Dragon King. “Why would you use that on your own father?”
“To teach you a lesson,” said Barrett. “You were so prideful of your powers that it made you think you were inherently superior to everyone else. By bringing you down to the level of a normal, I hope to teach you just how helpless you really are, especially without your minions to support you.”
Dragon King looked at a complete loss for words for a moment. It was the very first time I’d ever seen Dragon King truly afraid and powerless. Perhaps that’s why his armor wasn’t as scary as it normally was. Without his powers, Dragon King was just an ordinary—if not normal—man in fancy golden armor.
But Dragon King’s hands balled into fists and, rising to his feet, he drew his sword and said, “Even without my powers, I can still kill you. I will—”
Without another word, Barrett held up his palm in front of Dragon King’s face and unleashed a powerful fireball. The fireball slammed into Dragon King’s face dead-on, causing Dragon King to fall over backward onto the ground, the front of his helmet smoking, his body as still as a corpse, although he obviously wasn’t dead.
Everyone waited with bated breath to see if Dragon King would get up again, but he didn’t. He simply lay on the ground, his chest rising and falling with each breath, but no other movement.
Barrett turned to face the assembled students, a firm expression on his face. “My fellow Academy students! Dragon King has been defeated. So have Overkill and Parasite. The Academy is safe once again. We won!”
At first, everyone looked too shocked to respond. But then Jake whistled and suddenly everyone started cheering and dancing and jumping around. Even the teachers got into it, with Harden whistling and the Fashionista clapping with a barely-concealed smile on her face.
Me, though, I didn’t join the celebrations right away. Instead, I broke away from my parents and rushed toward Barrett, practically tackling him to the ground.
And then we kissed, right there and then, in front of the whole school.




CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX


Sunday, May 29th, 2039, 7:58 AM … 
Hey, sis!” said Jake loudly. “You ready for graduation or what?”
Snapping out of my thoughts, I looked up to see Jake standing in front of me. He looked even taller than normal, probably because I was sitting in a metal chair, having spent the last five minutes or so staring at my phone. And somehow, Jake’s black-and-blue graduation robes only made him look even taller.
“Oh, yeah,” I said as I lowered my phone onto my lap. “Sorry. I was just looking at the news.”
Jake made a face. “Sounds really boring and adult, so of course you would be doing that.”
“What’s wrong with staying informed?” I said, frowning deeply. “I just like to know what’s going on in the world, that’s all.”
“Whatever, sis,” said Jake. He glanced at his Team Watch. “The graduation ceremony won’t start for another fifteen minutes, anyway, so I guess it doesn’t matter.”
“Then why did you interrupt me while I was reading the news?” I said in annoyance.
Jake flashed me a mischievous grin. “Because that’s what little brothers do to big sisters, of course.”
“Are you bothering your older sister again, Jake?” said Barrett, walking up to us, wearing similar graduation robes to me and Jake.
“Yep,” said Jake. “Anyway, I’ll leave you two lovebirds to hang out. I think I hear Rachel calling me. Bye!”
With that, Jake zipped away toward Rachel, who sat with the other Team Powers fourth-years on the other side of backstage. Jake naturally inserted himself between Rachel and a fourth-year girl I didn’t recognize, which seemed rude to me, but both Rachel and the girl looked more amused than anything, especially when Jake told them a joke I couldn’t hear but which got everyone laughing.
I sighed. “I feel like Jake really hasn’t changed that much since our first year.”
Barrett sat down next to me and draped an arm around my shoulder. “I wouldn’t say so. He’s matured quite a bit since then. He seems to play up the childishness just to annoy you.”
“That’s younger brothers for you,” I said. “Always trying to think of better ways to mess with their older sisters.”
Barret shrugged. “I wouldn’t know, seeing as I don’t have any siblings. I wouldn’t mind having a younger brother, though. Could be fun, especially if he is anything like Jake.”
I shuddered. “The world isn’t ready for two Jakes.”
“Unless Jake happens to get married to Rachel,” Barrett observed, “and they have children together and one of them happens to be a boy.”
“That would either be divine punishment on the world or karma on Jake,” I said. I flashed Barrett a smile. “Like with your dad.”
Barrett smiled sheepishly. “It seemed like a good line at the time. And I meant it.”
I patted Barrett on the leg. “I know you did, dear. Just poking a little fun is all.”
“But I will admit,” said Barrett, scratching behind his ear, “the idea of Jake being a professional superhero does concern me a little bit.”
I grinned. Jake had revealed to us a week ago that he was going to work directly for the Neohero Alliance in the fall after graduation. Courtney was also going to work for the NHA, which was a little less amusing to me because Courtney seemed more heroic than Jake. “Eh, I’m sure Jake will do fine. Dad will keep him in line.”
With that, I rested my head on Barrett’s shoulder, enjoying the feeling of his arm around my shoulders.
The backstage of the Auditorium, however, was far from quiet or relaxed. All one hundred and forty-four Academy fourth-years from all six Teams were present. The fourth-years segregated themselves by their Teams, although I did see or hear the occasional banter or mingling between the two Teams. In particular, my eyes fell on Jonah Board and Nancy Kendall, a Team Secret and Team Cape fourth-year couple who sat off by themselves. Those two were supposedly getting married after they graduated from the Academy, which sounded nice to me, although they apparently still hadn’t set a date for the wedding just yet.
Speaking of graduation, yes, I did pass my Final Exam, as did Barrett, Jake, Courtney, and everyone else in my year. And with flying colors, too, apparently, because Sea Sister—my instructor during my exam—praised me for how far I’d come as a superhero. Which was nice, because she still kicked my butt, her lack of powers not slowing her down in the slightest during the practical portions of the exam. Courtney, however, apparently got the best marks of any of us, which didn’t surprise me because Courtney was smart and worked harder than any of us to prepare for it.
I didn’t see Courtney anywhere, however, but that was to be expected. The Top Students of each Team were supposed to lead their Teams onto the stage when each Team was called up by Night Soldier. Courtney was probably preparing for the graduation ceremony in the Top Student Lounge, so I didn’t expect to see her until Team Justice was called on stage.
From what I understood, the Academy did not graduate all students at once. Instead, each Team was called onto the stage by Night Soldier, where he would give each student their diploma before sending them off-stage. Once all students from a particular Team had been called up, Night Soldier would call up the next Team, and so forth, until all six Teams had graduated. The whole ceremony could take up to three hours, which didn’t even include the huge reception party afterward in the cafeteria.
In light of the Superbians’ attack on the Academy, it may have seemed strange to hold graduation here anyway. But Night Soldier got around that by using the Underground Auditorium—which was largely untouched in comparison to the torched surface Auditorium—for graduation this year. It was definitely an unusual way to graduate, but the Underground Auditorium was a near-identical replica of the surface one, so you couldn’t even tell the difference unless you walked outside.
Thinking about the Superbians’ attack on the Academy back in January caused me to think about everything that had happened in the aftermath of the attack. It had all happened so fast, seeming like a blur to me at the time, but I’d had a lot of time to reflect on it since then and now I better understood what happened.
With Parasite dead, the barrier cutting off the Academy from the rest of the world faded, allowing the NHA and INJ to enter the Academy. With the vast majority of the Superbians and Guardians of Humanity dead, the NHA and INJ really didn’t have much to do other than round up the survivors. That included Gentleman—whose jaw Jake had broken when he knocked him out—and a now very powerless Dragon King, who was stripped of his armor and chained up. The G-Men also helped with the clean-up, which included confiscating the Neo-Gas that the Guardians of Humanity had brought with them to the Academy.
That last bit had been somewhat controversial, but in the end, the G-Men had more of a legal right to confiscate the Neo-Gas than we did, so we let them take it. Shade promised to destroy all of it, although she also said that G-Men scientists would be working night and day to develop a Neo-Gas vaccine now that they had plentiful examples to study.
I had thought that Shade had been lying until just today when I saw on the news that Shade announced that the first prototype of the Neo-Gas vaccine had been successfully used to revert a ‘test subject’s’ powers back. Shade did not disclose the identity of the ‘test subject,’ but it had to be Sofia, who was the only G-Men agent to have lost her powers via Neo-Gas. I would have to call her later to find out for sure, but I wouldn’t be surprised if I was right.
Gentleman, naturally, went straight to Ultimate Max, America’s biggest supervillain prison, where he received a life sentence for his crimes. Given how young Gentleman was, I imagined I wouldn’t be seeing him again until he was an old man, if that. Gentleman, however, didn’t look that angry when he was arrested. He just looked devastated when he was told about Parasite’s death, making me realize that the two really had been friends. Or maybe more than friends, depending on how you looked at it.
Dragon King, however, was a slightly different story. He was the official leader of a foreign country, meaning that he basically had diplomatic immunity. I really don’t know how he did it, but he managed to get himself sent back to Superbia on the basis of diplomatic immunity. It pissed me off because I wanted Dragon King to face justice, which he never would in Superbia.
Or so I thought. Apparently, news of Dragon King’s de-powering reached the country before he did. When Dragon King arrived, he apparently found himself facing a coup from some of the other Founders, who didn’t want a powerless person leading Superbia. Of course, some of the Founders were still loyal to Dragon King, which caused Superbia to fall into a civil war that was still going on and didn’t seem like it was going to end anytime soon. John ‘Marrow’ Otieno also took advantage of diplomatic immunity to go back to Superbia with Dragon King, which was fine by me. As long as those two stayed away from America, me, and my family, I was happy.
On the bright side, Sammy, Parasite’s dog, had needed an owner after Parasite’s death. No one knew what to do with Sammy until Night Soldier, showing surprising compassion, adopted him, making Sammy both his dog and the official mascot of the Academy. I don’t know for sure why Night Soldier adopted Sammy, but I know that Night Soldier liked dogs, so that was probably why. I was glad. I liked Sammy a lot more than Parasite.
As well, Professor Hernandez had studied Sammy after Night Soldier adopted him and discovered that Sammy was apparently what he dubbed a ‘super animal,’ that is to say, an animal that had human DNA spliced with their own to give superpowers. Sammy’s power was some sort of teleportation/phase ability that let him go through walls and teleport wherever he wanted, which explained how he always seemed to appear and disappear at will.
I personally found the idea of a ‘super animal’ ridiculous until Professor Hernandez told me about supermice that had apparently been used to test the Super Pill during its development. I didn’t believe him, though, until he showed me pictures and video he had saved from those days showing mice with superpowers like flight, super speed, and so on. It still seemed ridiculous to me, but then, I guess life could be ridiculous.
So who made Sammy, then?
Professor Hernandez suspected that Sammy was another Superbian genetic creation, likely given to Parasite after he fled the Academy and went to Superbia to work for Dragon King. He theorized that Superbian scientists were probably developing super animals as weapons, but without concrete proof, there was no way to know that for sure.
Regardless, Sammy seemed like a happy and healthy dog, although I couldn’t imagine how difficult keeping a dog that could teleport and phase through solid objects inside or on a leash would be. Guess Night Soldier liked challenges.
The Academy itself had to shut down for a whole month after that, with students being sent home and doing their schoolwork from home over the Internet rather than in person. The Academy had shut down to repair the damage caused by the Superbians, Guardians, and Parasite. They were still working on the surface, but the Underground Academy was relatively unscathed, so school had resumed in the Underground. They did have to remove all traces of Neo-Gas from the air, however, which required deep-cleaning the entire Underground. I could confirm the lack of Neo-Gas, however, because none of the students or teachers reported any loss of powers when school resumed in February.
There were fears about the Demon of the Underground, but for whatever reason, it did not attack any of the students, teachers, or staff. No one even saw it. Some people suggested that the Demon had fled, but personally, I think it was mourning Omega Man’s death. Don’t ask me why. It was just an instinct. Maybe it was sparing us in honor of Omega Man’s memory. Hard to know the mind of such an alien creature.
Speaking of Neo-Gas, the G-Men, INJ, and NHA had managed to locate and destroy every known factory that produced the stuff. Granted, there was still a lot of the stuff floating around, but more and more was being discovered and confiscated every day. In fact, Congress had even passed a law outlawing the production and use of Neo-Gas entirely, which helped to crack down on it. I heard rumors of people in other countries beginning to produce it, though, apparently using the leaked formula that Overkill had used to make his, although without the Neo-Plague base, it was mostly just very potent versions of powerless gas in terms of practical use.
As for the Guardians of Humanity, they were basically nonexistent at this point. With Overkill’s death, the authorities discovered that Mark Dane had been using his vast fortune to fund the Guardians. Without Overkill’s fortune, the Guardians of Humanity fell apart entirely. It helped that the G-Men made a concerted effort to arrest every Guardian they could find, which ended with most of the remaining Guardians going to jail. There were still a few out there, but they were mostly newbies with low kill counts who couldn’t work together, so I doubted they would pose a threat to anyone ever again.
And yes, Mark Dane was, in fact, Overkill. The G-Men raided Dane’s mansion in California, where they found extra Overkill costumes, anti-super weaponry and armor, and more. It proved once and for all that Mark Dane was Overkill, which forced Central News Network and other news organizations where Dane had worked to issue apologies for allowing an infamous terrorist to work for them. And no, no copy cats or body doubles had cropped up since then, either, meaning that Overkill was, indeed, dead.
That was a huge relief to me personally, but Overkill wasn’t the only dead person who was definitely gone.
The news of Omega Man’s death spread through the superhuman community like wildfire. It even went beyond the superhuman community into the mainstream, with Omega Man’s funeral on Hero Island even being broadcast live. You’d think the President of the United States died based on the reaction, but it was even bigger than that. President Parker herself attended the funeral, along with all of the leaders of the NHA, INJ, and G-Men. My family attended the funeral, too, obviously, and I won’t pretend that I didn’t cry, because I did.
But Dad cried way more, as did Mom. Jake, naturally, didn’t cry, but I could see him holding back the tears as they lowered Omega Man’s casket into the ground.
Omega Man was not the last member of the First Generation of superheroes, but he was the first and so his death had obviously dealt a big blow to the super community. It remained to be seen what the exact effects would be, but I took comfort in Omega Man’s last words about how proud he was of my generation. I hoped we’d be able to fill his shoes somehow, which was a tall order given how big his shoes were.
Yet even more personal than that was my decision on what to do about my condition.
As it turned out, Professor Hernandez had been wrong. I wasn’t going to die in May. Instead, he had pushed my diagnosis off until next year, which seemed fine by me. Even though I used my powers too much during the attack on the Academy, the Super Pill I was taking was apparently even stronger than we thought. It had minimized the damage to my body considerably, giving me another year of life.
So what was I going to do, then?
Go to Superbia with Barrett to get Franklin’s Cure. We had both discussed this issue in-depth over the last three months. Barrett wanted to go back to Superbia to try and reunite his warring people, while I just wanted to get my condition cured. Franklin’s Cure was currently the only known cure of Hernandez’s Disease that wouldn’t take away my powers. I felt like it was worth the risk, even knowing about the civil war raging and Dragon King himself still being alive.
But that wouldn’t be until after about a month after graduation.
Because Barrett and I deserved a vacation after all of the crap we went through, too.
Suddenly, Courtney burst out from the curtain and said, “Hey, everyone! Graduation’s in five minutes. Team Justice is going first. Everyone get in line. We’re going up one at a time alphabetically, so Ashley, you’re up first.”
Feeling a little nervous, I nonetheless stood up and walked over to the curtain, with Barrett following right behind me, along with all of the other Team Justice fourth-years. Jake and Rachel waved encouragingly at me from Team Powers’ spot, causing me to smile and wave back.
Standing in front of the curtain, I could hear the sounds of hundreds of students and their parents milling about or talking to each other. It was pretty nerve-wracking, but then Barrett patted me on the shoulder, making it easier to relax.
Then Night Soldier’s voice boomed from the other side of the curtain, saying, “Our first graduate of the night is Ashley Carrie Jason of Team Justice! Ashley, please come out!”
Taking a deep breath, I stepped out from behind the curtain onto the stage.
As I thought, there were hundreds of students and their parents packed tightly into the Auditorium seating. Hundreds of cheers, not just from Team Justice, but from every Team went up when I stepped out. The loudest cheers came from my family in the front row, particularly from Dad, though Mom and even Ronny were cheering pretty loudly, too. Grandma Ashley was a bit more subdued than my parents, but still waved happily at me when I caught her eye.
The cheers of the others was a little surprising at first, but then I smiled broadly and waved back as I walked over to the podium where Night Soldier stood. I even saw Professor Hernandez sitting with my family in the front row, who flashed me a smile and I flashed him one back. Cora and her family were in the row directly behind my family, cheering me on as if I was their family.
I also spotted Sea Sister among the teachers, smiling with pride at me. She was still staying on the Academy as its Combat teacher despite losing her powers. Apparently, Sea Sister was even more effective at beating up students without her powers than with. It was a scary thought, although I was pleased she kept her job even without her powers.
“Ashley Jason,” said Night Soldier, causing me to look at him. He wore a serious but happy expression on his face. “I am pleased to be able to give you this diploma, certifying that you have graduated the Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans and are certified to become a professional superhero.”
Night Soldier handed me my diploma, which was in a nice solid oak picture frame. It felt smooth and light in my hands, causing me to lift it up for the crowd to see, which made everyone cheer even louder.
Then Night Soldier put a microphone under my nose. “Please address the students, parents, faculty, and staff. A few words will do.”
Nodding, I took Night Soldier’s microphone and looked out over the audience for a moment, mustering the strength to say what I needed to say and not get overwhelmed by all of the emotions I felt.
“Thank you, everyone,” I said. “When I first came to the Academy four years ago now, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to be a superhero or not. I really only came here to get treatment for my condition, Hernandez’s Disease. I didn’t want to make friends. I didn’t want to get involved in the school’s social scene. Frankly, I only really cared about myself and my little brother. That’s how I was before I got here.
“But over time, that changed. I made friends. I got a boyfriend. I started to understand my powers better. I understood me better. I’ve even come to understand my condition better, too, to make peace with it, seeing as it ironically saved me from Parasite during the Battle of the Academy. I learned more than I ever thought I would learn. My experiences at the Academy really changed everything about me. And for the better.”
I took a deep breath and glanced over my shoulder at my fellow Team Justice students. Courtney and Barrett were smiling at me and Barrett nodded once.
Nodding to him, I looked at the audience again. “Like I said, I didn’t want to be a superhero. I just wanted to be a normal girl. I wanted to become a wife and mother and not bother with this superhero stuff.
“But after everything I’ve been through … I still want to get married. I still want kids. But I also want to be a superhero.”
I took another deep breath and said into the mic, “So you don’t have to call me Ashley Jason anymore. That’s still my name, but you know what my other name is? Crafter. And I will, along with my classmates, carry on the torch that Omega Man and the other First Generation members passed on to us forward into the future, regardless of how dark and uncertain it might be.”
With that, I finished my speech and handed the mic back to Night Soldier.
Even before I finished handing the mic back to Night Soldier, however, another round of cheers and yells started up among the students, faculty, and even parents. Soon, the entire Auditorium was chanting my name over and over again, clapping and whistling in happiness at my speech.
This time, I didn’t even bother to hide my tears of happiness. I waved back at everyone, wishing I could go out and hug every single person in the audience.
I meant what I said about carrying the torch. Omega Man’s death helped me realize what I was meant to be: A superhero.
Not, however, because I was like Parasite and wanted to fill my own emptiness with empty ‘legacies.’
But because it was the right thing to do.
-
THE END OF ASHLEY JASON.

Ashley returns in Heroes of the Multiverse #1: Across the Worlds, where she teams up with five other superheroes from across the multiverse to fight a team of multiversal supervillains seeking a weapon powerful enough to destroy the multiverse. Read on for a preview chapter from that book!




PREVIEW: Heroes of the Multiverse #1: Across the Worlds CHAPTER ONE


The first explosion woke up Ashley Jason—or Crafter, as she was better known—with a start. 
She lay in the darkness of her bunk in the ship known as the Yukon, staring up at the ceiling overhead, which was very close. She blinked several times, partly annoyed that a nice dream involving her boyfriend had been interrupted, partly wondering if the explosion itself had been part of that dream. At the moment, she just felt the softness of the memory foam mattress she lay upon and the blankets wrapped around her body like a snake, the rising and lowering of the ocean waves gently rocking her back to sleep …
The second explosion—which sounded much closer than the first—caused Crafter to accidentally roll out of her cot and land on the hard metal floor of her cabin with an ungraceful thunk. She felt the ship shudder underneath her hands and knees, seemingly in response to the second explosion.
What’s going on? Crafter thought, rubbing the sleep out of her eyes. Are we under attack or something?
Suddenly, the door to her cabin slid open, letting in the bright light from the hallway outside. She winced and covered her eyes, muttering, “Too bright.”
“Ashley?” said a familiar male voice with an odd accent that could be either British or Australian but was neither. “Ashley, are you awake?”
Squinting, Crafter looked up to see the partially silhouetted form of Barrett Marcus, her boyfriend and a superhero named Dragon Prince, standing in the doorway. Although the shadows cast by the light made it difficult to make out his features, she could nonetheless sense his worry for her.
Another boom rocked the ship before Crafter could answer, making the ship rock even more. Crafter ducked her head while Dragon Prince threw out both hands and grabbed the archway of the door, cursing under his breath as the ship began to stabilize.
“Barrett, what’s going on?” asked Crafter, raising her head to look at him again. “What are all these explosions about? Is it—?”
Dragon Prince shook his head. “I do not know, but I just got a message from Captain Davidson. He says we’re under attack and that we should put on our costumes and get to the main deck as quickly as possible.”
That was when Crafter noticed that Dragon Prince was already in his gold-and-black spandex costume that reminded Crafter of a flight suit. Crafter, by contrast, was still wearing her old pink cat t-shirt and shorts that her younger brother, Jake, always used to make fun of her for wearing.
Crafter, however, didn’t ask for elaboration. Rising to her feet, Crafter put on her own red-and-yellow red spandex costume in record time, even as more explosions continued to rock the ship. Once she was done, she and Dragon Prince left her cabin, heading straight for the main deck.
They were not the only people awake. Members of the Yukon’s crew were running to and fro, yelling out orders and commands from Captain Davidson. Few of them gave either Crafter or Dragon Prince a second glance and exactly none of them stopped to explain to them what was going on. That would have annoyed Crafter if she wasn’t still half-asleep, following Dragon Prince more on instinct than anything else.
Fortunately, it did not take them long to reach the top deck and control room of the Yukon. A wide-open room set at the top of the ship, the top deck was normally a quiet place, full of sailors quietly operating the ship’s controls, keeping track of weather conditions, and adjusting the ship’s course accordingly. Crafter had only been up here once when Captain Davidson had given her and Dragon Prince an exclusive tour of the ship when they boarded and hadn’t been very impressed.
Now, however, the Yukon’s deck was as crazy as the rest of the place. Sailors sitting before computer stations were frantically pressing buttons or tapping touch screens while responding to messages from people over the radio. Fear and panic were so thick in the air that Crafter could practically taste it. Faces were lit by computer monitors that displayed information and graphs that made no sense to Crafter but which the operators appeared to understand perfectly.
Beyond the windows of the top deck, Crafter could see that it was still very dark. Her own watch indicated that it was around three in the morning, which explained why she was still so groggy. She longingly noticed that several of the sailors were chugging cups of fresh coffee from their mugs, the crisp scent tempting to her nostrils.
In the center of the room sat a man upon a chair who, despite shouting orders, gave off a steady, solid vibe. Dressed in a dark blue pea coat, with an old, patched sailor’s hat on his head, Captain Trevor ‘Sea Dog’ Davidson was the very definition of a sailor. He yelled orders at his men in his loud, pirate-like accent, but his words were crisp and clear, and Crafter had the feeling that things would have been even more chaotic if not for Captain Davidson’s steady hand.
“Captain, what is going on?” said Dragon Prince as they approached the elderly man. “We heard the explosions.”
Sea Dog’s chair swiveled around, letting Crafter see the old sailor’s short, scruffy grey beard, a relieved smile poking out from it. “Barrett, Ashley! Glad you’re awake. We need all hands on deck if we’re going to reach Superbia safely.”
Doing her best to suppress a yawn, Crafter asked, in a voice that sounded tired even to her, “Are the Superbians attacking us?”
That had been Crafter’s fear when Dragon Prince suggested they travel to Superbia by sea. Although Superbia was currently in the midst of a nationwide civil war that left the reigning government crippled and divided, that did not mean the seas were necessarily safe to travel. Dragon Prince had assured her that the Superbian Navy—already tiny due to Superbia’s status as a small nation—likely would not be a problem, but Crafter had still been worried.
To her surprise, however, Sea Dog shook his head. “No. Not unless the Superbian Navy has decided to go old school with their ships. And I mean really old school.”
“Old school?” Dragon Prince repeated, a questioning look crossing his handsome features. “What do you mean?”
“Shane!” Sea Dog suddenly shouted to the nearest sailor. “Show our guests the attackers!”
Shane, a young-looking sailor who was probably barely out of his teens, fumbled with the tablet in his hands, almost dropping it, before saying, “Uh, yes, sir,” and tapping the screen. After a few more seconds of furious tapping, a holographic image suddenly appeared over the tablet’s surface.
It was an image of an old, but fine-looking, Victorian sailing ship. Three tall masts rose up from the center of the ship, while what appeared to be cannons poked out of its sides. Crafter thought that the ship had to be huge, given the size of the hologram. Along the side of the ship, the words Dividing Blade could be read in bright red paint. Its bow even appeared to be shaped like a huge sword blade, though it probably was more for looks than functionality.
Crafter yawned again. “What … what is that?”
Sea Dog suddenly held out a styrofoam coffee cup to Crafter, who took it gratefully. “That, my dear, is the enemy ship, apparently named the Diving Blade.”
Sipping the warm, yet rich, liquid, Crafter could feel herself waking up already. “Barrett, is that one of the Superbian Navy’s ships?”
Dragon Prince furrowed his brow. “No. All Navy ships are modern in design and none of them are called the Diving Blade. This thing looks like it sailed straight out of the Age of Exploration.”
Crafter grimaced. Dragon Prince was the former Dragon Prince of Superbia before it fell into civil war. If anyone would know what ships the Superbian Navy used, it would have to be him.
“Aye, but it hits like a modern-day battle cruiser,” Sea Dog grunted.
Crafter looked worryingly at Sea Dog. “You mean we’ve been hit already?”
“Not too much yet,” said Sea Dog. “A cannonball struck the bow, but it didn’t do much damage to the hull. Plus, Second Mate Geraldo ought to be out there any second now to deflect the cannonballs.”
As soon as Sea Dog said that, several loud booms could be heard in the night and all eyes turned toward the windows. Even through the darkness, Crafter could see several cannonballs flying toward them.
But then what looked like a mini-hurricane launched up from the lower deck of the Yukon and deflected the cannonballs, which vanished somewhere into the shadows beyond their view.
“They were aiming for the top deck,” Dragon Prince observed in a grim tone.
Sea Dog nodded. “Aye. Hence why I had Geraldo go and use his wind powers to protect us. So long as Geraldo keeps deflecting their cannonballs, I think we should be safe.”
Crafter hoped Sea Dog was right. “Where did this ship come from? Do you know?”
Shane pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose and glanced at the computer screen. “No. It just appeared on our radar all of a sudden and started shooting at us for no reason.”
“No warning messages, no communications from their crew, nothing,” Sea Dog grunted. “And they’ve thus far refused all radio communications with us.”
“So we’re under attack by a time-displaced sailing ship and have no idea why,” said Crafter. She sighed and sipped her coffee. “Just wonderful. How could things get worse?”
As if the universe was answering her question, a sailor sitting off to the side looked over his shoulder and shouted, “Sir! Incoming video communication from the enemy ship.”
Crafter and Dragon Prince exchanged puzzled looks, while Sea Dog snapped, “Get the holo-screen up. Now.”
The sailor immediately went back to work and, after pressing a few buttons, a holographic screen snapped into existence in front of the windows. Sea Dog turned his chair around to face the screen, while Crafter stood on his right and Dragon Prince stood on his left.
The screen was blank for a second or two until an image suddenly appeared. A dark-skinned man who appeared to be in his thirties was sitting on a wooden throne in what Crafter assumed was the top deck of the Dividing Blade. He wore blackish-blue robes and had long, dark hair that went down to his shoulders. A strange sword-shaped pendant hung from his neck, which Crafter only noticed because of how shiny it looked when it reflected the light from torches on the walls of the cabin.
“Greetings,” said the man, in a voice that was as smooth as grease. “I demand to speak with the captain of the vessel we are attacking.”
Sea Dog stood up from his chair. “That’d be me. Captain Trevor Davidson, although I usually go by Sea Dog. May I have the honor of knowing to whom I am speaking?”
The man frowned. “Captain … Davidson. My name is Prince Karos Malock, son of the All-King, rightful ruler of Telos, and future ruler of all of the multiverse.”
“Multiverse?” Crafter whispered to Dragon Prince. “Does this guy think he’s in a sci-fi novel or something?”
Dragon Prince shook his head, clearly no more understanding about this situation than she was.
Sea Dog, on the other hand, kept his usual polite expression. “Well, Prince Karos, you used a lot of words and terms that I do not believe I’ve ever heard of. Mind explaining them to me one word at a time, as well as why you’ve chosen to attack our vessel when we’ve done absolutely nothing to you, your crew, or your ship?”
Prince Karos scowled. “Do I look like a dictionary? I am attacking you because you have something I want. Ordinarily, I would just sink your ship and take it myself, but my second mate has recommended to me that diplomacy sometimes works better than force, so I am giving you this chance to hand it over to me without more violence.”
Sea Dog raised an eyebrow. “Awfully generous offer of ya, uh, Your Majesty. But we don’t really know what, exactly, it is that you want.”
Prince Karos scowled even more. “Play dumb with me, will you? I know you have the Guard. If you continue to pretend like you don’t know what I am talking about, then we have nothing further to discuss. Prepare to die.”
Karos raised his hand—perhaps to turn off the camera—when Crafter stepped forward and, holding up her own hand, said, “Wait!”
Karos paused. His gaze shifted from Sea Dog to Crafter, although his disappointment and anger were still obvious. “What do you want, woman?”
Crafter gestured at Sea Dog. “Nothing, except to not get blown to bits or sank to the bottom of the ocean. We’d be happy to give you what you want, but we really don’t know what it is.”
Karos eyed Crafter suspiciously. “Hmm … Tell me your name.”
“Ashley,” Crafter said. “Ashley Jason. I also go by Crafter.”
Karos frowned. “Sea Dog, Crafter … what is it with you humans and your codenames?”
“We’re superheroes,” said Crafter. “That’s … kind of what we do?”
Karos shook his head. “Very well then, Crafter. I want the Guard of the Trinity Blade. According to my Seeker, it is somewhere on your ship. Where is it?”
Crafter glanced at Sea Dog, who just shrugged. None of the other members of the crew said anything, either, with most of them averting their gaze or shrugging even more helplessly than Sea Dog.
She looked at Karos. “I’m sorry, Prince Karos, but we don’t have it. If we did, then like I said, we would give it to you. But we don’t, so we can’t.”
Karos’ eyes lit up with anger. “Liar! My Seeker says you have the Guard. I can understand not giving it up, but I do not respect a liar.”
“I’m not lying,” Crafter said. “You’re not listening to us.”
Karos blew breath out of his mouth. “Why did I even think this was a good idea in the first place? It is always a waste of time to talk with humans, but especially commoners like yourselves.”
Crafter felt her temper rise. “Commoners? What are you, some kind of medieval prince?”
“I already told you what I am,” Karos replied. “It isn’t my fault you are too stupid to understand. But very well. Since you continue to play dumb and treat me like I am some kind of fool, things will have to get much more serious. Pray to whatever gods you believe in, humans, because only divine intervention can save you from my wrath now.”
With that, the holo-screen went blank, leaving a surprised and slightly confused Crafter staring at her own reflection in the screen.
“What did he mean by that?” said Dragon Prince in confusion. “Is he going to resume attacking us?”
“Most likely,” Sea Dog said. “Fortunately, Geraldo is still out there, so he should be able to deflect their cannon—”
Without warning, the entire ship lurched to one side as if it had struck something in the water. Crafter fell to the floor, dropping her coffee cup, which spilled coffee everywhere. Sea Dog clutched the arms of his chair while Dragon Prince gripped the back with his hands.
“Captain!” Shane, who had also fallen onto the floor from the blast, said. “Engine crew are reporting that some sort of capsule just penetrated the lower decks of the ship. Not a lot of water is getting through, fortunately, but the hull has definitely been breached.”
“A capsule?” Sea Dog repeated. “Not a torpedo?”
Shane, tapping the screen of his tablet, shook his head. “No. One of the engineers is filming it. Let me get the video on the holo-screen …”
A second later, the holo-screen showed an image of what, indeed, appeared to be a pill-shaped capsule of some sort stuck in the hull of the ship. The video was shaky, obviously being taken by a sailor’s phone, and in the background, Crafter heard men yelling and the engine groaning under the effort of keeping the ship afloat. Water trickled in from around the edges of the capsule, but the capsule was big enough to keep the water from pouring in.
Sea Dog’s mouth fell open. “What in Poseidon’s name is that …?”
Without warning, the lid of the capsule burst open and a heavy smokescreen exploded from within. The smokescreen filled the engine room, instantly obscuring the camera’s view of the capsule. More shouts of confusion and fear came from the engineers and sailors.
“Smoke?” Dragon Prince questioned. “Some sort of chemical attack?”
The question was answered for Dragon Prince, however, when a clawed hand that clearly wasn’t human suddenly reached out of the smoke cloud and, grabbing the phone, crushed it in its grasp. The stream instantly cut off, making the holo-screen blank again.
“Shane!” Sea Dog snapped. “Get that camera back on!”
“I can’t!” Shane said, frantically tapping his tablet. “The phone got destroyed and none of the other engineers or sailors are answering their phones!”
Rising to her feet, Crafter looked at Dragon Prince, who nodded once, before turning her gaze to Sea Dog. “Sea Dog, Barrett and I will go check on the engine room. We’ll deal with whatever monster that Karos jerk just sent.”
Sea Dog pursed his lips but nodded. “Aye. May the seas be with ya.”
Crafter nodded in return. She and Dragon Prince then rushed toward the exit, Crafter hoping against hope that they would be able to save the sailors before it was too late.
-
Read the rest of Across the Worlds HERE!






NOTES FROM THE AUTHOR


Dear readers, 
Thank you for reading Ashley Jason and the Final Exam! I hope you enjoyed it.
In fact, I want to thank you for reading the entire four-book Ashley Jason series. If you’ve read this book, then you have probably stuck with the series through thick and thin (although if this is somehow the first Ashley Jason book you’ve read, then thanks for reading it anyway, even though I suspect you’re probably really confused :P ).
The Ashley Jason series was a fun series for me to write. Aside from being my tenth superhero series overall, it’s the first series I wrote with a solo female protagonist. Which was somewhat of a challenge for me, seeing as I’m a man and all. Even so, based on the feedback I’ve gotten from readers, it seems like I hit the mark, which pleases me.
I also enjoyed writing a ‘passing of the torch’ type story. Some of you may or may not know this, but Ashley’s dad, Bolt, was the protagonist of several superhero books I’ve written in the past, most notably The Superhero’s Son. Getting to write Bolt as a dad, rather than a teenager, and how he interacted with Ashley and his other kids was fun in its own right. I hope I did it right.
Will I write more books following the adventures of Ashley, Barrett, and the others? Probably at some point. I have a few ideas, but need some time to flesh them out. This will definitely not be the last series set in the Neoverse or focused on Ashley and her friends.
In the meantime, check out Heroes of the Multiverse #1: Across the Worlds. Set shortly after the end of Final Exam, Across the Worlds features Ashley and Barrett joining a team of superheroes from across the multiverse to fight a team of multiversal supervillains led by the tyrannical Prince Karos Malock, who seeks out the legendary Trinity Blade to give him absolute control over the multiverse.
Read Across the Worlds HERE!
Thanks,
Lucas Flint, Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, February 2021




Subscribe to my newsletter and get a FREE Ashley Jason short story!
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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!




More books by Lucas Flint


For a complete listing of all of my books, you can go to my website  HERE. My website is always up-to-date on my newest books, complete with series reading order, links to books, and more. Good place to check if you want to know what I’ve written.
Or if you don’t want to go to my website, you can download my free reading order and guide on BookFunnel HERE. The Official Lucas Flint Series Reading Order & Guide is updated not quite as often as my website, but it’s still a great free resource with the definitive reading order of all of my series, plus links to where you can buy them. Lots of people have told me how helpful the guide is, so check it out.




Join my Discord!


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




About the Author


Lucas Flint writes superhero fiction. He is the author of The Superhero’s Son, Minimum Wage Sidekick, The Legacy Superhero, and Capes Online, among others. He lives in Oklahoma City with his wife. 
Find links to books, social media, updates on newest releases, and more by going to his website here. You can also sign up to be the first to learn about his newest releases by subscribing to his mailing list here.
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