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THE LONG DAY






FREEFALL
I flew in silence. Nep soared alongside me to my right, scanning the ground like a hawk searching for its prey. I scanned as well, but my mind was elsewhere. I had been constantly thinking, worrying, and analyzing everything for a month straight. I could almost never get my mind to shut up.
We reached the edge of our patrol and banked right. Not the edge of Dallas, or the metroplex even, just a small circle made up of downtown and a little bit of the outer areas. Not a lot of space at all.
The city was pretty much deserted. A few hundred people were staying at our camp downtown, while the rest had scattered. Most people lived in shelters or stayed with friends or family, just as they had over six months ago, when Richter had first appeared and gone on his rampage. A lot of people hadn’t come back to the city after that, and surely now, after Atlas and his Legion of Richter, they’d never want to come back.
We flew closer to the battleground, where my friends and I had taken on the Legion and won. That battle had two losers: one was the Legion, the other was Dallas. Looking down on the wreckage still struck me with guilt, even a month later. I could remember it all vividly, and suspected I’d be able to do so for the rest of my life. Then I looked into the distance and could see the smashed remains of the top of Reunion Tower—an icon in the Dallas skyline, and I would suspect in the future, an icon of history.
That was, if there was even a future for its history to be a part of.
“See anything?” Nep asked.
“No, I’ve got nothing.” I had to yell to be heard over the wind. Nep might have had super strength and flight, but that was the extent of his powers. He didn’t have my super-hearing.
“Wanna take a break to eat?” he asked as he began to slow down.
“Sure, might as well,” I told him as I slowed to a stop. I pointed towards the top of the tallest skyscraper in Dallas. “Let’s sit up there.”
Nep and I flew to the top of the building and sat on the edge, our feet dangling hundreds of feet above the cement. Nep dug through his backpack, searching for our lunch.
The cold wind bit at my skin, and I gritted my teeth. I shivered slightly under my red flannel shirt and light jacket. Clouds covered the sun, offering us no relief. Still, it wasn’t the coldest I’d ever experienced, and it’d have to be much colder before I’d give up the view for some warmth.
I scanned the horizon, the clear view of the city doing its best to take my breath away. With no cars running, all the factories shut down, and no airplanes flying in and out, no pollution clouded my view. After a few hard rains a couple weeks before, the pollution had been washed out of the sky.
It was somewhat ironic, really. The lack of pollution made me feel sad whenever I really thought about it. There was nobody around. Nobody left in the city. Nobody to pollute it. Dallas turned into a ghost town, its former residents fleeing the city in fear as they hid from Atlas.
Still, despite the reason for it, it sure was a damn nice view.
“Killer view, huh?” Nep asked as he took a bite from his sandwich.
I gave him a fake smile and nodded. “That’s for sure.”
Talking was the last thing I felt like doing, but I knew that wasn’t going to stop Nep. I’d spent a bit of time with him over the past couple of weeks, but not much. Holocene had brought him onto the team during my time as a captive of the Super Task Force. He seemed like a really great guy and a huge asset to the team. I guess everybody’s an asset when your team is so small, though. Still, I didn’t feel like talking.
“What’s the plan when we’re done here?” Nep asked.
I took a bite from my sandwich, chewing slowly to give myself more time to not answer. “We’ll do one more circle before heading back to base.”
Nep sighed and grumbled. I could tell he felt frustrated by something, and despite my longing for silence, I knew it’d bug me until I found out what. “You had something else in mind?”
He waited a moment before responding. “I’m tired of doing patrols and sitting around waiting for the Legion to come to us. How are we supposed to defeat Atlas when we’re just sitting around doing nothing?”
I shook my head and chuckled. “And how are we supposed to defeat Atlas whenever we’re just a dozen or so Supers, and he has an army?”
“I know, I know. You say that all the time. I’m just tired of waiting, you know? I feel like we’re not making any progress. We’re just picking away at their installations here and there. Nothing substantial.”
“I get that,” I said as I took another bite of my sandwich. I swung my feet back and forth over the edge of the skyscraper as I thought. “Don’t worry—it won’t be long until they mess up. As soon as we can find their Achilles’ heel, we’ll be on top of them.”
“Is this really something we’ll be able to do on our own?” Nep asked as he fidgeted on the ledge.
I sighed. “Let’s do another patrol.”
Nep nodded. “Alright, sounds good.”
I handed him my trash and he stuck it in his backpack. I set my hands down on either side of me, and pushed myself off the side of the building.
The wind roared in my ears as I went feet-first in total free fall. The ground rushed towards me as my stomach twisted and my heart leapt to my throat. I didn’t move. Didn’t fly. I just fell with my arms at my sides and a smile creeping across my face.
Just a few feet from the ground, I willed myself to slow. I came to a graceful stop as I placed my feet on the ground and breathed a sigh. My body rushed with adrenaline. That feeling never got old. A small part of me still couldn’t believe I had the ability to do such things.
“You’re insane,” Nep said with a smile as he landed next to me a few moments later. He’d decided to simply fly down, opting out of the Kane Andrews Free Fall method.
“Well, it’s not like it’s gonna kill me,” I said.
“It certainly doesn’t look that way,” he said as he adjusted one of the straps on his backpack.
“Well, this one time I threw a guy into the sun and that didn’t kill me, so I doubt slamming into the concrete’ll do it,” I said nonchalantly, as if throwing supervillains into the sun was a normal thing for one to do.
Nep looked at me, his mouth slightly open. “I guess that’s one way to look at things.”
“You ready to go?” I asked. I felt my sour mood dissipating after eating and jumping off a building.
“Yeah, I’m good. What do you think about checking out the tunnels? Nobody’s gone down there in a while. Some people could’ve wandered down there, or maybe there’s some Legion spies in them or something.”
My chipper mood left.
“What? Come on—there’s nothing in the tunnels. We need to do a sweep of the perimeter, and then we can go home,” I said. I turned around, about to take off, ending the conversation.
Nep wasn’t going to let it go that easily, however. “I really think we should go check them out, Kane. We need to cover all our bases. Nobody’s been down there in a while. It’s really irresponsible to not check them out.”
I gritted my teeth. I couldn’t think of a good excuse for Nep. He had a logical point, and any more attempts to negate his idea would raise suspicion from him. I didn’t have any choice but to give in. “Okay, I’ll fly through them and take a look. You do a scan of the perimeter, and I’ll catch up with you.”
Nep shook his head. “We’re not supposed to separate, Kane. You know that.”
“Look, there’s nothing to worry about. It’ll literally take me a couple of seconds to go through and check it out.”
“I’m not going to take a chance, Kane. We go together.”
I grew frustrated and angry with Nep. I was ready to go on the defensive when I heard Samantha’s voice in my head.
“Guys, get to the Klyde Warren Park now. We’ve got three Legion Supers attacking.”




CHOKED UP
Nep and I took off and headed for Klyde Warren as fast as we could. It’d been too long since an attack by the Legion, and I’d known one would be coming at any time. I shot through the air, leaving Nep behind. I had to get there before any lives were lost.
I came in on the park fast, and landed hard in the middle. Not too hard, though. The large park actually sat on top of a tunnel. A road ran through it which connected downtown Dallas with uptown. Landing too hard could’ve caved the entire tunnel in on itself.
People scattered around me, scrambling to get away. I traced their trajectory back to three Supers who were standing towards the back of the park, beginning their attack.
“It’s just you and Nep out there, Kane,” Samantha said in my head. “Holocene can’t get here in time.”
Come on, Selena, I thought to myself.
The Super in the middle and the one on the right were both male, probably a year or two older than I was. The one on the left was a female who looked almost like a clown with how much makeup she was wearing. Her black hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail, and out of her hand shot an off-white spike.
I sprang into action. The spike headed towards an elderly man as he tried to run away. The spike traveled at breakneck speed, but so did I.
I raced over towards the spike as it moved in slow motion towards the back of the man’s head. I had a bit of a late start, so I was only halfway there as it closed in, just inches away from the old man. Fear drenched his frozen face. His eyes were wide, and his wispy eyebrows arched high on his forehead. I ran as fast as I could, and even in slow motion, the spike was traveling fast enough that for a split second, I thought I wouldn’t make it in time.
The spike was closing in fast. It spiraled through the air, homing in on its target. I leapt through the air, diving above the old man, and reached down for the spike. I clasped it in my left hand moments before its sharp point could begin burrowing through the old man’s head.
I turned around in the air on a dime, wrapped my arms around the old man’s torso and picked him up. I flew to the edge of the park, taking him to safety. Screams filled my ears as I slowed to set him down and time resumed around me. When I let go of the old man, he fell to the ground.
“Get up! You gotta go!” I said to him.
He scrambled to his feet and began running toward downtown.
I turned and saw another spike leaving the girl’s left hand, heading towards another would-be victim. I tossed the spike I was holding in my left hand to my right, and as hard as I could, threw it directly towards the new spike. Thanks to my spectacular sight, strength, and precision, there was no need to give the spike any lead time. I threw it so hard it would get from me to the other side of the park in less than a second.
I took off running alongside the spike towards the three attacking Supers.
The one in the middle had water coming up from the ground around him, at the beginning stages of coming together to form a wave or something. What, exactly, I wasn’t sure, but I knew it wouldn’t be good. The guy on the right-hand side only had his eyes open in a tiny slit. I could see a bit of white, but nothing else. His hands were stretched out before him, and the air around his hands was pulsating.
I found out real fast what that pulsating meant.
I made my way towards him, and as I got close, a pain exploded in my brain. It was so sudden and intense, I couldn’t maintain my running speed. I came to a sudden halt and fell to the ground hard. I skidded across the grass, sending dirt flying everywhere as my tumbling body made a trench in the earth.
A high-pitched screeching sound filled my ears. I could feel the sound throughout my entire body, and it practically made my bones vibrate. Just a few feet away, the guy on the right had his arms stretched right towards me. The air between us pulsated as he launched sound waves at me. The sound was bad enough for a normal person, but thanks to my superhearing, the pain and intensity of the sound waves was made that much worse.
I slammed my hands against my ears, trying to block it out. It didn’t work. My hands felt wet, and I knew it was blood. He was hitting me at a frequency that tore apart my eardrums as soon as my body repaired them.
I closed my eyes and concentrated. I had to stop this.
I imagined a bubble of sound around me, and pictured the bubble getting smaller and smaller. The sounds from the hands of the Super grew quieter and quieter as I turned my superhearing down.
Still, even at a normal human level of sensitivity, the sound was painful. But unfortunately for the Super, not painful enough.
I came up from the ground into a crouch with my feet planted behind me and my hands on the ground in front of me, and launched myself towards the sound Super. I yelled in pain from the sound waves blasting my body as I flew towards the Super with outstretched arms. His eyes were still closed, and his hands were still out in front him. He had no idea that a freight train of a Super was about to slam into him.
I slowed down a bit right before I hit him, afraid that slamming into him too hard would kill him. Still, I hit him enough force that it was lights out on impact. His body went limp as he slid backwards across the ground before coming to a stop a few feet away from where he had originally stood.
I turned and saw the guy in the middle launch a tidal wave towards a group of fleeing civilians. The wave was ten feet tall and at least twice that wide. I flew towards the wave and slammed into its backside. I came out the other end soaking wet, and flew down to grab the person closest to me. It was a girl in a yellow sundress, her knees scraped from falling down as she tried to run away. I brought her to safety and then flew back to grab the next person.
I cleared all the civilians from the path of the tidal wave in just a few seconds. Once that was done, I flew up above the wave and hovered there. The wave slammed across the ground with incredible force. It pushed cars parked on the street onto their sides, and slammed up against the buildings on the other side of the street. Then the water dispersed and went on flowing down the street.
I turned, ready to continue my attack. “Where the hell is Nep?” I said to myself.
That was when I saw him. He was lying on the ground, grasping his chest. Blood poured from his hands, and the spike girl was lined up to launch a killing spike into him.
The spike left her hand and flew towards him. It was only a foot away as I flew towards him with all my might. A sonic boom exploded behind me as I raced to get to Nep before the spike could. I stretched my arm out beneath me, ready to catch the spike in my hand. I didn’t have time to be careful about how I caught the projectile, and I reached Nep with just an inch to spare. The tip of the spike hit my hand and began to drill its way through my flesh and bone.
Being just inches above the ground, I landed and rolled forward, pulling the spike from my hand mid-summersault. As soon as I was upright, I threw the spike back at the Super who had shot them, sending it straight through her shoulder. Then I ran around to the other side of her and dove through the air for the spike. I grasped it in my hand, twisted my body in the air, and threw the spike back at her other shoulder.
The spike ripped through her shoulder as I fell backwards to the ground. I skidded across the grass, digging yet another trench. I watched as the Super fell to the ground, screaming in pain. She wouldn’t be able to shoot any more spikes if she couldn’t lift her arms.
Just one Super left.
The water Super turned to me, his eyes filling with anger and rage. He yelled as he thrust his arms towards me, water shooting from them as if they were two fire hoses.
I jumped over the two high-velocity streams of water, landed on the ground to the right of them, and began running towards the Super, ready to take him out and end this fight.
He was able to pivot in time, though, and faster than I could dodge. He somehow was able to redirect the water towards me. Just a few feet away from him, the water slammed into me, sending me stumbling backwards. I almost fell to the ground, but I dug my feet into the dirt. I brought my hands up in front of my face, blocking the water, and it hit my arms and split around me.
The water slammed into me with more and more force by the second. I felt the ground begin to give way beneath me, but I gritted my teeth and dug my feet down even deeper. The water hit me harder and harder, and began to push me back little by little.
I pushed forward, careful not to lose my balance. I took a small step forward, then another. The water slammed into me at an even greater force, but I blocked it from my face and pushed forward. I took another step, and that was when I messed up. The Super dialed back the force of the water by a little bit for a split second, and suddenly I was pushing forward too hard. I stumbled forward, almost falling over myself. In my moment of weakness, he dialed the water pressure up to eleven, and I was nowhere near ready.
The water slammed into me, sending me flying backwards. I slammed to the ground, and the Super began stepping forward. The water pushed me into the ground, then the Super made a motion with his hands, and the liquid directed its energy towards my mouth. It was no longer blasting my body down, but now a steady stream of water rushed down my throat, and before I knew what was happening, I was drowning.
I felt my body weaken as the water filled my lungs. My body needed oxygen for my powers to work; that was our theory, at least. And since I was unable to breathe, my powers began to leave me.
Panic and fear flashed through me. I was drowning. Could I actually die? Could this be the end? I had spent six months on the moon without dying, but I’d still probably be up there if the government hadn’t brought me back so that I could breathe again.
I didn’t know what could happen, but I knew it wasn’t good and that I had to do something about this.
I gritted my teeth and sealed my lips. The water still pushed its way through them, but I had enough power and determination to push myself up from the ground.
The Super’s eyes grew wide, and he dialed up the pressure. I flung my hand out in front of me, blocking the water. I held my breath and, fighting the urge to vomit up all the water, I leapt forward, closing the few feet of ground between us. My leap was weak and pitiful, thanks to my using only what amounted to my emergency reserves of power, but it got the job done. Before he could do anything, I was on him, my hands wrapped around his throat. I began choking the air from him just as he’d done to me. He stopped blasting me with water and brought his hands up to mine, trying to peel my fingers off his throat. I still held my breath and fought the urge to vomit, determined not to stop until this Super was taken care of.
I grew lightheaded, and my lungs screamed for release from the liquid that filled them, begging for it to be replaced by air.
An explosion rocked the ground, and then the earth fell out from beneath me completely. I was suddenly falling through the air, headed straight for the ground. I had no idea what was happening, but a few moments later I hit the ground, rock and rubble falling all around me.
Water exploded from my lungs as the entire Klyde Warren Park fell around me from the collapse of the tunnel beneath it. I thought I was never going to stop throwing up water. I coughed and gasped for air as the liquid expelled itself from my body. Rocks came falling down around me, but as my powers gradually came back, they either bounced off or broke on me.
After two solid minutes of throwing up and getting my air back, I was finally finished. I stood up, looking at what was left of the park. It was pile of rubble and debris now. The tunnel that it had sat on top of had been imploded, bringing the park down with it. Just as I wondered how that could’ve happened, I got my answer.
I watched as a fourth Super flew down to pick up the water Super from the rubble. There was a fifth one hovering above the debris, the spike girl on his back, and the sound Super in his arms.
Almost as soon as I had spotted them, they were flying away. I wanted to give chase, but I was still recovering, my body consuming oxygen as fast as it could. My powers weren’t at one hundred percent, so I just stood there in the midst of the debris, watching as the five Supers flew away into the distance.




DISTRACTION
I walked into the meeting room, frustrated. We’d spent an hour digging through rubble looking for anybody who might’ve been trapped. We’d found two bodies, but the spikes embedded in their flesh had told us that it wasn’t the explosion that had done the job.
I crossed the room and sat down in one of the large chairs. I slumped down in it, waiting for everybody else to enter the room and join me. Samantha had told them to meet here in fifteen minutes, so I wasn’t expecting to wait long.
I was thankful for the couple of minutes of alone time, though. My eyes wandered to the floor-to-ceiling windows on my left. The view of the city from four stories up was nice, although it was nowhere near as good as the one from the top of that building downtown.
The door on the other side of the room opened, and Samantha walked in. I greeted her with a smile, and she reciprocated.
“How you feeling, Kane?” she asked as she walked across the room, which was empty save for a handful of chairs.
“Could be better,” I said as I sat up in my chair.
Samantha sat down in the one closest to her and pushed herself backwards, rolling across the room towards me. She pushed her glasses up. “We should really get a table to put in here, you know. Or move to a room with one already in it. There’s a great one on the first floor.”
I smiled at her millionth attempt to get me to move the meeting room. “Everybody voted on this room. They like it. Besides, all the conference rooms are being used now. This hotel isn’t that big.”
“Yeah, well, it’s not like there are plenty of other hotels we could be using in a deserted city,” she said, rolling her eyes. “I don’t like having to take that elevator all the time. It’s only a matter of time before it breaks down and I go plummeting to the bottom.”
“If only you lived somewhere that was crawling with superheroes who could save you,” I said with a smirk, looking at her out of the corner of my eye.
“‘Crawling’ with superheroes? You’re being pretty generous,” she said, snark dripping from her words.
I huffed in frustration. I had to bite my tongue to keep from jabbing back. “Just take the stairs. It’s not that far.”
Samantha couldn’t argue with my point. “I’m just saying. I come up and down all day. Taking the stairs would take up valuable time. If we just met on the first floor—problem solved.”
“We’ll talk about this later,” I said. I could hear footsteps coming down the hall.
Doug walked into the room carrying a laptop under his arm. He scanned the room, searching for something.
“What’re you looking for, Doug?” I asked him.
He scanned for a few moments more before he shook his head and sighed. “We should really get a table or something.”
Samantha turned to look at me, a smirk on her face and satisfaction in her eyes. “Great minds,” she said.
Doug plopped down into one of the computer chairs scattered around the room and opened up his laptop. Moments later, the sound of his typing filled the room as Samantha and I waited in silence.

It wasn’t long before everybody was in the room with me: Samantha, Doug, Drew, Selena. I trusted the four of them more than anybody, save for my parents, who were too busy running the civilian side of things to join our meetings. Nep would usually join in on the meetings too, but he was busy getting stitched up and recovering. Unfortunately, he couldn’t heal quite as fast as I could. The only other Super who wasn’t there was Eddie, who preferred to spend his time in the maintenance room alone. As long as he used his power of electricity to keep the power running, I was okay with that.
I cleared my throat and began. “Alright, we need to get a game plan together. This is the fourth attack in the month we’ve been here, and the worst one so far. Two people died today. Two innocent people. People are going to get scared, think we can’t protect them, and then leave Dallas. If that happens, they’re as good as dead. It’s only a matter of time before Atlas and the Legion turn their attention south.” I turned to look at Selena. Her face was pale, and she was staring out the window. “Everything alright, Selene?”
She snapped back to reality and nodded. “Yeah. Yeah, I’m alright.”
I knew she wasn’t. For one thing, she wasn’t getting mad at me for calling her Selene, which she always did. Second, she looked like she’d just seen a ghost. I knew what it really was, though. I could tell she felt guilty for not being able to get back to Dallas in time. It wasn’t like what she’d been doing wasn’t important. She’d been out gathering intel on the Legion and their movements, which was vital for us if we ever wanted to mount an offensive.
“The attacks—the latest one, especially—are troubling,” Samantha said. “They’re not going to stop, either. They’re going to keep on until we’re no longer a problem for Atlas,” she added, trying to dance around what she really meant. They weren’t going to stop until we were all dead.
“If they want to wipe us out, why haven’t they done it already?” Drew asked, leaning forward in his seat. “Ever since we fought that army a month ago, it’s just been small attacks here and there. They have the numbers for another large-scale attack. Why haven’t they done it?”
Everybody turned to look at Selena. She looked at us, confused. “What?”
“Well?” I said. “You learn anything on your latest outing that might shine some light on all of this?”
She took a moment to collect her thoughts. “Right now, it looks like they’re holed up in Boston. They’ve got a pretty constant patrol around their portion of the city, so I couldn’t get close enough to get an idea of their exact numbers. I mean, it’s an army; we know that much. They’re making their way through the city, searching for anyone who’s a Super to join their Legion. Anyone who’s not either joins as an Eximus soldier or is killed.”
Everybody took that in for a moment. Every day, the Legion’s numbers were growing. On the flip side, we were lucky to grow our numbers by one a week, and so far for this week we were net negative.
“As far as why they haven’t wiped us out yet, I don’t know. They definitely have the numbers. There could be something logistically that’s keeping them from getting down here,” Selena said.
“I have a theory,” Doug said, looking up from his laptop.
We all turned to him as he sat up in his chair.
“I don’t think they’re interested in killing us all, at least not right now. They’re just trying to keep us afraid.” Doug sat back in his chair.
I was beginning to put together the pieces. “I think I’m seeing what you’re saying,” I said.
“You do?” he asked, excited.
I nodded. “Yeah. We’ve been thinking about this all wrong. We thought that they were growing their numbers, or waiting until they’ve made their way south, but that’s not it at all.”
“They’re keeping us distracted,” Samantha said.
I nodded. “Exactly. They think if they can just send a couple Supers here and there to keep us in check and out of their hair, they won’t have to worry about us. At least, not until they’re ready.”
“Okay, but what does that mean?” Drew asked. “We have a solid theory on their motives. I know I don’t have to tell you that it’s working. We have no idea when they’re going to attack next, how big or small it’ll be, nothing.”
We all sat there in silence, each waiting for the person next to us to offer up a solution. It seemed that nobody had one, until finally, Doug spoke up. “I think I’ve got something,” he said.
“What is it?” Samantha asked.
“I’ve been talking with some of my contacts around the world, getting a sense of what’s happening outside of our borders. The problem here is that most of the Supers are joining Atlas, and those who aren’t, are too afraid to stand up to him and join us. So, they’re either fleeing the country or just lying low. Overseas, however, the Supers who can are leaving to come here and join Atlas. Things are nowhere near as bad over in places like Europe or Australia, where all the bad Supers are leaving to come here. That allows the good ones to rise up and protect their countries. The good outnumber the bad.” Doug paused.
“So, what are you saying? That we just abandon the States and flee to Australia?” Drew asked.
Doug shook his head. “No, of course not. What I’m saying is that if two people, say Kane and Selena, can go overseas and convince the Supers to join forces with us, we may be able to grow our numbers enough to be able to stand a fighting chance against Atlas and the Legion.”
Everybody let that sink in, each of us going over the idea in our heads. There were a lot of pros and cons, but it was nice to actually have a plan in mind.
“So, what you’re saying is that you want us to go on a recruiting mission?” I asked.
Doug nodded. “Yes, exactly. I have a list of countries that would be the most viable options.”
Sarah raised her hands in disbelief. “You want our two most powerful Supers to go all the way to the other side of the world, leaving us here defenseless? What if something happens? What if the Legion decides to attack? We’d be screwed!”
“We’re screwed if we sit here and do nothing,” Doug argued. “We can’t do this alone. We need all the help we can get. Besides, if something’s happening, you can just brain-message Kane or whatever.”
Samantha huffed in frustration. “It’s not that easy, and you know it, Doug. Sending a message when he’s on the other side of the country is hard enough. On the other side of the world? That’s going to take all the energy I have.”
“Well, just drink a Red Bull or something before you have to do it,” I said.
Everyone turned to look at me.
“You aren’t really considering this, are you?” Samantha asked.
“Of course I am. Doug’s right. We can’t do this on our own. We’re going to need help, and we aren’t going to find it here in the States. Selena and I are going to go as soon as we can.”
“I’ll get in touch with my contacts and see what they can tell me about the Supers in their countries. I’ll get you a list of the top three options,” Doug said. He began typing away on his keyboard.
“So, you’re just going to leave us here to die?” Samantha said, crossing her arms.
“You’re being dramatic, Samantha.”
“I’m being dramatic?” she said, tapping her index finger against her chest. “Forgive me for not loving the idea that our two most powerful Supers are about to leave us here, right after the most devastating attack we’ve had in a month. There’s an army of Supers, Eximus soldiers, and their psychotic leader right on our doorstep.”
“They aren’t on our doorstep!” I shot back. “You heard Selena—they’re all the way out in Massachusetts. The entire army isn’t going to come all the way to Dallas without you noticing. You’ll have plenty of time to get a message to us in time.”
Samantha stood up from her seat. “You need to think about this, Kane. Don’t make some emotional decision that’s going to affect all of us here. You had a long day. Just give it some time before you decide to go off globetrotting.”
With that, Samantha stormed out of the room, not letting me get another word in.
Nobody said a thing. The only sound to be heard was Doug typing away on his keyboard.
“Look, I know you don’t want to hear this, but she is a little bit right,” Drew said. “It’s been a long day. Maybe we shouldn’t make a decision right now. The Legion just attacked, which means we have a while before they do so again. Let’s at least sleep on it for one night before we make any major decisions, alright?”
I looked to Selena. She nodded.
“Alright, I can agree with that,” I said. I stood up from my chair, ready for this meeting to be over. “Keep working your contacts, Doug. We need to know as much as we can before we jump into anything.”
Doug nodded. “Already on it.”
“I guess we’ll meet back here tomorrow morning?”
Everybody nodded as they stood from their chairs, save for Doug.
“I should be ready by then,” Doug said.
“Alright then,” I said. “It’s settled. We’ll make our decision tomorrow.”




A NEW ASSIGNMENT
“Hey, I need you for a sec,” Selena said from behind me.
I stopped in the hallway and turned. She walked out of our meeting room and made her way towards me. “What’s up?” I asked her.
“I brought someone back with me,” she said with a knowing smile.
“Oh, yeah?” I asked, perking up. “Please tell me it’s a new Super.”
Her shoulders slumped a bit. “Well, not really. I mean, he is a Super, just not the good kind. I was able to grab one of the Legion’s Supers and bring him back with me. I’ve got him locked up in room 306—it’s one of the rooms we cleared out. I thought maybe we could pop down there and ask him a few questions. He’s pretty harmless, just has the ability to fly. Very slowly, I might add. I was able to chase him down easily.”
“Yeah, that sounds great. I’ll take all the answers I can get. I’ll grab Drew and we’ll go see what this Super knows,” I said, sounding as definitive as I could.
I began to turn around, ending the conversation.
“Why Drew? I figured you and I could do it,” she said.
I guessed I hadn’t sounded definitive enough. I’d known she’d get upset. “You’re just really tired, Selena. You need to get some rest, especially if this plan Doug has is going to happen. Don’t worry about it. Drew and I can handle it.”
“I’m not tired, Kane. If anybody needs rest, it should be you. I’m the one who brought him in. I’m the one who’s going to be asking the questions,” Selena said.
“Come on, Selene—”
“Don’t call me that.”
“Whatever. It’s going to be fine. He’s probably not going to answer our questions, anyway. It’ll only take two seconds. Go get some rest, please.”
Selena rolled her eyes. “Fine. Whatever. I don’t have time for this. I’ll see you before dinner for training.”
I smiled. “See you then, Selene.”
She didn’t smile back.
I walked towards the elevators as Selena blew past me in full Holocene mode. I chuckled to myself and shook my head. If I were asked why I didn’t want Selena there, I wasn’t sure I could’ve given a definitive answer. I suspected it had something to do with my getting carried away. I was so angry at Atlas and the Legion, I was happy to take my feelings out on one of the Legion’s members, especially after the attack we’d experienced earlier that day.
So I really did know why; I just didn’t want to admit it. I didn’t want Selena to be there to see me if I got carried away. Which was exactly why Drew had to be there. He could use his Eximus energy to keep me in check. Just in case.
Or to keep up appearances, at least.
I rounded the corner and saw Drew and Samantha waiting by the elevator.
“I wonder how far you could run in the time it’s taking the elevator to get here,” Drew said.
“Ah, probably not as far as you think,” I said as I walked up to them.
“I swear Eddie is making this damn thing go so slow on purpose. He’s trying to mess with me,” Samantha said, frustrated.
“Oh, come on. He can’t control how fast the elevator is going,” Drew said, leaning back against the wall.
Samantha grumbled something under her breath.
I laughed at her annoyance. “You know he just messes with you because he likes you.”
“Oh, shut up, Kane Andrews,” Samantha snapped at me. “There’s nobody that I find more annoying than Eddie.”
“He didn’t ask how you felt, Samantha,” Drew said. “But thanks for the update.”
Samantha stood there fuming.
The elevator dinged, and the doors slid open. “You know, you should be a little more grateful, Samantha,” I said as the three of us stepped in. I had a grin on my face. “If it wasn’t for Eddie and his electricity powers keeping this place up and running, we wouldn’t be able to use the elevators.”
“Oh, wow, you mean we wouldn’t be able to use the tiny metal boxes that take us up and down all day long without ever being serviced?” She pressed the button to take us to the ground floor. “Let me roll out a parade for him.”
Drew and I laughed as I pressed the 3 button. “He really gets under your skin, doesn’t he?” Drew asked, astonished.
Samantha groaned as she rubbed her temples. “He’s such a headache. As are the both of you.”
“I’d hate to see how you talk about us behind our backs,” Drew said.
I nodded in agreement.
“What’s with the third floor?” Drew asked as the elevator began to slow.
“Selena brought back someone that you and I need to ask a couple of questions,” I said.
“A Super?” Drew asked.
I nodded. “Yeah, that’s what she told me.”
“Nice. It’s been a while since I’ve used these things,” Drew said. He squeezed his fists and stretched his arms out. Purple electricity surged through his arms, popping away from his skin.
“Watch where you point those things,” Samantha said.
The doors opened, and Drew shut his electricity off.
“We’ll catch up with you later,” I said as I stepped off the elevator.
“Be safe,” Samantha said as Drew joined me.
“We will,” I said.
The doors began to close. “That elevator felt really wobbly,” Drew said, loud enough for Samantha to hear.
“Asshole!” she shouted as the doors shut.
Drew and I began walking down the hallway towards where the Super was being held. “How do you activate your Eximus energy like that?” I asked Drew.
Drew shrugged. “How do you fly?”
I thought about it for a moment. “I don’t really know. I just do.”
“Exactly,” Drew said. “Do you think Eddie is really as bad as Samantha makes him out to be?”
I shook my head and scoffed. “Of course not. Eddie’s fine. Samantha just got off on the wrong foot, and she’s too proud to admit she’s wrong about him.”
“Yeah, that’s what I thought. I love the guy. If it weren’t for him, we wouldn’t have air conditioning or Xbox.” Drew glanced at me. “You should come by and play with us some time. We usually play Fifa before bed.”
I laughed. “I’m a little too busy to play Xbox. But I’m glad you guys are having fun. It’s nice to take your mind off things.”
Drew sighed. “Yeah, it is.”
His mood changed fast, and I wanted to ask him if something was wrong. We had reached the room where the Super was being held, though, so any questions for Drew would have to wait.
“You know what to do,” I said to Drew before I opened the door. “If he gets carried away—”
Before I could finish my sentence, Drew activated the Eximus receptors embedded in his arms. His electricity buzzed through the air, sending unpleasant memories of my time as a captive of the STF to the forefront of my mind. I pushed them back down and locked eyes with Drew, then nodded and raised my eyebrows, asking whether or not he was ready.
Drew nodded, and I opened the door.




A FEW QUESTIONS
“Well, if it isn’t Kane Andrews, in the flesh,” the Super said when I walked in.
The chair he was tied to was the only piece of furniture in the room. Florescent lights in the ceiling cast a harsh, cold light across the room. The Super had dark red hair and flashed a white smile. He looked to be eighteen or nineteen.
“Well, it seems you know my name,” I said as I stepped towards him. “What would yours be?”
“Rob,” he said, smiling wide.
“It’s a pleasure, Rob. This here,” I said, gesturing towards Drew behind me, “is my friend Drew. He had Eximus rods embedded into his skin by the STF. I take it you know what Eximus is?”
Rob nodded, his smile shrinking by just a bit.
“Well, good. Then you know what will happen if you aren’t cooperative and try to use your powers.”
“I know what would happen if your friend Drew was still a part of the STF. But you’re Tempest,” Rob said, leaning forward a bit. “You don’t have it in you.”
“What makes you say that?” I asked, crossing my arms.
“You’re supposed to be a hero. Hope for the people.”
I took a step towards Rob. I leaned forward and placed my hands on the armrests of his chair. “Do you see any people around?”
The look in Rob’s eyes changed, and his face dropped. I pushed back on his chair lightly—well, lightly for me. His chair slid across the room and slammed against the wall.
I stood confident with Drew behind me. Rob looked between the two of us, his guard coming back up. He sat back in his chair and smiled.
“So, is this supposed to be good cop, bad cop or something?” he asked.
“No,” I said, walking towards him. “This is going to be us asking questions, and you answering them.” I stopped in front of him and crossed my arms. “What was the reason for the attack on our camp this morning? It was the biggest and boldest one yet.”
Rob smirked. “I heard they were planning something big. Looks like it really got you shaken up,” he said, looking me up and down.
“Answer the question, Rob,” I said, ignoring his comment. I leaned forward, showing him I was ready to make him regret not answering.
“Same as always. Just seeing if you guys have got any new Supers, what you’re capable of, stuff like that,” Rob said, his attitude slowly disappearing.
“Why did you join Atlas, Rob?” I asked, changing to a softer tone.
Rob looked up at me. He seemed unsure whether or not he should answer. Then the look in his eyes changed. It was as if he was rehearsing a speech in his head that he’d performed many times.
“I joined the Legion of Richter because Supers are the future.” He flashed a look filled with hatred at me, and I knew exactly why. “Richter was the future. He set forth the path that Atlas walks and leads us down. The laws, the society, the culture of the human race are irrelevant,” he spat. He’d said the word “human” as if it was a curse word. “You’ll see, Tempest, and you’ll pay. If it weren’t for you and your love for the humans, this would already be a world run by the Supers. We are a natural evolution of the human race. You can’t stop progress, Tempest. It’s like a bullet train, and it stops for no one. It barrels forward at breakneck pace, and anybody who doesn’t jump on for the ride will be flattened beneath it. Once the train of progress reaches its destination, we will have arrived in a world run by Supers. Run by Atlas, who acts as the right hand of Richter, doing his bidding.”
“I hate to tell you, buddy, but Richter is dead,” I said, getting right up in his face. “I killed him myself.”
Rob spat in my face. “How dare you speak his name!” he shouted, and jerked about in his chair.
I took a step back, wiping his saliva from my face. I fought the urge to hit him as hard as I could. It raged within me like a roaring lion, but I was able to keep it subdued. I didn’t want Drew to hit me with a jolt of Eximus.
“I’ll say his name all I want to,” I told Rob. “Because that’s all it is. Just the name of a teenage boy who thought that the world was supposed to bow at his feet and worship him like a god.”
“You think he’s not a god?” Rob asked me. “You think he’s a human? He’s no mere human, you steaming pile of shit. We are the angels, and Richter is our god. The earth is our domain, and Atlas is our shepherd. He leads us. He guides us. He knows the will of Richter. But you—” he said, looking at me with evil eyes. His body radiated hatred. “You are the devil. You and your demons.” He glanced back at Drew, who was standing next to the door with a blank face. “You think you can save the humans. You think we can go back to the way things were. The world has changed, Tempest. We can never go back. This is the way things are. The sooner you accept that, the sooner we can go about having heaven on Earth. Peace amongst the nations.”
I raised my hand, stopping Rob. “What was that you said?” I asked him. “Heaven on Earth?”
Rob hesitated. “Yes,” he said. “Heaven on Earth. We must prepare the Earth for Richter’s return.”
“Richter’s return?” I said, taking a step forward. “Listen to me. Richter is dead. I threw him into the sun myself.”
Rob jerked in his chair. He jumped around, trying to get out. “I’ll kill you!” he screamed, spit flying from his mouth. “I’ll kill you, Tempest! Say his name! Say it one more time, and I’ll kill you!” He jerked around in his chair so much that it tipped over and fell to the floor. He slammed his head, but after a few seconds of disorientation, he continued his attempts to break free.
I got down on one knee next to him. “What is Atlas planning, Rob? Tell me. What does he want?”
“I’ll kill you, Tempest! I’ll kill you!”
I sighed and shook my head, then turned to Drew. “I can’t get a straight answer out of these guys, can I?”
Drew shrugged and smirked.
I grabbed Rob by his shirt, lifting both him and the chair he was tied to into the air. I walked over to the window, and he continued to jerk about and shout at me.
With my left hand, I punched the window. The whole thing shattered into pieces and fell to the ground. I shoved Rob out of the window and held him dangling in his chair three stories above the ground. “What is Atlas planning?” I shouted.
“He will kill all the humans! He will destroy the false prophets who lead them!” he shouted.
I had a feeling that the “false prophets” he was talking about was us.
“I kinda figured that out on my own!” I shouted back at Rob. Of course Atlas was trying to kill us all. “What’s his end game? Why is he hiding? Why doesn’t he come here and end all of this?”
Rob’s eyes darted between me and the ground far below him. “A king rules from his throne!” he shouted.
I grunted in frustration and tossed Rob behind me, back into the room. He slammed against the wall, the chair he was sitting in shattering into pieces. He fell into a crumpled, shaking heap on the floor.
I ran to him in a split second, picked him up by his shirt and slammed him against the wall. “What is Atlas’ end game, Rob? Tell me! What is he planning?” I shouted as loud as I could.
Rob winced from the pain in his eardrums. “Atlas will raze the world, clearing it of all who do not bow to the will and power of Richter!”
I slammed Rob against the wall even harder. “That’s not an answer! Tell me exactly how he’s planning to do that.”
Rob shook his head. “I can’t! The will of Richter cannot fall on sacrilegious, blasphemous ears!”
I pulled Rob in so his face was just inches from mine. The lion of anger and frustration deep within me was growing stronger and stronger. “You tell me what he is planning right now, Rob, or you will regret it.”
He didn’t answer.
I didn’t know how much longer I could hold the lion in. “Let me tell you something: Richter was a piece of trash. As you so eloquently said earlier, ‘a steaming pile of shit.’ I killed him. I threw him into the damn sun. He’s gone. He’s never coming back. Now, tell me exactly what Atlas is planning before more innocent people die.”
Rob looked at me, rage filling his eyes.
“What is his end game?” I said through gritted teeth.
Rob said nothing. I could see his jaw grinding his teeth in anger.
“I said, What. Is. His. End. Game.” I clenched my fists tight around his shirt, my muscles tensed up as tight as they could get.
Again, Rob kept his mouth shut. I could almost admire his fortitude.
I slammed Rob to the floor. He cried out in pain.
“Kane,” I vaguely heard Drew say from somewhere in the room. I could barely hear him over the roaring sound of my blood rushing through my head.
“Answer me, Rob!” I screamed, and I punched him in the face. It took a lot to hold back and not go full Tempest on him. “People are going to die! Tell me what Atlas is planning!”
Rob spat in my face. “Go to hell, devil.”
I slammed my fist into his face, sending blood flying across the floor.
“Kane, stop!” Drew yelled.
I raised my fist again, but felt a surge of electricity course through me. I was slammed to the floor, my body jerking and spasming from the Eximus coursing through me. The electricity traveled to my brain, blocking whatever it was in there that gave me my powers.
Drew had one hand on my shoulder, and in the other, he held a fistful of my shirt. He dragged me backwards, out of the room.
“You’re going to pay, Tempest!” Rob shouted, sounding like a crazed maniac. “You’re going to pay!”




TWISTED WORDS
My body seized up from the Eximus. Drew shut the door, and then took his hands off me. I lay on the floor, the Eximus still going strong in my brain. It took a few seconds, but it began to dissipate. My head felt like it was in a fog, and my muscles were sore from the electricity.
“You good?” Drew asked me. He reached down a hand to help me up.
“That thing’s not on, is it?” I groaned.
Drew laughed. “No, not unless you do something stupid.”
I grabbed his hand, and he lifted me up. I leaned against the wall for balance, and slowly felt my powers returning to me.
“You were getting a little carried away in there,” he said.
“I had it under control,” I said, trying my best not to sound as frustrated as I felt. I thought I did have it under control. Yeah, Rob was making me a little angry, but I was using that anger to our advantage. “He was this close to telling me, Drew.” I looked up at him, his face telling me he wasn’t convinced. “I’m telling you. This close.”
“Kane, stop it. He wasn’t close, and you know it. If you would’ve kept going, you would have killed him,” Drew said, his voice stern.
I wasn’t sure what to say. I knew Drew wasn’t right. He couldn’t have been. I wasn’t going to just kill somebody who was defenseless—I couldn’t have. Yet I couldn’t find the words to defend myself.
“I knew this was a bad idea,” he said, more to himself than anything. “It’s been a long day. We were attacked this morning, for crying out loud. We’re not in the right state to be questioning a prisoner,” Drew told me, as if it was the most ludicrous idea ever, and he’d been saying so from the beginning.
“Time isn’t a luxury we have, Drew. The attack this morning was the biggest one yet. We can’t just sit around and wait until we’re in the ‘right state of mind’ before we try to get some information that can save lives.”
Drew cocked his head to the side. “Okay, just so I’m clear, you’re admitting that you’re not thinking straight.”
I rubbed my face with my hands. “That’s not what I’m saying. I’m just—” I stopped, giving up in frustration. “Fine. Whatever. You win, Drew. I’m sorry for doing what I need to do to keep people safe.” I turned to walk away.
“Just because bad things happen to us doesn’t give us the right to do worse,” Drew said as I was walking away. “Do unto others, Golden Rule, you know, that stuff.”
I turned and raised my hands. “I didn’t go and blow up a camp of innocent civilians, but look where that got us.”
“So, you’re saying you want to go blow up a camp of civilians?” Drew asked.
I grunted in frustration and stopped walking. “You know that’s not what I said, Drew. Stop twisting my words.”
“Alright, whatever,” Drew said, waving me off. “You go get some rest or whatever, and I’ll stay here and watch Rob. That’ll give me some time to think about what you really mean.”
I didn’t even give Drew the satisfaction of a response. I just disappeared in a blur, running away as fast as I could.

I walked into my room on the fourth floor of the hotel. I wanted to throw myself on my bed first thing, but I needed a shower.
I walked over to the open door that led to my parents’ room, adjoining this one. I was about to shut it, then I saw that my parents were in their room on their break. I walked in, letting out a sigh to announce my arrival. I sat down on the bed next to Mom, who was reading a book.
“Getting some rest before training with Selena?” Dad said from his spot at the table next to the window. He was writing something down on a notepad.
“Yeah, gonna take a shower and try to get a nap,” I said.
“I don’t think you’re going to have to try very hard,” Mom said with a comforting smile.
“I agree with you there. It’s been a long day,” I said as I rubbed my face, trying to scrub the tiredness from it. “What are you writing down, Dad?”
He looked at me above his reading glasses. “Just working on a schedule for the kitchen. We’ve got a lot of great people volunteering.”
“That’s great,” I said. “Thanks for taking care of the civilians while the rest of us focus on this whole Atlas thing.”
Dad smiled, and Mom patted me on the back. “Don’t worry about it,” she said. “We know you’ve got it under control. But if you ever need any help with anything, you know where to find us.”
I nodded. “I’m gonna go take a shower. I’ll talk to you guys later.” I stood to leave, but Mom stopped me.
“Don’t think we haven’t forgotten about tomorrow. What kind of cake do you want for your birthday?” she asked.
I stopped and slowly turned, groaning. “Come on, Mom. We don’t have time for any birthday stuff.”
“Nonsense!” she said. “It’s your eighteenth birthday! You deserve a cake.”
I hesitated before telling them about tomorrow. I knew Mom was really looking forward to my birthday, so telling her I wasn’t even going to be on this continent in 24 hours would upset her. “I’m actually not going to be here tomorrow,” I said.
They both looked at me with puzzled faces. I explained the whole thing to them, how Doug had been in contact with some people overseas and how Selena and I were planning to go tomorrow. “They want to put it to a vote tomorrow morning, but I’m sure it’ll go through,” I said at the end.
Mom got up from her spot on the bed and gave me a hug, her eyes misty. “I guess her son saving the world is the best thing a mother could ask for on her child’s eighteenth birthday.”
I laughed, as did Dad. “I’ll be sure to stop by and say goodbye before I leave,” I told them. With that, I left the room to go get some rest, having not given them a proper goodbye.




STREET FIGHT
A knock at the door woke me from my sleep. I got up and walked over to look through the peephole. Selena was standing there, waiting for me to answer.
“There you are,” she said as I opened the door. “Drew told me you’d be here.”
I rubbed my head and turned around, then walked over to my bed. Selena followed me in.
“He didn’t seem too pleased with you,” she said.
I sat down on the edge of my bed and put my shoes on. “Yeah, we had a bit of a disagreement. At least I think that’s what it was. I don’t know—it’s been a long day. Everybody’s on edge. I’m ready to punch something.”
“By something, you mean me?” Selena said with a smirk, crossing her arms.
“Hey, this whole training thing was your idea.” I stood, ready to go.
The two of us walked out of the room and began making our way to our sparring location. “So, what was this whole disagreement—or whatever it was—all about?”
I shrugged. “I got a little aggressive with that guy you brought in earlier. Drew had to pull me off him. We got into a bit of a fight, but our emotions were running high and my adrenaline was pumping. I was just being stupid.”
“So, what you really mean is that you were pissed that Drew brought you down a peg?”
I rolled my eyes. “You can call it whatever you want, Selene.”
“You really want me to punch you hard, don’t you?” she asked.
I smirked. “I don’t know, Selene. You tell me.”
“Call me that one more time and you’ll see just how hard I can hit,” she said.
“Well if it’s anything like how you’ve punched me in the past, it won’t be too bad.”
Selena and I spent the rest of our time walking, talking to and teasing each other. When we reached the parking lot at the edge of our camp, we cleaned it out and used it to practice fighting each other, the craters and cracks all over the concrete evidence of our sparring.
“You’re probably already warmed up after this morning,” Selena said as she stretched.
“Unfortunately. Those Supers were no joke. Just ask Nep,” I said with a chuckle.
“How bad was he hurt?” Selena asked.
“Not too bad, obviously, or else I wouldn’t be joking about it. He definitely got his bell rung, though.” I nodded towards Selena as she finished her stretches. “You seem warmed up as well. Run into any trouble while you were scouting?”
Selena shook her head. “Nothing I couldn’t handle. I wasn’t even spotted while I was flying around Boston.” She shook her head. “It’s not looking pretty. They’re going through the city like a plague. They’re destroying everything, forcing people to join the Legion or die. Most are joining gladly, though. Anybody smart enough is long gone from the city. The only ones left behind are those asking for trouble or wanting to join.”
“What about Atlas? You see him at all?” I asked, nervous about her answer.
Selena shook her head. “Nobody’s seen him, or if they have, they aren’t saying a word. Apparently he’s staying hidden, ‘ruling from his throne’ or some such shit.”
I nodded. “I’ve heard the same thing. I can’t help but feel something’s not right.”
“Of course it’s not,” she said with a scoff.
“You know what I mean. Relatively speaking, something’s not right. Atlas doesn’t seem like the type of guy to not constantly be in the limelight. He didn’t even come to Dallas when the Legion atta—”
My sentence was interrupted by Selena slamming her fist against my chest. My body was launched backwards and slammed through a convenience store across the street before being stopped by the front counter.
Selena appeared in front of me, offering her hand. “Don’t let your guard down, Kane.”
I rolled my eyes and grimaced as my body healed itself. I grabbed her hand and jerked down on it, trying to bring her down to the ground with me. She didn’t budge, having expected my move and bracing herself. I let go and fell back.
“Also, don’t be predictable,” she said with a laugh.
I grunted in annoyance as I grabbed her hand once more to pull myself up. Once I was up, I could tell she had relaxed her muscles and was no longer bracing herself. I jerked her in close and, using her momentum against her, slammed my hand against her chest. I knocked her off her feet and slammed her to the floor, causing the ground to crack underneath her from the force of my blow.
Selena placed her left hand on my right shoulder and in one fluid motion, flipped me off her. Now I was the one being slammed to the floor, as she flipped me to her right and pressed her knee against my chest.
I went to hit her with my right hand, but she grabbed my wrist. I tried to hit with my left hand, and she did the same.
My legs, however, were still free.
I pulled them up and kneed her hard in the back. She fell forward, inches from my face. I head-butted her as hard as I could, and she went flying backwards through the counter of the convenience store.
I shot up from the floor and flew out into the open. I hovered above the parking lot, waiting for Selena to come flying out.
Right on cue, a few seconds later, Selena flew at me fast and hard, just like I’d predicted. I dodged her fist by a few inches, and she went soaring behind me. I reached out and grabbed her foot as she flew by. I redirected her momentum and slammed her to the ground.
I flew down to where she lay. She jumped up from the ground and charged at me. Now she was really angry.
She launched a punch at me, but I blocked it. She punched again, and I swooped my head out of the way. Her next punch came a little faster, as did the next. Both I dodged with ease. Our speed increased, and so did the power behind her punches. For one punch, however, her speed faltered. I parried that blow, and punched her in the gut during the opening she gave me.
This left my body open for attack, however. She grabbed my shoulders and brought my body in for a knee to the gut.
The air shot from my lungs like a bullet, and for a split second my head grew light. I shook the stars away as I breathed in a quick lungful air. From the corner of my eye I saw Selena’s fist coming in fast. I stood up straight, and her fist swooped through the air where I had been leaning over seconds earlier.
Her missed punch caused her to falter, and I launched a volley of attacks at her exposed side. Selena stumbled backwards, the perfect distance away for a solid kick.
And give her a solid kick I did. I slammed the bottom of my foot against her chest, and Selena went flying backwards, skidding across the ground before coming to a halt at the edge of the parking lot.
I ran to her side in a split second. She was lying on the ground, catching her breath. “You good?” I asked.
She nodded. “Yeah, I’m good.”
“I think I won this one,” I said, reaching down to help her up. I made sure to brace myself for what I knew was coming.
Selena grabbed my hand and jerked down on it. I didn’t budge. “It was worth a shot,” she said with an eye roll. She let go of my hand and stood up on her own.
“Come on,” I said. “Let’s get something to eat.”




TABLE TALK
With my plate of macaroni and cheese and garlic bread and a bottle of water in hand, I walked over and sat down between Samantha and Doug. Selena sat across from us, next to Drew.
“How’d your fighting go?” Drew asked casually, as if we hadn’t fought earlier. This was typical, and one of the things I liked about Drew. When something was over, it was over. He wasn’t going to stay mad at me or hold anything over my head, even if maybe he should’ve.
“It was good,” I said with a smirk as I glanced at Selena. She wasn’t as happy as I was; she just rolled her eyes and scoffed.
“Kane thinks he beat me, when really I was just hungry and didn’t feel like fighting anyways,” she explained.
Everybody at the table saw through her bullshit, and we all let out a sarcastic, “Ohhh!”
“We did get outside our parking lot, though,” I said.
“I punched Kane through the front of a convenience store,” Selena said.
“Wow, the way you said that so nonchalantly…” Doug began. He couldn’t even finish his sentence.
“Okay, Doug, bring the creep meter down a bit,” I said with a laugh. I took a bite of my food, the cheesiness comforting me to my core.
“No—I’m not—I’m just saying,” Doug said, unable to find the words.
Everybody at the table laughed as he turned red. “We know what you mean,” Drew said. “We’ve just gotta have someone to tease.”
Doug shoveled a bite of mac & cheese into his mouth. “When you all have trouble with your computers and need help with them, don’t come to me,” he said through his mouthful of food.
“Doug, none of us use computers. I didn’t even think the internet worked anymore,” I said with a laugh.
“Certain satellite networks and peer-to-peer networks are still up and running. Plus, when you have hacking superpowers, that helps too,” Doug said with a satisfied look on his face.
“Doug,” Samantha said, leaning forward over the table so she could look past me and right at Doug. “You don’t have superpowers.”
“That’s B.S., Samantha. I do have hacking superpowers,” he said, pointing a finger at her.
The way he exuded confidence and certainty when he said that didn’t match with his scrawny teenaged appearance, causing some of us at the table to chuckle. “Just because you can do something none of the rest of us can, doesn’t make it a superpower,” Selena said as she took a bite of her garlic bread.
I took a sip of my water, and as I set the bottle back down, came to Doug’s defense. “Alright, enough picking on him. If it weren’t for Doug, we wouldn’t know the situation overseas.”
“Yeah, unless we just flew there and saw for ourselves,” Selena said.
I shot her a look, and she shrugged in defense as she picked up her water. “So, what’s it like over there?” I asked Doug. “What are your contacts telling you?”
“Well, Kane,” Doug said, turning to face me, pretending I was the only one there, intentionally ignoring the rest of the group, “I’m glad you asked. It’s actually not that bad over there. Most countries’ entire governments haven’t been overthrown.”
“Most?” I asked.
Doug shrugged. “Okay, none, although Johannesburg has been taken over by a crazy Super named Raven. But as far as the governments go, no, they’re mostly still intact. England actually has a group of Supers working with the government to keep the country safe from evil Supers, which—relatively speaking—there aren’t many of them.”
“Why aren’t there as many evil Supers overseas?” Selena asked.
“I’m sorry, Kane, did you hear something?” Doug said, cocking his head to the side.
I gave him a smile that said the shtick was cute, but now we needed to get serious. “Come on, why aren’t there?” I asked.
“Well,” he began, glancing over at Selena before turning his attention back to me. “I mean, the USA has turned into an evil-Super Mecca. They’re flocking here any way they can.”
“Well, that’s quite the double-edged sword,” Samantha said.
“Yeah,” Drew said. “Good news in the short run for Selena and Kane. Bad news for us all in the long run.”
I nodded. “What you’re saying is that most things overseas are business as usual?”
“As usual as business can be when arguably the most powerful nation in the world has fallen to a supervillain and his Legion,” Doug said. “From a political, economical, and just about every other viewpoint, the world is in chaos. But would you be able to tell if you were walking down the street? I mean, you don’t have to worry about someone coming up to you and making you pledge to the Legion or die, or a building coming down on top of you, or anything like that. So, yeah, compared to how things are here, it’s business as usual.”

We changed the topic soon after, and did our best to eat without bringing up the situation overseas, or the Legion razing the northeastern United States. When that’s your world, it’s difficult to do. Still, I found a way to spend my last dinner with them for a while as normally as I could.
When the giant ballroom we were eating in had started to clear out, I stood to leave. “Well, I’m going to go get some rest,” I announced as I grabbed my plate.
“I’ll walk with you to your room,” Samantha said. “I’m going to bed too.”
My heart skipped a beat, and I had a split-second decision to make. On one hand, I wanted to walk with Samantha back to my room, but on the other hand I wasn’t actually going to go to my room. It was just a lie to excuse myself and not have anyone come looking for me later. “Well, I was actually going to use the bathroom first.”
“Isn’t there a bathroom in your room?” Drew asked as he stood, collecting his trash.
“Yeah, but there’s something wrong with the pipes or something. I’m just using the one down here.” With that, I excused myself, unable to make eye contact with Samantha. If I did, I knew she’d somehow be able to tell I was lying.
I strode out of the room, making sure to swing the ballroom door open wide as I left. I looked around, making sure no one was in the hallway. The ballroom door was almost shut when I sprang into action. I ran back into the room so fast, nobody could see me.
I grabbed a plate of food and a bottle of water, and was in and out in a split second.
It was time to pay my little secret a visit.




PRISONER OF WAR
It wasn’t until I reached the entrance to the tunnels beneath Dallas that I slowed down. The sky was almost completely dark, and the long, dark entrance stretched before me. I sighed before taking a step forward. I focused on my eyes, causing them to glow, lighting my path.
The pedestrian tunnel system beneath Dallas housed many storefronts and food courts. It had been built to allow people to comfortably get around downtown Dallas during the sweltering heat of Texas summers, but it was rarely used and mostly neglected in recent decades. According to Selena, it was something that not a lot of people who lived in Dallas knew about.
I was able to keep everybody out of the tunnels, taking it upon myself to be sure they weren’t being used by the Legion or the STF to spy on us. When I went down into the tunnels, it was to visit the secret I kept down there.
When I reached the boarded-up store that had once sold clothes, I set down the plate of food and the water bottle and fished my keys out of my pocket. I unlocked the padlock and swung open the door. The light from the room hit me, followed soon after by my actual prisoner jumping on and hitting me. I pushed him back with my free hand, sending him across the room.
I sighed. He tried that every single time I went down there.
I grabbed the food and the water bottle and shut the door. “You have any dirty clothes for me?” I asked him as I set down his meal on the table I had set up in the middle of the room.
He stood up, groaning from my push. “Yeah, over there,” he said, pointing to the hamper next to the bed, up against the back wall.
I walked to the hamper and picked it up, and set it down next to the door so that I wouldn’t forget it when I left. Then I walked over to the table and pulled out the chair across from him. I sat down and watched him eat.
My prisoner’s name was Marcus Arinelle. He was a late-20s STF agent I had captured two weeks prior. His hair was unkempt, and his beard was starting to come in thick. “I’ll bring you some shaving stuff to take care of that beard, if you want me to,” I said.
Marcus looked up at me, chewing a bite of mac & cheese. “I thought you forgot about me. You didn’t bring me lunch.”
“There was an attack. Got a little distracted.”
“The STF?”
“No, the Legion,” I said.
“Anybody die?” he asked.
“Two civilians. One Super got injured. Nep.”
“I’m sorry about the civilians,” he said.
“I know.”
“Does that mean you’re going to do it tonight?”
I was taken aback. “What do you mean? Do what?”
“Do what you’ve been telling yourself you’re going to do every time you’ve walk through that door for the past two weeks,” he said, pointing his fork at me and at the door. “Are you going to do whatever it takes to get information out of me?”
I didn’t know what to say. I opened my mouth, but the words didn’t come out. “That’s not the point,” I said finally. “That’s not why you’re here. You’re a prisoner of war.”
“Oh, yeah?” Marcus said, leaning back in his chair. “How many of your Super friends know that I’m down here?”
I didn’t answer.
“That’s what I thought. Why haven’t you told any of them about me? I’m not just a ‘prisoner of war’. You want to question me. Get information out of me. Beat me half to death to do it if you half to. But you can’t, because you’re a coward.”
“No, I’m not,” I said, standing from my seat. “If I wanted to, I could get you to tell me whatever I wanted you to. I could beat the information out of you if I wanted to. I nearly beat a member of the Legion to death today. I would’ve if someone hadn’t been there to pull me off him.”
Marcus laughed—a deep, hearty laugh. “Of course you could’ve!” he said, mocking me. “Except you didn’t. Do you know why?”
I didn’t answer.
“Because you knew that your little friend who was there was going to pull you off him. You knew that you could go as far as you wanted to, and somebody else would be there to draw the line for you.” Marcus leaned forward, smiling. “Well, guess what, Kane? Nobody’s here to pull you off me. Nobody’s here to stop you from going too far. And that’s why you’ve been working up the courage for the past two weeks to do it. Coming down here, bringing me food, a bed, books to read, even rerouting the electricity down here to give me lights and air conditioning. You’re hoping that if you make me comfortable enough, I’ll freely tell you everything I know. ‘Oh, Mr. Andrews, thank you for making my life so comfortable! Here’s everything the STF is planning,’” Marcus said in a mocking voice. He leaned back in his chair, cackling. “If you want anything from me, you’re going to have to beat it out of me, Kane Andrews!”
I yelled in frustration, silencing Marcus, then slammed my fist down on the table. It cracked under the force of my blow, causing Marcus to lean back in his chair, laughing. “See? If that table could talk, it’d tell you everything it knows.”
I turned and stormed out of the room. I’d had enough of Marcus’ taunting words.
I slammed the door behind me and paced up and down the hallway. “Come on,” I told myself, hitting my fists together. “Come on! You’ve got this. You’ve got this!” I slammed my fist against the wall and grunted in frustration. “Come on!” I yelled, trying to pump myself up.
I knew I had to do it. If I could just get Marcus to tell me everything he knew, there was no telling how far ahead we’d be. At that moment, we were in the dark. But if I could just get Marcus to tell me everything he knew about the Legion, the STF—even what he knew about us—we’d be so far ahead of where we were.
But I knew what it was going to take to get that information out of him, and I wasn’t sure if I could do it.
Maybe Marcus was right. Maybe the reason I had gone crazy on Rob was because I had known Drew was there. I’d known Drew would pull me off Rob. And no matter how mad I’d gotten at Drew for doing it, deep down, I was thankful to him for stopping me from crossing that line—the line I’d been counting on him to draw.
I sighed, resting my forehead on the cool concrete wall. I wasn’t that person. No matter how guilty I felt for not being able to do what was necessary to get the needed information from Marcus, I couldn’t be that person.
I ran into the room as fast as I could, grabbed Marcus, and flew him far outside of Dallas. I dropped him off in the middle of a town called Fairfield and left him there without a word. I’d known I was going to have to set him free anyway, since I’d felt too ashamed to tell anyone about him, and I wasn’t going to leave him down in the tunnels to starve while Selena and I were overseas.
I flew back to Dallas, feeling as if a huge weight had been lifted off my shoulders.
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ATTACK ON DALLAS
Screaming, followed by the crackling of Eximus guns, woke me from my sleep.
I jumped from my bed and exploded through my hotel window, skipping running out through the lobby altogether. Then I watched as a group of about a hundred STF soldiers attacked our Dallas base and herded all the civilians up into a row of trucks.
I watched as Nep, still recovering from his earlier injuries, tried his best to fight off a two STF soldiers in the middle of the road. A volley of Eximus blasts was launched at him from the soldiers’ futuristic weapons. He fell to the ground in convulsions.
I sprang into action, flying down to swoop him up and away from the STF soldiers.
Then one of them cocked his shotgun and launched a blast into Nep’s chest.
Nep’s lack of healing powers meant that was it. He was gone with a single blast from a shotgun.
I let out a yell of anger and grief. I landed next to the two soldiers and ripped their guns away from them. I grabbed the one with the shotgun and flung him like a rag doll across the road. I kicked the other, sending him flying into a group of STF soldiers.
The ones who hadn’t been taken out turned and looked at me.
“We’ve got Tempest, twelve o’clock!” one of them yelled.
Suddenly a volley of bullets—the Eximus and the lead types—was being shot at me.
I jumped up into the air, having to twist and maneuver my body to dodge the Eximus blasts, while the bullets I just ignored. My healing abilities would take care of them.
I flew up into the darkness and out of the way. They shot at where they thought I was, but their blasts weren’t coming anywhere near me. I scanned the crowd, searching for the best point of attack.
And there he was. Standing in the back of an army-type truck with a canvas roof, leading a group of civilians inside, was Marcus. He had somehow been able to get into contact with the STF and tell them what he was able to learn about our camp. I was willing to bet they had made their way into downtown through the tunnels I had kept him prisoner in.
I cursed myself, not wanting to believe how stupid I could be. I was going to have to make things right, if not for anybody but Nep.
I flew down, ready to take on Marcus. Now I had a reason, an excuse. This was defense of my new home. Everything I worked to protect.
But as I flew down towards him, somebody slammed into me, and I was suddenly going in the opposite direction, away from Dallas. I looked up and saw the person who had me was Selena, and I gave in as she took me, flying far away from Dallas. I didn’t have it in me to fight her. She obviously knew more about the situation than I did.
All I could focus on was the fact that this was all my fault.
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HEADCOUNT
Selena dropped me off at a parking lot in front of a big box store. Doug, Drew, and Samantha ran to my side. They asked me things like, “Are you okay?” and “Do you know what was going on?”, but I paid attention to none of it.
Doug, Drew, Samantha, and Selena.
That was it. Nobody else.
“Where are my parents?” I asked.
Everybody stopped their questions. Nobody answered.
I turned to Samantha, put my hands on her shoulders and looked her deep in the eyes. “Samantha, please, tell me where my parents are.”
Samantha nodded and closed her eyes, putting her powers to work.
We all stood there for a few tense moments as Samantha focused. “Okay…okay, I’ve got ’em.”
“Where are they? Tell them I’m coming to get them!” I was already floating a few inches off the ground, ready to take off as soon as Samantha told me.
“They were in one of the first trucks. They’re already on their way to the STF base.”
“Tell them I’m on my way!” I shouted as I began to fly back.
“Kane, wait!” Samantha shouted both at me and in my head for good measure.
I stopped and turned, looking down on them from ten feet up.
“They want me to tell you something…” Samantha closed her eyes and focused. “It’s your dad. He’s…saying that he wants you to stay. To go overseas, and to leave him.”
“He’s crazy!” I shouted down.
Samantha relayed what I had told her, then said, “He said ‘crazy’ would be endangering your mission to save him. For better or for worse, the STF is focused on keeping civilians safe. This is the safest place they can be, especially if you’re going to be on the other side of the planet.”
I felt as if I was being pulled in two. I slowly floated back down to the ground. Every fiber within me told me to go and save Mom and Dad from the STF. But still—as usual—Dad had a great point. The STF only hated Supers; they wanted to keep civilians safe. A hidden STF base really was the best place for them. Still, I wasn’t entirely sure.
“What happens if the STF finds out who they are? If they know they have Tempest’s parents, they’re going to use that against them.” I placed my feet on the ground and waited for Samantha to tell Dad my concern.
A few moments later, I had a response. “He says that they’ll be careful,” Samantha said. “They can take care of themselves. They’ll come up with an alias—if they’re even asked. The STF has a lot of people, and can’t keep track of them all. Besides, if your parents are in danger, they know of a Super or two who’ll come save them.” Samantha opened her eyes and looked into mine. She took a step forward and put a hand on my arm. “I promise you, Kane, I’ll check in with them all the time. If they’re in any danger, I’ll let you know as soon as possible, and we’ll all stop what we’re doing to save them.”
I looked past Samantha at Doug, Drew, and Selena, who all nodded in agreement.
I sighed. It seemed as if I didn’t have any other options. “Okay. Tell them to stay safe and that I love them.”
Samantha smiled and nodded. “They say the same.”
I nodded, and Samantha stepped aside. “So, what the hell happened?”
“The STF attacked us out of nowhere,” Selena said. “I don’t even know where they came from. I let my guard down, and they slipped by. I’m so sorry.”
Guilt twisted my gut. She was blaming herself for my mistake.
“They just started attacking, herding people into the trucks,” she continued. “There were too many of them, so I just focused on getting you guys out of there. And then Nep, he…”
“Nep was killed by one of the soldiers,” I said.
Nobody said a word. They were all stunned.
“Why now?” Samantha asked finally. “Why decide to attack us now, out of nowhere?”
“They must’ve found out about us being attacked this morning,” Drew said. “And they figured they’d make their move while we were still recovering—when we least expected it.”
I nodded in agreement. “I’m so sorry, guys. I shouldn’t have let my guard down. I should’ve been out patrolling with Selena.”
“No, it’s fine,” she said. “You handled those Supers this morning all on your own. This one was on me.”
I didn’t have the strength to argue. “So, what’s the plan?” I said, turning to Samantha. “Anybody have any ideas?”
“Well, it’s obvious now—you have to go to England and wherever else you can,” she said. “We need more people on our side, especially if we have the Legion and the STF to worry about.”
“Yes, if you can make the right impression on the governments overseas, especially England, we could garner a lot of support,” Doug said, leaning up against an SUV that had long since been abandoned. “They have no idea what’s going on over here. If Selena can explain what she knows from her scouting missions, and with Kane there as a figurehead, maybe we can convince them to help us.”
“We’ll do what we can,” I said. “But first we need to get some rest. We’ll leave first thing in the morning.” I turned to look at the large store behind us. “I’m sure there’s some mattresses and couches in there. We can crash here for the night.”
Everybody murmured in agreement, and we walked towards the entrance, spirits lower than ever.v
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THE HUMAN ELEVATOR
I walked outside, the cool, fresh air filling my lungs. Everybody inside the store had long been asleep, but I couldn’t stop tossing and turning.
I walked a bit farther out and looked around. The store and its large parking lot stretched out for a ways before reaching the road that led into the small town we had set up camp in. There didn’t seem to be much around, at least nothing taller than the store.
I turned and floated up to the roof of the building and sat down on the edge with my feet hanging off. They dangled fifteen or twenty feet off the ground. Definitely high enough to make pre-Tempest me nervous.
I felt a small tingle of energy in the back of my head, and I knew instantly what it was. “Hey, you gonna come pick me up, or do I have to stay down here?” Samantha said in my head, confirming my suspicion.
I pushed off the roof and floated to the ground with a smile.
Samantha was standing at the bottom wearing a denim button-up shirt and dark pants. Her blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail.
“You want me to give you a ride?” I asked, holding out my arms.
Samantha walked towards me and wrapped her arms around my neck. I held her tight and then floated up towards the roof of the building. Her body tightened, and she held her breath.
“I’m not going to drop you,” I said with a chuckle. I set her down on the roof, and she breathed a sigh of relief.
“I know,” she said as she sat down and slid her feet over the edge. “Just a habit.”
I sat down next to her, our legs swinging in unison. “So, am I like your personal Uber for flying now or something?” I said with a smile.
“No not Uber—Lyft,” she said with a wide smile, satisfied with her joke.
I laughed and shook my head. “Damn, I should’ve thought of that.”
Samantha shrugged with a teasing look on her face. “It’s okay, buddy. Not all of us can be as fast as the Great Samantha.”
I rolled my eyes, and the two of us sat up there in silence for a few minutes, looking up at the stars in the sky. “What are you going to do while Selena and I are gone?”
“Well, obviously we need to find somewhere to set up camp. Hopefully we won’t have to go too far to find somewhere suitable.”
“Does Doug have his computer equipment with him?” I asked, turning to look at Samantha.
“Uh-huh,” she said, brushing a strand of hair behind her left ear. “He sleeps with the essentials in a bag next to his bed, so he was ready to go.”
“That’s good. Anything other than that?”
Samantha shook her head. “Just keeping tabs on you and Selena. I’ll be in your head for most of the important bits.”
“Well, it’s good knowing I’ve got somebody watching my back,” I said, turning my attention to the ground below me. “You know how you have to have a connection, or know a lot about the person, or stuff like that, in order to use your powers on them?”
Samantha nodded. “Yeah, I know that pretty well,” she said, throwing me a teasing look.
“Yeah, I figured you were an expert. Back at the beginning of all this, when I was fighting Richter in the desert, how did you get into my head? We’d never met before that, had we?” I asked.
Samantha didn’t answer right away. I could tell she was trying to figure out how to answer the question. “No, we’d never met, obviously,” she said finally. “I guess…well…” I could see in her eyes that her wheels were turning, trying to figure out how to best articulate what she was trying to say. “It’s going to sound kind of dumb, but here goes. Doug was obviously all over you—Tempest—whatever. Anyway, he was a part of all these online forums, trying to figure out who you were and stuff. Plus I’d seen you all over the news 24/7. I didn’t know what you looked like or who you were, obviously, but I had a pretty clear mental image.”
“Be honest,” I said, unable to pass up asking her my next question. “When you saw me for the first time, did I live up to your mental image, or were you disappointed?”
Samantha sighed and shook her head, trying not to laugh. She pressed her hand on my back, and with a good shove, pushed me off the roof of the building.
I fell down a few feet before stopping myself mid-air. I floated back up to the roof and sat down next to her, trying to hold back a laugh.
“I’m going to push you off every time you interrupt my serious story with a dumb question,” she said, pointing a finger at me with a goofy, adorable smile on her face.
I raised my hands in defense. “Alright, alright. Continue.”
She cleared her throat. “Anyway, I had a pretty clear mental image. But…hope is a powerful thing. I mean, there wasn’t a lot of hope before you were around, when it was just Richter. We weren’t sure if it was the end of the world or not, but it was looking like that was our new reality. And then you showed up, and you brought us—brought me—hope. That’s a pretty powerful connection.”
I wasn’t sure exactly what to say, afraid that whatever was going to come out of my mouth next would ruin the moment. “I don’t really know what to say. Thanks for believing in me, I guess.”
“No problem, Tempest.”
“I’m sorry I let you down,” I said, and I wasn’t sure why.
“What do you mean?” Samantha asked, furrowing her brow.
“You have to admit, things are much worse now than they were when it was just me and Richter. If you weren’t sure it was the end of the world before, it definitely seems that way now. At least, the end of the world as we know it.”
“Kane, it was the end of the world as we knew it the second Richter showed up. And, yeah, things are much different now, but you couldn’t have done anything about that. You don’t know what you’re going to find on your trip. You gotta remember, we’re just a bunch of teenagers. If you can get the help of the most powerful and smartest people in the world? We’ll be able to figure something out. I’m sure.”
“You really think so?” I asked, leaning back on my hands. “They saw what happened to our government. I’m not so sure they’d be eager to help us.”
“You heard Doug, England has Supers working for the government. They’re obviously open to the idea.” Samantha paused for a moment. “I still believe in you, Kane. I still have hope. You can do this.”
I took in her words, believing every one of them. “Alright. If you do, then I guess I do too.”
Samantha smiled and leaned back on her hands like me. “Good. Besides, like I said, I’ll be right there with you.”
“Front row seats,” I said with a chuckle.
“That’s right. Although hopefully you won’t be so far away that I can’t get a clear connection with you,” she said nervously.
“Why wouldn’t you be?” I asked.
“You’re going to be on the other side of the planet. I’ve never connected to someone that far away. What if there’s something with the Earth that blocks my signals, or whatever it is that allows my powers to work?”
I shook my head. “Samantha, you’ve connected with me while I was in space.”
“Yeah, but low orbit isn’t that far away, miles-wise. The other side of the Earth is thousands of miles,” she said, her voice picking up speed as she let out her anxieties.
“Don’t worry about it,” I said. “If for some reason you’re not able to connect, I’ll come right back and we’ll figure something out. It’ll be fine.”
“I sure hope you’re right.”
“Hey,” I said, looking right at her. “Believe in me.”
Samantha rolled her eyes, and I couldn’t help but laugh. “God, you’re really going to make me regret telling you that, aren’t you?”
I shrugged and chuckled. “I’ll consider it my birthday present from you.”
Samantha’s eyes lit up, and she punched me playfully on the arm. “You didn’t tell me it was your birthday!”
“I just did!” I exclaimed. “The big one-eight.”
“Well,” Samantha said. “Happy birthday. Welcome to adulthood. We’re all glad you’re here.”
“Thank you,” I said, bowing my head with a smirk. “It’s good to be here.” A yawn crept up my throat, and I let it out with a stretch. “I’m getting tired. Come on, let’s go get some sleep.”
Samantha nodded. “Yep, I’m feeling it too.”
I picked her up and carried her down to the ground, ending our final night together for quite some time.
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TEA TIME
“Okay, I think we’re all set,” I said as I finished adjusting my backpack. I looked up to see the faces of the people who counted on me the most.
“When you get to London, go to the Ford Cafe near Piccadilly Circus. My guy will find you,” Doug said. “But try not to draw too much attention to yourself, okay?”
I smiled to thank Doug for his diligence, then turned to Selena. “You ready to do this thing?”
“Let’s do this,” she said.
I turned to Drew, my thoughts lingering on the fight we’d had a couple days before. “I’ll see you soon.”
He nodded. “Don’t worry, I’ll hold down the fort.”
“Thanks.” I then turned to Samantha, unsure of what to say. The rising sun had lit up the night sky behind her in beautiful shades of red.
Then, without warning, Samantha stood on her tiptoes and planted a quick innocent peck on my lips.
“That didn’t mean anything,” she said as she pulled away, her cheeks flushing.
I didn’t know what to say. I felt as if I had to inject some comedy to defuse the situation. “Don’t worry, I’m used to hearing that one.”
Everybody else looked at us with wide eyes. Samantha stammered over her words as she tried to explain her reasoning to the group. “It’s just that my powers require a strong connection with the person, and the last thing we want at this time is for something to go wrong and for us to lose connection with Selena and Kane,” she said, appealing to the group. “So, it didn’t mean anything. I just need a strong physical connection and a memory to call on.”
“Don’t worry, Samantha,” I said, shrugging off the situation with a sly smile. “We understand.”
Everyone seemed to agree with that except for Selena, who looked at me with a sly, knowing smile. I ignored her body language and moved on.
“Anyway, we really need to hurry up and go. It’s almost four o’clock in London.” I turned and stood next to Samantha. “You ready to do this?” I asked her.
Samantha turned her eyes skyward.
I took one last glance at the people I was leaving behind before taking off into the sky, heading towards the ocean.

Selena and I stepped through the doors of the Ford Cafe a little over an hour later. Its warmth was a nice change from the cold London air outside. We each ordered a coffee and sat down with our drinks in the nearly empty cafe. I looked out the window to my right, watching a city that seemed to be hanging on to life by a thread. Hardly anyone was walking along the street, but compared to the States, seeing anybody at all on the street who wasn’t looting a store or trying to kill somebody was amazing.
“This is pretty crazy,” Selena said as she looked out the window as well.
“Yeah, it’s so…normal.”
We continued to watch in silence as the few people who were out carried on with their days, albeit a bit faster than was probably normal. I couldn’t believe how relatively unfazed the city seemed to be. I imagined that most people in business or in the government were freaking out and preparing for what could possibly be the end of the world. But the civilians still had errands to run. There was still bread to buy, coffee to drink, dates to go on, and plays to see. I could easily understand why some business owners would want to keep things going as normally as possible. Now, more than ever, people needed a morale boost.
“It reminds me of things I’ve seen and read about the World Wars,” Selena said, turning away from the window to take another sip of her coffee. “Most of Europe was a war-torn hell. People were terrified, dying every day. Bombs were being dropped on cities. But that didn’t mean that everything stopped in the States, and other places in the world where the fighting wasn’t going on. The day-to-day parts of life were still happening.”
“Yeah, except there were Allies to fight the Axis. Right now it’s pretty much just the Legion doing whatever they want,” I said.
Selena shrugged. “Maybe. But not for long, at least if this trip goes well.”
I looked around the coffee shop. “Yeah, if this guy ever shows up,” I said, searching for anyone who even looked a little government official-like. Other than a couple quietly chatting in the corner and the baristas behind the counter, there was nobody in the store. “You listening, Samantha?” I asked, making sure she was there.
“Yeah,” she said. “I’m relaying everything you’re saying to Doug and Drew. They say hi.”
A bell jingled as the door opened. I turned and watched a guy around my age step in. He had blond hair cut short, and a little bit of scruff on his cheeks. He was wearing a blue button-down shirt with a light tweed blazer, a pair of dress slacks, and polished shoes. He scanned the room, and when his eyes met mine, he let out a grin.
“I think Doug’s guy is here,” I told Selena.
She looked behind her as the guy came walking over to our table.
“Kane? Selena?” he asked as he pulled out his chair.
We nodded, and he clapped his hands together. “Excellent. It’s nice to finally meet you. I’ve been following your work ever since that whole Richter situation,” he said to me. He spoke with a very light, almost unnoticeable, British accent.
“Thanks. If only our current situation was as easy as that one—and that one wasn’t easy by any means,” I said with a smile.
He nodded and leaned back in his chair. “Well, hopefully we’ll be able to work something out and we’ll be able to get a better grip on the situation. I’m sure we’ll be able to come up with something that’ll be beneficial for us all.” Our new government friend stood up from his chair. “If you’ll excuse me for a moment, I’m going to go order a cup of tea.”
Selena leaned closer to me once he had left to go order at the counter. “What do you think?”
I smiled. “I have a really good feeling. With their help, we might actually stand a fighting chance.”
Selena sighed as she leaned back. “I can’t believe this is actually happening.”
We sat there alone for a few moments longer before our friend returned to the table sans tea. “Now, I understand you just came from the States a little over an hour ago?” he asked, engaging in small talk while we waited for his tea order to be finished.
I nodded. “Yeah, we haven’t even been awake for two hours.”
“That’s incredible,” he said with a laugh. “Having powers like that must be quite amazing.”
“It definitely doesn’t get old,” I said, glancing over at Selena, who shrugged in agreement.
The barista came to our table with a glass of tea in hand. “Here’s your order, Leo.”
“Thanks, dear,” he said as he took his glass from her hand with a smile.
“So, that’s your name? Leo?” I asked.
Leo tapped himself on his head. “Duh, I’m so sorry. I got so caught up in meeting you, I forgot to introduce myself.” He stretched his hand out for me to shake. “My name is Leopold Renner. It’s nice to meet you.”
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MAKING LUCK
Selena and I shook Leopold’s hand, and he returned to his tea. He took a sip from it before setting the glass back down on its small plate.
“Now,” he began. “I should tell you about my group, and why someone so young is working with the British government. When everything started going terribly wrong for you all in the States, the government acted quickly to keep something like that from happening over here. Anybody who discovered they had powers had to turn themselves over to the government or else be marked as a fugitive. Of course when I discovered my powers I went straight to the government. Not just because I wanted to obey the law, but because I wanted to help keep my country safe.”
“When you say ‘turn themselves over,’ what do you mean by that?” Selena asked.
“I don’t mean they’re arrested or anything. You just have to make yourself known. Tell them who you are, what your powers are, where you live, and so on. Then you’re free to go about your normal, everyday life, as long as you don’t do anything bad with your powers.”
“What’s keeping these people accountable, though? What’s the incentive for turning yourself in?” I asked.
Leopold took another sip of his tea. “Well, you’ll be a fugitive and lose all your benefits as a citizen.” He cleared his throat and leaned forward in his chair. “You see, we don’t have as much of a problem with bad Supers over here as you do in the States. The main reason for that is, well, you guys. Most of the bad Supers here flock to the United States to join Atlas and the Legion of Richter. They get over there in a number of ways. They fly, have other Supers fly them, teleport—pretty much any way possible. Which leaves all the Supers here the level-headed, less evil type.”
“Lucky you,” Selena said.
“Well, yes, we do consider ourselves quite lucky. We only wish you and your people could’ve been so lucky,” he said, and his sorrow seemed to be genuine.
“I think there still may be hope for us. What do you say we make our own luck?” I asked Leopold, wanting to hurry up and get to the part where we came up with a plan.
Leopold smiled. “Yeah, of course we shall. Before we go and meet the people I work with, I should fill you in a bit.
“The team I am a part of is a group of Supers working for the British government. We make sure there are no uprisings within our borders, and that the threat of Atlas and the Legion stays in the United States. In order to keep the threat from spreading, however, we’ve determined it’s necessary to go on the offensive and travel to the States to take care of the threat. We’re hoping you can help us out. Fill us in on the situation over there. That would go a long way toward getting a head start.”
“Well, any help you can provide, we’d be grateful for,” I told him. “It’s just a few of us in Texas. I’m sure there are other good Supers around the country willing to help us, but we’re having trouble finding them, and it doesn’t exactly seem like we’re the winning side. If we were to have your people on our side, it would go a long way on morale alone. Not to mention the strategic military advantage.”
“Yes, we believe the same,” Leopold agreed. “However, I’ve been asked by my superiors to tell you that while your help would go a long way, you’re not vital to our operations. They’re thankful for what you’ve done with Richter and the steps you’ve taken to keep Atlas and the Legion occupied, but they’re completely capable of operating on their own.”
I glanced over at Selena, whose face was sour. Leopold’s words had definitely rubbed me the wrong way as well.
“I can see by the look on your face that you don’t agreed,” he said. “Again, that’s my superiors speaking. I think that the insight you’d provide would be invaluable. But they aren’t going to listen to a nineteen-year-old, even if I do have superpowers.”
I sighed. I might not like the mindset Leopold’s superiors had, but it wasn’t like I could just walk out on them. They held all the power. We needed them, and they didn’t seem to need us. Sure, we could give them a bit of a head start, plus they’d have our powers at their disposal. But they seemed to be doing just fine without us.
“Okay, whatever,” I said finally. “I’m sure we’ll be able to work something out.”
“As am I,” Leopold said with a sparkling smile.
“So, when are we going to be able to meet with these people?” Selena asked, obviously annoyed at how much talking was happening. She wanted to make some real progress, and I couldn’t blame her.
“Yes, we’d like to speak to them as soon as possible,” I said.
Leopold’s expression changed, as if he hadn’t been anticipating what he was about to say. “Well, the thing is,” he began. “My people obviously want to speak with you, but they aren’t quite…convinced.”
I furrowed my brows as Selena and I exchanged a glance.
“Here we go,” Samantha said in my head.
“What does that mean?” I asked.
Leopold took another sip of his tea. “They aren’t convinced that you’re going to be able to do more help than harm. Everywhere Tempest shows up, there’s always destruction and death. And over here, on this side of the pond, we’ve escaped all that mostly unscathed.”
I looked at him, dumbfounded. “Everything I’ve done has been reactionary. I didn’t cause Atlas to create a Legion of Supers and kill everyone in our government. I didn’t make him launch nukes at New York and Los Angeles.”
Leopold clapped his hands together as if he’d just had a brilliant idea. “Yes, that. That’s also a large concern. Atlas has nukes. We have the capacity to detect them before they arrive, and we’ll just get Ellie—oh, she’s one of the members of our team—to take care of it. But, still, it’s a concern.”
“Cut the shit, Leo,” Selena said. “What’s your point? Do your people want our help, or don’t they?”
“Yes. They do. However, they need you to prove something else to them first. They need you to prove that you can have some sense of…subtlety in your actions. That you’d be able to use your abilities and not destroy half of London,” Leopold said with a laugh, trying to defuse the discomfort.
I ignored his laugh. “So, what, they want us to do something for them?”
“Yes,” Leopold said. He drank the rest of his tea before continuing. “They have something that they want you to do first, to prove that our relationship won’t be detrimental to the general public.”
“They want us to audition?” Selena asked, not trying to hide her annoyance at all.
Leopold cringed. “I don’t like to call it that.”
“But you could?” I asked.
Leopold thought about it for a moment. “Yes, I guess you could call it that. They want to make sure they’re not going to regret this, so they want you to do something small for them. It’s a way to gain their trust. And once they have it, we can get down to the real work: destroying Atlas and the Legion.”
I sat back for a moment, processing everything. I hadn’t expected to have to jump through hoops to get some help from Leopold’s people. This was starting to get complicated fast.
“Kane, Selena, I and everyone here agree. We don’t have any other options. Just do this for them, and then we can move on to getting the help we need.” Samantha’s words echoed in my head. I looked up to Selena, who’d heard her words as well. She shrugged and rolled her eyes.
I sighed. “Alright, Leopold. We’ll help you with whatever you need.”
Leopold smiled. “Excellent news!” He stood from his seat. “Now, if you’ll follow me, I’ll explain the situation to you on the way there.”
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A FAMILIAR VOICE
I followed Leopold down the street, Selena close behind me. I pulled my jacket tight, trying to stay as warm as possible.
“Again, I should reiterate the importance of subtlety. The people around here are understandably cautious when it comes to Supers, and if they knew that Tempest of all people was in town… Well, it could cause quite the panic,” Leopold said as we walked.
“Don’t worry, we won’t destroy Buckingham Palace or anything,” I said.
“Well, if you did, don’t worry about the royal family. They’re far, far away,” Leopold said.
I didn’t want to tell him that the president had been as well, but that hadn’t stopped Atlas.
“You think you can do that?” Samantha’s voice asked in my head.
“It’s possible,” I said under my breath so she could hear me. It always was difficult for me to say what I wanted to tell her in my head. I kept forgetting that she couldn’t read minds constantly.
“That instills a lot of confidence,” she said with a scoff.
I shrugged. “If that’s what it takes, we can do it. Ask Selena, and let me know what she thinks.”
We walked in silence as I waited for Samantha to report back with what Selena had said. I could hear Selena murmuring under her breath behind me, responding to whatever it was that Samantha had asked in her head.
“She says she knows she can, but you’d better keep yourself in check. I think she was joking,” Samantha said.
I looked over my shoulder at Selena, who met my gaze with a smirk. “Maybe. She’s the one who has a habit of throwing me through things.”
“I’m sorry, what was that?” Leopold asked, turning to look back.
“Don’t tell him about me,” Samantha said quickly in my head.
“Oh, nothing. Just kinda talking to myself. Processing stuff,” I blurted out.
“Ah, yes, I know exactly what you mean. I catch myself conversing with myself often,” Leopold said with a laugh.
I didn’t respond, and we continued walking in silence.
“So,” Selena said finally. “What’s this plan? Where are we going?”
“We’ll be there in just a few minutes. Basically, there’s a group of Supers who are trying to take advantage of the sort of…Super power vacuum, I suppose you could call it. They meet at a pub nearby here, and should be there right now. What we need you to do is go in there and apprehend the Supers,” Leopold said.
“Okay. Sounds easy enough,” Selena said.
“Yes, compared to what you’ve experienced in the past, it should be a cakewalk,” Leopold said. He slowed as we reached a narrow alleyway. “We’ll cut through here. The pub is at the end of this alley, across the street.”
We walked down the alley in a single file line, the smell of trash and booze wafting up to my nose.
“Oh, man, that’s a strong smell,” Samantha said, retching. “No, not here, Doug. I’m in Kane’s head.”
It was weird only being able to hear her voice and not anything around her. I kept forgetting that she was probably in a room with Doug and Drew at that moment.
Leopold held up a hand once we reached the end of the alley, signaling us to stop. He turned to face me. “Alright. You stay here. I’m going to run in and make sure our guys are in there, and that there aren’t any civvies. Sorry, civilians.”
I looked Leopold up and down. “How do you expect to do that? You don’t fit the type.”
Leopold held back a laugh as he took off his blazer and neatly folded it. He handed it to me. “Hold this right quick.” He untucked his shirt while I watched, Selena peering over my shoulder. He unbuttoned his shirt and pulled it off, revealing the white tank top he was wearing underneath. He folded the shirt up and set it on top of the blazer in my hands.
“You still look like you’re eighteen,” Selena said.
Leopold held up a finger, closed his eyes, and concentrated. His whole face scrunched up as he focused hard on something.
The bones in his face began to shift. His hair grew and turned brown. He shrank slightly by an inch or two. When he opened his eyes, I saw my own face staring back at me. “For the record,” he said in a voice eerily like mine, but not quite. “I’m nineteen.”
I stared with wide eyes, creeped out to no end that I was staring at the spitting image of myself.
“That’s weird as hell,” Samantha said.
“Okay, cool, so you turned yourself into a seventeen-year-old,” Selena said, not as convinced.
“Actually, eighteen,” I corrected her. I looked over my shoulder and saw her staring at me. “What? I turned eighteen today,” I said with a shrug.
“Well, happy birthday,” Leopold said, his voice still very much like mine. “I was just demonstrating my powers. As you can tell, the voice is the one thing I just can’t quite get, no matter how hard I try. It’s always a bit off.”
“Yeah, it’s giving me the creeps. Mind changing to who you’re actually going to be?” I asked.
“Yes, of course.”
Leopold closed his eyes, his whole body tightening up as he concentrated. His body grew by a few inches, and his muscle mass increased. When he stopped, he loomed a few inches above us, a hulking mass of muscle. His tank top was stretched to its limits, and the legs of his pants stopped a few inches above his ankles. “This avatar is just going to have skipped leg day,” he said when he opened his eyes, looking down at his pants. He voice was deep, but not as menacing as I’d expected. “Don’t want to create an embarrassing situation for myself!” he said with a deep laugh. “Sorry, I’m just a little nervous,” he added when he realized Selena and I were looking up at him, not saying a word.
“Alright, let’s get this show on the road,” Selena said.
“Right, okay. Stay here, I’ll be right back,” Leopold said.
He turned and exited the alley, looking both ways before lumbering across the street in an awkward run. He clearly wasn’t used to being in such a large body. He opened the door and disappeared into the pub across the way. It was an inconspicuous door at the front of a four-story building that was wedged in between two large structures.
Selena and I waited in silence for him to come back out of the pub. I held his blazer and dress shirt in my hands, running my thumb up and down the tweed blazer out of nervousness. I had no doubt that Selena and I could easily take down the Supers inside the pub; the problem was keeping them inside
the pub. Every time we’d practiced with each other, we usually got carried away. Our whole mission hinged on our not making a mess of things, and doing this with “subtlety,” as Leopold kept putting it. The only problem was, I wasn’t convinced that “subtlety” could really be the Tempest and Holocene style.
A few minutes later, Leopold came lumbering out of the pub, looking both ways before he crossed the road. He transformed back into his normal self as he walked into the alley. “It’s all clear,” he said as he took his clothes back from me. “You can go ahead and do your thing.”
I turned to Selena, who looked ready to go. “Let’s do this.”
“Let’s do this with care,” Samantha said.
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PUB STOMPING
As Selena and I entered the pub, our noses were assaulted by the stench of booze and smoke. A low house beat thumped in the background as the sounds of people murmuring reached our ears.
“Pulling back, Kane,” Samantha said, and the sensation in my head lessened. “I have a feeling this is going to hurt, so I’m just going to watch, not feel.”
“Good idea,” I said.
I took a step forward and scanned the room. In one corner, a couple of men were playing pool. Another was sitting at the bar, speaking to the bartender. There were booths along the wall and a couple of tables in the middle of the room that were sitting unused.
“Can I help you?” the bartender asked us.
Everybody in the room turned to look at us.
I eyed one of the pool cues in a rack on the wall across the room. I ran over to it, grabbed it, and ran back to the door. I slid the pool stick through the gap between the door handles.
The man at the bar jumped up, and the two guys playing pool stopped and began crossing the room, ready to take us on.
My eyes glowed, ready to begin.
The bartender produced a shotgun from beneath the bar. I sprang on him, reaching the bar an in instant, ripped the shotgun from his hands and pulled the bartender on top of the bar. I broke the shotgun across my knee and slammed it to the ground. With a small push on his shoulders, the bartender went flying into the liquor rack behind the bar, sending glass bottles to the floor.
I felt hands wrap around my shirt, and I was thrown backwards across the room. I slammed into the floor and skidded, taking out the legs of the pool table. The table slammed down onto me, knocking the air out of me and breaking at least one of my ribs.
The table was lifted off me as my rib repaired itself. A large man who looked as if he could’ve been related to the person Leopold had turned himself into was holding the table in both his hands. He brought it down onto me again, breaking more bones. It hurt like hell for a split second, but my healing powers repaired my injuries in an instant. Then the man brought the table down again, and again, over and over.
Alright, enough, I thought. I gritted my teeth, and once the remains of the pool table were back in the air, I got my feet beneath me and lunged backwards, and the pool table came down on the bare floor. It shattered into pieces.
I scrambled against the wall behind me, searching for the rack of pool cues I knew were there, not taking my eyes off my attacker. My hands felt the smooth wood, and I gripped it tight. I ran to the big guy, and with a shout, smacked the pool cue across his face.
It shattered, and while he did stumble for a moment, it didn’t seem to faze him any more than that.
I swung at his face with a punch hard enough to kill a normal man—something it was evident this person wasn’t. He grabbed my fist before it could reach its target and held it in his giant hands. He smiled, and then squeezed as hard as he could.
The bones in my hand practically exploded beneath the pressure. I let out a shout, and the pain lingered there for longer than normal. My hand couldn’t heal itself while it was being crushed in the grasp of my attacker.
I lifted my right foot, and as hard as I could in my state of pain, I kicked the man in the chest. He went flying backwards and slammed into the bar. My hand popped back into place, totally repairing itself before the man who had crushed it even hit the bar.
To my left, I saw Selena in a fight with a guy who was moving at incredible speeds. He and Selena were both practically a blur.
Out of the corner of my eye to the right, I saw a purple light begin to appear. I knew instantly what it was, and instinct took over.
I ran to Selena so fast the world around me moved in slow motion. Her battle with the Super now seemed to be taking place at normal speed, instead of the blur it had been just moments ago. I brought her down to the floor, the world returning to normal around us.
The purple light slammed into the speeding Super instead of Selena, and sent him to the floor in a convulsing heap.
I pushed myself off the floor, looking for the source of the blast. In the back of the bar, I saw a scrawny-looking man holding an Eximus blaster. He aimed at me, the gun glowing brighter as it prepared to launch another Eximus blast.
I crossed the room and kicked the gun from his hand, and it exploded into pieces from the force of my kick. I grabbed the man by his shirt and pulled him close, his feet dangling off the floor. “Where did you get that weapon?” I shouted at his face, inches from mine.
“I—I—didn’t—I—” he stammered, unable to speak.
“Selena!” Samantha yelled in my head.
I threw the man to the floor and turned. Selena barely dodged a hard punch to the face thrown by the big man who’d crushed my hand. An instant later, a hard right hook was coming at her, which she blocked, but it clearly took all her might for her to stand her ground.
She couldn’t see the left hook that was coming in fast. I ran to her side and blocked the punch just in time. The hit was a hard one, causing me to take a couple of steps back. The man grabbed Selena and threw her backwards towards the bar. She slammed through it and collided with the wall.
Because I was distracted by Selena, the man was able to get the jump on me. He slammed his fists into my side, sending me across the room, where I landed right next to Selena.
“Maybe you shouldn’t have destroyed that Eximus blaster so soon,” Selena said with a cough.
“Yeah, that was a little short-sighted,” I said as practically every bone in my body healed itself.
We jumped up, our bodies totally repaired, and began our assault on the man.
I ran forward and landed a punch to his chest, which caused him to slide back a bit. Selena came in right behind me, blocking a punch.
While he was incredibly strong, he was nowhere near as fast as I was. I launched a flurry of punches at incredible speeds to his torso. My fists slammed against him hard and fast, and he began to stumble backwards, his incredible strength unable to match my strength and speed. When he swung his fists, Selena easily blocked him.
My fists moved fast and hard, and he continued to stumble backwards. I reached back, and with one final hard punch, I slammed my fist to his chest. His feet came off the floor as he went flying backwards. He slammed into the wall went straight through it, and flew across the street before slamming into a parked car. The vehicle exploded, sending a fireball high into the streets of London, causing all the nearby cars alarms to begin their screech for help.
“Well,” Samantha said in my head, sarcasm dripping from her tone, “that was subtle.”
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HALF-TRUTHS
I turned around and walked to the back of the bar.
“Kane, what are you—”
Selena stopped talking when she saw me grab the man with the Eximus gun I’d kicked earlier. I picked him up by his shirt and pinned him against the wall. I didn’t have much time, and I wanted answers.
“Where did you get the Eximus weapon?” I growled in his face.
The man whimpered, holding his hands up in defense. “Please, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”
I pressed him harder against the wall. “Tell me!” I shouted in his face.
There were many reasons the weapons could be in England: Atlas already expanding his borders, or the STF working with the government, which would be something Leopold had failed to mention. “You’re running out of time.”
“Okay, okay, listen. I know Atlas’ plans for England, okay? The b-big guy, he was working for Atlas,” he said, his words coming out fast and filled with fear. “He was bringing us the weapon. He said we could have lots of them if we joined the Legion. He said that he wanted us to take control of England. But I haven’t done anything yet. No one has, I swear! He’s still recruiting people here. Nothing’s happened! There’s moles, though. Oh, yes, lots of moles. Atlas has eyes everywhere!”
“Kane!” Leopold shouted from behind me.
Shit—I was out of time. I dropped the man and turned to face Leopold. He was standing framed in the broken doorway, with black smoke from the burning car pluming behind him.
“Look, I’m sorry about the car,” I told him.
“It’s not me you have to answer to,” he said. “My people are right around the corner. They’ll be here in a second—and they’re not happy.”

Selena and I were sitting on a plush couch in a large office. There were no windows; the only light came from multiple fixtures in the ceiling and a group of computer monitors sitting on a desk up against the wall.
We’d been sitting there for half an hour, after being brought in by Leopold before he ran off to take care of the mess Selena and I had made.
“How long is this going to take?” Samantha asked, echoing the question on my mind.
“I have no idea. Maybe they’re just making us sweat or something?” Selena asked.
I stood up, my anxiety not allowing me to sit any longer. “I have no idea. Do you think we really screwed up that bad?”
“You did blow up a car in the middle of London—a city that’s already on edge,” Samantha said.
“That’s definitely a strike against us,” Selena agreed.
A thought popped into my mind, one I realized I had to voice out loud if I wanted Samantha to hear it. “So, Samantha, you’re able to talk to both Selena and me at the same time?”
From Samantha’s hesitation to answer, I could tell she knew exactly where I was going. “Yes.”
I made eye contact with Selena, who smirked. “That’s interesting. Your powers must be working really well.”
Before Samantha had the chance to answer, the door swung open and seven people piled in.
“Thanks for waiting here,” Leopold said as he shut the door behind him.
“No problem,” I said.
Selena said nothing.
“I’d like to introduce you to my team,” Leopold said. He was standing in front of an Asian girl. “This is Ellie—or Brio, as the people of England know her.” He moved on to a boy with bright red hair and freckles. “This is Thomas.”
“Hello, there. A pleasure to meet you,” Thomas said with a slight nod.
“Likewise,” I replied.
“Then, we’ve got Nathan,” Leopold said, pointing to a young, dark-skinned guy who was wearing a suit even nicer than Leopold’s. “And, finally,” he said, pointing to Middle Eastern girl, “we’ve got Avery.”
“It’s nice to meet you all,” I said. I turned to an older-looking man and woman with stone-cold faces who were standing at the end of the group. “And what are your names?”
“This is Mr. Auder and Ms. Ava,” Leopold said, taking a step towards them. “They are our direct superiors.”
“And we’re very disappointed,” Mr. Auder said in thick British accent.
Without saying a word, Ms. Ava did her best to let us know that she did not approve.
“Somebody get this lady a drink. Sheesh,” Samantha said.
I wanted to tell her to lay off the color commentary for a few minutes, but I didn’t want the others in the room to think I was crazy.
“Well,” I said, placing my hands behind my back. “I apologize for any inconvenience we may have caused.” I made sure to make eye contact with Ms. Ava for that last part. “However, had we been given a bit of warning, we may have been able to better prepare for the situation.” I did my best to sound as smart and prepared as possible.
“What a shame. Our team knows how to adapt and prepare for any situation. I would’ve assumed that the great Tempest
would be able to do that, at least,” Mr. Auder said.
Anger flashed through me, but I held it down.
“Yes, Tempest and—” Ms. Ava looked Selena up and down. “Whoever this young lady is.”
“ I assumed you’d be a little bit of a bitch. I guess you’re a lot of one,” Selena said, not hiding her annoyance.
“Hey, at least she called you a lady,” I said, joining in on the fun.
Ms. Ava’s face grew red, and Mr. Auder jumped in. “My apologies for my colleague’s behavior,” he said. “We’d actually like to offer our condolences for what has happened in the United States. We’re very sorry for the way things have turned out. Hopefully we’ll be able to keep the same thing from happening here.” Mr. Auder turned to the rest of the group. “If you all will excuse us—except for you, Leopold. It’s a bit crowded.”
Leopold nodded. “I’ll meet up with you guys later,” he said to his group.
Ellie and the rest of them left the room, leaving just me, Selena, Leopold, his superiors, and Samantha, who was watching from inside my head.
“Despite our pleasantries,” Mr. Auder began, “we’re very
disappointed at the way things turned out at the pub.”
“You should never have put us in that situation,” I said. Mr. Auder and Ms. Ava looked at me, taken aback. “We came here to ask for your help. We’re in a dire situation, and you had us run your errands. That’s very inappropriate.”
Ms. Ava let out a condescending laugh. “You have to understand, of course, that we weren’t going to work with somebody we weren’t absolutely sure could operate without putting the public at risk.”
“We did our best, but things got a little out of hand. Which is something that normally happens when you’re dealing with Super-on-Super combat—something you should know,” Selena said.
They let her words bounce right off them. “In any case,” Mr. Auder said, “you still caused a threat to get out of hand and put our citizens at risk. You’ve caused quite the PR nightmare—one we’re handling, for your information.”
“I don’t give a shit—for your information,” Selena spat back.
“I think what Selena is trying to say,” I said, jumping in before things could get worse, “is that there’s really no need to test us, or whatever the hell you’re doing, when we’re going to be spending ninety-nine percent of our time in the United States.”
Mr. Auder and Ms. Ava exchanged a glance before looking at Leopold, whose gaze didn’t meet theirs.
“That’s something that should’ve been discussed with you,” Ms. Ava said, her gaze lingering on Leopold before turning to mine. “We believe that it would not be advantageous for us to launch an offensive in the States. If you were to join us, you’d have to relocate here—to England.”
I looked at Leopold, confused. He just stood there, not letting any of his emotions show. “That’s funny, because we were told the exact opposite by Leopold,” I said.
“Well, my apologies for what you may have been led to believe.”
“We were told that this would be a partnership, not that we would be working for you,” Selena said.
Mr. Auder crossed his arms and cleared his throat. “We here have deemed the United States a lost cause. We think it would be best for Atlas and the Legion to come to us, instead of the other way around. We’re sure that with your knowledge, power, and insight on their operations, we’ll be able to repel his attacks, keeping our people safe. Then, possibly at some point in the future, we could look into launching an offensive in the United States. But that’s only if we believe we can do so without an incredible loss of life. That time would come much sooner if we were to have your cooperation.”
I stood there in stunned silence, with absolutely no idea what to say. I couldn’t believe what they were asking me. Leave the United States behind and join the British? I couldn’t just leave all the people still in the States behind.
“I don’t know what you’re expecting me to say,” I said. “There are hundreds of millions of people in the United States, and you want us to just abandon them? Right now the Legion is making its way through the Northeast. There are pockets spread throughout the States, but that’s where the main group of them are. That leaves the rest of the States filled with people who have no clue what’s going on, or what they should do. They’re sitting ducks for the Legion.” My voice grew louder the more I went on. Mr. Auder and Ms. Ava just stood there staring at me, unblinking.
Leopold took a small step forward. “Kane, I understand—”
“No, you don’t,” I said, interrupting him. “You do not get to talk after you lied to us.”
“I knew you wouldn’t come if I told you the truth,” he said.
“So, you thought lying was the right way to do this?” Selena snapped at him. “I don’t work with people I don’t trust. And I do not trust you.”
“What are you saying?” Ms. Ava said. “That you won’t work with us?”
The choices spread out before me like branches on a tree. I had no idea which one to pick, and my mind scrambled to figure out the right path to take. “You know you’re asking us to make an impossible decision. We can’t just leave our people—our country—behind. If you could just help us, give us some of your resources to fight of the Legion, it’d go a long way. Please.”
“Mr. Andrews, we are already giving you an option,” Mr. Auder said. “All of our resources are devoted to the protection of our country and her people. We must be ready for when the Legion makes its way east. As you saw during your disastrous altercation earlier today, members of the Legion and their Eximus weapons have already made their way to our borders. It’s only a matter of time before the war is at our doorstep, and we can’t be caught with our pants down on the bloody other side of the world!”
“Kane, we can’t just abandon our people. There’s an entire country out there counting on us,” Samantha said in my head.
“I know,” I said, looking down at the floor.
“What was that?” Ms. Ava asked.
I sighed and shook my head. “I’m sorry. We can’t retreat and leave millions of people to die.”
I thought back to what Samantha had said the other night on the roof, how I was like a sign of hope to her. Well, all over America, there were other Samanthas looking to me for hope. Probably not as many as there once had been, but I was sure they were out there. I couldn’t let them down.
“If you can’t help without having us leave our home, then I’m afraid we can’t help you,” I said.
Mr. Auder and Ms. Ava looked to each other, both obviously very frustrated. Leopold looked at us like we’d just kicked his dog.
“That is unfortunate,” Mr. Auder said finally. “But I appreciate your loyalty. That same loyalty you feel for your people is what we feel for ours. The same loyalty that tells us we can’t leave any part of our country vulnerable to attack from an enemy we do not fully understand.”
I nodded. “Yes, of course. I understand.”
“Well,” Ms. Ava said, taking a step towards the door, “I guess our business here is finished.”
“We will have two rooms prepared for you to stay in tonight. In the morning, I expect the two of you will be on your way,” Mr. Auder said, following Ms. Ava to the door.
“Thank you. We appreciate the generosity,” I said, doing my best to bite my tongue. I really wanted to give them a piece of my mind, but I knew it’d be of no use.
The two of them left, but Leopold lingered.
“Shouldn’t you be joining them?” I asked. I had no time for someone who had so blatantly lied to me. Especially someone who had given me false hope.
“Kane, you have to understand that I did what I thought had to be done,” Leopold said.
“Well, you thought wrong,” I told him, the frustration within me not holding itself back as much as it had for his superiors.
“I’m sorry,” he said, looking away. “I’ll go oversee the room preparations.”
Leopold left the room, leaving Selena and me standing there in stunned silence.
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A NEW PLAN
The room they had for me was small. A twin-sized bed sat in one corner, and a desk in the other.
I walked to the dresser that sat opposite the bed and pulled open the drawers. Inside lay neatly folded t-shirts of varying colors, some sweats, and clean socks and underwear.
Next to the dresser was a plain gray door. I opened it, and the motion sensor lights flicked on, revealing a bathroom. I felt like leaping for joy at the thought of a shower as I turned and grabbed some clothes from the dresser.
“Samantha?” I said. “You still there?”
“Yeah. I’m working on something with Drew right now, so I’ve pulled back enough that I can just hear your voice. Why? Something you want me to see?”
“No,” I said with a chuckle. My cheeks flushed, and I felt embarrassed for some reason. “Actually the opposite. I’m about to take a shower, so could you—”
“Yeah, I—uh, of course,” she said, obviously flustered, realizing what I meant.
“Okay, cool. Just come back in, like, half an hour or so. We can talk then,” I said as I walked into the bathroom, the cool air sending a chill down my neck.
“Yeah, roger that. I mean—you betcha. I…okay. You know what I mean.” With that awkward exchange finished, she left my mind.
I shook my head and chuckled as I turned on the shower, the first burst of cold water causing my hand to jerk back. After I’d waited for a few seconds, the water was hot and steaming. I jumped in, instantly forgetting about the stress and troubles around me, instead focusing on how refreshing and invigorating the water felt.
Those thoughts didn’t stay gone for long, though, and after the initial shock of the hot water, the stress returned. I couldn’t believe that the British government wasn’t helping us. We were basically representatives of the United States, and they were denying us aid. Still, the devil’s advocate in my mind couldn’t help but see things from their point of view. They couldn’t leave their own forces weakened by the loss of a single man, not when they were up against an enemy like Atlas and the Legion.
Maybe they’d be able to reverse-engineer the Eximus blasters they’d gotten from the Supers they’d captured. Then they’d at least stand a fighting chance—although the U.S. government had made the blasters in the first place, and that hadn’t worked out too well for them.
That led to another thought: Where did these blasters keep coming from? The STF couldn’t have made that many of them, could they?
I shook my head. Yet another enemy I knew little to nothing about. Maybe one day I’d either be able to get the STF on my side, or they’d just disappear altogether. But I wasn’t betting that either of those things would happen anytime soon.
I finished cleaning myself up and spent a few more precious minutes in the shower. For a few more minutes, the outside world didn’t matter. Then I shut the water off, stepped out, grabbed a towel from the rack, and was back in the real world once again.
I slipped into my clothes—a pair of gray sweatpants and a white t-shirt—and left my room. It was a good thing I’d decided to get dressed in the bathroom, because sitting on my bed eating a sandwich was Selena.
“They brought us food. I told them I’d bring you yours,” she said, pointing to a tray sitting on the desk with a sandwich, chips—or crisps, since we were in London—and a bottle of water.
“Thanks,” I said as I sat down at the desk. I took a bite out of the sandwich, suddenly realizing how hungry I was.
“You do realize it’s only, like, the middle of the afternoon for us, right?” Selena asked in between bites of her sandwich.
I nodded as I took a big gulp of water. “Yeah, this whole jet lag thing is weird.”
“We could go back to help Samantha and the others,” Selena said.
“Yeah, we could, but I’d rather be here. Just in case.”
“Just in case what?”
I shrugged. “You know, just in case they change their mind?”
Selena rolled her eyes. “As if. You saw them. They were almost happy they could deny us help.”
“Oh, come on,” I said, waving a hand at her. “You’re projecting that.”
“Like hell I am,” she said under her breath.
“You are! I mean, yes, it sucks. But would we do anything different? We don’t want to leave our country unprotected, and neither do they.”
Selena didn’t respond. She just became really interested in her sandwich all of a sudden.
I felt a soothing sensation in the back of my mind. “Hey, just checking—not looking,” Samantha said. “But I, uh—”
“I’m not in the shower anymore, Samantha,” I said.
“Okay, cool. I’m coming in.” The sensation in my head grew. “Ah, gross. Are there pickles on that sandwich?”
“Yeah, there’s pickles,” I said.
“Barf. I’m pulling back so I can talk in Selena’s head too. Still watching from your point of view, though,” Samantha said.
“You’re doing pretty good with your powers,” I told her.
“Yeah, you’re able to talk to both of us and you didn’t even have to kiss me!” Selena said with a sly smile.
I laughed. I could picture Samantha blushing. “Don’t worry. I understood where it was coming from.”
“Let’s not talk about that, okay?” Samantha said. “Anyway, we need to figure out what’s next. Doug’s working on something right now, but it’s a bit more difficult working with just his laptop and the equipment in his backpack.”
“Then you’ve got nothing for us right now?” Selena asked.
“Well, kinda. Doug says that the last good lead he had was Johannesburg, South Africa. Apparently there’s some Supers who have taken over the city. One in particular is acting basically as a tyrant. Doug was in contact with one of his friends that he used to play games online with, who says that there’s a group of soldiers who are trying to fight back against the Supers. If you could join in and help them take down the bad Supers, I bet they’d repay us somehow. Maybe the South African government would reward you for winning back the city.”
“If they’ve taken over Johannesburg, I doubt there’s a South African government left,” Selena said, finishing the last bit of her sandwich.
“You never know,” I said as I pulled open my bag of chips. “It’s worth a shot, at least.”
“Yeah, that’s what I was thinking. Hopefully Drew will be able to get more info for you soon. I’ll be sure to relay everything I know to the two of you.”
“Okay, sounds good. We’re going to stick around here for the night, just in case our pursed-lips friends decide to change their minds,” I said.
“They did have really pursed lips, didn’t they?” Selena asked with a smile.
“Yeah. It was like they had lemons under their tongues or something,” Samantha said.
“Don’t even get me started on Leopold,” I said, leaning back in my chair. “What a prick. He outright lied to get us here.”
“He manipulated us. I’m almost glad we don’t have to work with him,” Selena said.
“He definitely rubbed me the wrong way,” Samantha chipped in.
We sat there for a few more moments, thinking about how much we didn’t like Leopold, before Selena got up from her seat on my bed. “I’m gonna go hop in the shower and try to at least take a nap.” She reached out for my tray. “I’ll take that, if you’re done.”
I handed it to her. “Yeah, thanks. If anything comes up, I’ll let you know.”
“Same here,” she said, then walked to the door and left.
“You still there?” I asked Samantha. I got up from my chair and plopped myself on my bed. I found it surprisingly comfortable.
“Yeah. You need anything?”
“Have you checked in with my parents lately?” I asked, a nervous knot growing in my stomach.
“I did about an hour ago. I’ll check in really quick, though, if you want me to,” Samantha offered.
“Thanks. I’d appreciate that. Tell them I love them, but don’t mention anything that happened today. I don’t want to worry them. Just tell them that we’re chasing down a couple of leads.”
“Okay. I’ll be back in a moment.”
Samantha left my mind, and I felt suddenly alone. I found myself jealous of her powers. I wished I was able to talk to my parents at any moment. That’d be pretty cool, and I would definitely feel a bit better knowing they were just a thought away.
“Okay, I’m back. They said that they love you too, and they knew you were doing your best. They can’t wait to hear all about your adventures when you get back,” Samantha said.
I smiled, the knot in my stomach replaced by the warmth of my parents’ love and support. “Thanks, Samantha. I just hope the stories I tell them will have a happy ending.”
“I hope so too.”
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GOODBYE FOR NOW
To say I had a bad night’s sleep would be an understatement. I spent all night tossing and turning, trying to force my internal clock into submission. No matter how hard I wanted it to believe it was the middle of the night, it just wouldn’t give in. Eventually I gave up and talked to Samantha for a bit before finally I was able to fall asleep for a couple of hours.
A knock at the door woke me up. I sat up, rubbing the sleep from my eyes. “Come in,” I said as I straightened out my t-shirt.
In walked Selena, already dressed and ready to go. “It’s almost ten o’clock. You ready?”
I nodded and climbed out of bed. “Give me a second to get dressed, and I’ll be out.”
“Okay, I’ll wait outside. I found a toothbrush and some toothpaste in my bathroom. I bet there’s some in yours. Just a heads-up.” Selena turned and left my room.
I lumbered to the bathroom and searched through the drawers next to the sink. I popped a toothbrush out of the package and went to work making myself presentable.
After a few minutes of brushing my teeth, messing with my hair, and getting dressed, I was ready to go. I walked out of the room I had spent the night in and stepped into a large hallway filled with doors, behind which, I assumed, were rooms identical to mine. Selena stood leaning against the wall, with Leopold Renner standing in the middle of the hallway alongside her with his arms crossed. Neither one of them said a thing, or even looked in the other’s direction.
“Kane,” Leopold said when he saw me step out of my room.
“Leopold,” I said as I shut the door behind me.
“I’m here to escort you out of the building.” He turned and began walking down the hallway. “Follow me,” he said over his shoulder.
Selena and I exchanged glances before following Leopold.

We stood outside on the cold London street, our jackets offering us as much warmth as possible.
“Well, I guess this is it. We’ll be keeping an eye on you,” Leopold said. “I’m really sorry we couldn’t work anything out.”
I nodded. “Maybe one day if we need you, you’ll be there.”
“Same goes for you,” Leopold said. He extended his hand, and after a moment’s hesitation, I grabbed it and shook it. To my surprise, when I was done, Selena grabbed it and shook it as well.
“We should go,” Selena said.
“Be seeing you two, then,” Leopold said. He turned and walked back towards the building we’d come from.
“You ready?” I said to Selena.
She nodded. “Let’s go to Johannesburg.”
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JOHANNESBURG
Selena and I floated a few thousand feet above Johannesburg, watching as the city of four million people sat below us like a ghost town. Nobody was out on the streets, no cars were being driven about; it was as if everybody had just up and left. According to Doug, most of them had done just that. However, not everybody could escape, and the people who were left were hiding inside, keeping away from a crazed Super named Raven who ruled from the top of the tallest building in Johannesburg, the Carlton Centre.
“You ready to go down there and get this party started?” I asked Selena.
“Yeah, I could really go for punching something right now,” she replied.
“Okay, you ready to walk us through where we need to go?” I asked Samantha.
“I think so. If you’re starting above the center of Johannesburg, fly down to the Ponte City Apartments. It’s one of the tallest buildings in downtown. It’s like a big cylinder,” Samantha told us.
I scanned the skyline until I saw the building she was talking about. “That it?”
“Yeah, you got it. Fly down to the front door of the building. From there I’ll talk you through where you need to go.”
Selena and I flew down, stopping right in front of the building. From there, Samantha acted as our personal GPS, telling us the right turns to take to get to where we needed to be.
We walked down the empty streets of Johannesburg, doing our best to stay quiet. We didn’t want anybody to know we were in town other than the people we were going to meet. If too many people knew, we were sure word would get back to Raven. We wanted to hold on to the element of surprise as long as possible, at least until we knew exactly what was going on.
As we snuck down the street, staying close to the wall, I saw something in the distance flying towards us. I stopped walking, and Selena almost bumped into me from behind.
“What is it?” she asked.
“I think someone’s coming,” I whispered. I focused on the figure in the distance, and it became clear. A figure decked out in military gear was flying towards us. He had a gun over his shoulder, a vest filled with ammunition and grenades, and a mask to cover his face. He flew closer and closer, picking up speed.
I reached behind me and grabbed Selena’s wrist, then I ran into an alleyway, Selena in tow. We ran behind a trash can and huddled behind its disgusting, foul-smelling green exterior.
I peeked out and watched as the Super flew by, having not seen us.
“Wow, was that a patrol? You guys are going to have to be extra careful if you want to stay hidden,” Samantha said.
“That’s for sure,” I replied as I stood up, stepping out from behind the garbage can.
“How much farther do we have to go?” Selena asked.
“Just a couple more blocks. You guys can go a little bit faster if you want. I’ll try to keep up.”
I snuck to the edge of the alley, poked my head out and looked both ways to make sure the Super wasn’t going to be making another round anytime soon. “It looks clear,” I told Samantha.
The two of us made our way down the street, once again following Samantha’s instructions. I made sure my hearing and vision stayed sharp, searching for any signs of a patrol. We walked down a few more blocks, twisting and turning through the empty Johannesburg streets. Every once in a while, I saw somebody peeking out through their curtains, or watching us from behind their blinds. I just hoped that none of them recognized either of us.
“Okay, you’re coming up on the apartment building. It’s the second one on your right,” Samantha told us after we’d turned down a smaller street.
Selena and I walked down the sidewalk, keeping our eyes peeled for any signs of danger. There were two flights of stairs leading up to the two-story apartment complex. We walked up the stairs quickly and quietly. The door and the windows around it were frosted, making it impossible to see anything more than the shapes and colors of the courtyard on the other side.
I tried the doorknob, but it wouldn’t turn. “Samantha, the door’s locked. I don’t really want to break it—I’m not sure they’d appreciate that.”
“I agree, probably not a good idea. The apartment building is shaped like a rectangle, except the middle of the rectangle has been cut out and a courtyard was put there instead. Just fly over the building and land in the middle,” Samantha explained.
I turned to Selena. “You got that?”
“Yep, way ahead of you,” she said as she flew into the air.
I flew after her, and the two of us landed in the vacant courtyard—if you could call it that. Really, it was just a long, wide walkway with a couple of benches at the edge, up against the wall. “Which apartment are we going for?” I asked Samantha.
“Apartment three. If you go towards the entryway, it’s up the stairwell that’s immediately to your left.”
I walked towards the entryway, and sure enough, tucked in the corner to my left was a stairwell. I walked up and knocked on the door that had the number 3 stuck onto its exterior.
“Who is it?” a female voice with a thick South African accent asked me from the other side.
“Umm,” I began. I wasn’t sure what to say. I hadn’t really thought this far ahead. “It’s Kane Andrews—I, uh, you probably know me as Tempest?”
A peephole at eye level opened, and a dark blue eye stared back at me. “Holy shit,” the voice said. “It really is you.”
The door swung open, and before me stood a woman I thought might be in her late twenties, her fair cheeks flushed red. She was wearing a gray tank top with camo cargo pants and a pair of combat boots. “Who’s this?” she asked, looking at Selena.
“This is Selena. You might know her as Holocene? Anyway, we heard you could use some help.”
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A RUSHED PLAN
A few moments later we were taking off our backpacks and sitting on Clarissa’s—the woman who had greeted us—couch, being introduced to her group.
“This is Jackson. He’s our tech specialist,” she said, pointing to a tan-skinned guy wearing a pair of glasses that had a small crack in one lens.
“A pleasure,” he said, smiling wide.
“And this is our weapons specialist, Vince,” she said as she gestured to a large man standing next to the window. His muscles bulged from beneath his white shirt, and sweat was running down his dark-skinned forehead. A pistol was strapped to his waist, and a knife sat in a holster on the opposite side.
“We appreciate your assistance,” he said, his South African accent thick, but not quite as thick as Clarissa’s.
“I’m head of operations,” Clarissa said as she sat down in a chair next to Jackson’s. “So, what brings Tempest all the way to South Africa?”
I leaned forward in my seat. “Our tech specialist back in the States has been in contact with people all over the world, reporting on the goings-on of Supers outside our borders. We heard that Johannesburg had been taken over by a crazed Super, and we figured we’d come over here to help you guys take care of him. In exchange, we were hoping you’d be able to help us in some way with our situation back in the States.”
Clarissa and her group listened intently, nodding along with my words. “Yes, the situation in the States does seem dire,” Clarissa said. “I imagine it’s a bit similar to ours, given that both of our homes have been taken over by a tyrannical Super.”
“You could almost think of this as practice for us,” Selena said.
“I don’t appreciate that. This isn’t practice for us,” Vince said, his booming voice intimidating me, even though I could take him down before he had time to blink.
“Yes, my apologies. That’s not what we mean,” I said, covering for Selena. “What we mean is that we would like to help, and maybe we can learn a thing or two that will help us in our fight against Atlas and the Legion. Maybe you’d even be able to help us out in some way.”
“What way do you mean?” Jackson asked, adjusting his glasses.
“How many soldiers do you have? Maybe we could transport them back to the United States to help us in our fight,” I offered.
The three of them exchanged uneasy glances. Clarissa cleared her throat. “I’m not sure we have the numbers to be able to send people to the States without risking our own safety,” she said.
“Here we go again,” Samantha said, her words echoing through my mind.
“How many exactly do you have?” I asked.
Clarissa hesitated before she said, “About one hundred and fifty.”
I did my best to hide the surprise on my face, but I wasn’t convinced I’d done that great of a job. One hundred and fifty was nowhere near the amount I’d been thinking. “Where are your people right now?”
“Groups of them are spread out in different apartment complexes nearby. We don’t keep many of them in one place, in case Raven and his soldiers figure out one group’s location. Then, the others are still safe and hidden,” Vince told us as he stepped forward, looming at the edge of our circle.
“That’s smart,” I said. I glanced over at Selena, trying to get a read on her facial expression. Of course, she offered me no hints to what she was thinking. “Well, regardless of what you have to offer,” I said as I turned to look at Clarissa, “we will help you.”
She looked surprised and hopeful at once. “But, Tempest, we have nothing to offer you, save for a few weapons.”
“Don’t worry. We’re based in Texas; we’ve got plenty of those. We can’t just go off and leave you and the people of this city, not now.”
Clarissa turned to look at Jackson and Vince, excited enough for both of them. They smiled back at her, and a warmth exploded inside of me. The hope I saw on their faces was priceless to me.
“Thank you,” Clarissa said. “Thank you so much.”
I waved her off. “Don’t worry about it. It’s what we came here to do.” I stood up, ready to go kick some ass. “Where is Raven’s base of operations? Selena and I will head over there and take care of them.”
I knew it wouldn’t take long. Just fly in, beat the hell out of Raven, and scare his goons off. It shouldn’t take more than an hour or two.
“They’re holed up in the Carlton Centre. It’s the tallest building in the city,” Jackson said.
“Okay, sounds good.” I said. “Anything else about Raven and his people we need to know? What are his powers?”
Clarissa’s expression turned uneasy. She looked to Vince, who answered my question. “We’re not sure what Raven’s powers are. His soldiers are the ones who took over the city. He just directed them from the top of the Carlton.”
“So, you mean you’ve never actually seen this Raven character?” Selena asked, her skepticism growing.
“We have,” Jackson said. “We’ve seen him through the windows of the Carton. He never leaves the top floor, however, so we’ve never seen his powers at work.”
I nodded, my questions subsiding. “This seems like it’ll be quick. There’s nothing else you guys want to tell us?”
“Just please, be careful,” Clarissa replied. “We were considering giving up. We haven’t been able to make ground. You’ve become our last resort—but still, try not to destroy anything.”
“Don’t worry. It’s not like we’re planning on destroying half the city or anything.”
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WINDOW BREAKER
Once I was outside and alone with Selena, I pointed up towards the sky, raising one of my eyebrows. She nodded, and the two of us took off. We flew high above the city, stopping once we’d passed the first low layer of clouds.
“What do you think?” I asked, now that we were sure we weren’t being overheard.
“I think this is all moving way too fast,” she said.
“I’m with Selena,” Samantha said, jumping into the conversation.
I gritted my teeth, frustrated. Mostly with myself, though. A small voice in the back of my head was telling me to take a step back, but I didn’t listen. “What are we going to do?”
“What can we do? You just promised them we’d liberate their damn city, without asking any of us first,” Selena said, obviously frustrated with me.
“I’m sorry,” I said with a sigh. “I just got caught up in the moment. I should’ve stopped to ask what you thought about it.”
“We aren’t even getting anything in return,” Selena said, ignoring my apology.
“That’s not what it’s about, Selena,” I said.
“No, Kane, that’s exactly what this is about. That is literally the whole point of all of this! We’re supposed to be finding people who can help us. None of those people were even Supers, and I doubt that any of their soldiers are, or else they wouldn’t be getting their asses handed to them.”
“Okay, I get it. I know. We’re frustrated. We’re not making any progress. But I can’t just leave these people, not if we can help them. You saw the looks on their faces when we told them we’d help them.” I couldn’t help but smile as I thought about it. “We gave them hope. And not false hope, either. We can help these people, and we have to. I have to. You can do whatever you want, but I’m going to go kick Raven’s ass.”
I turned to fly back down, but Selena called out for me to stop. “Kane! Wait.”
I turned, and she flew over to me. “You’re right, I’m sorry. I’m just really frustrated. I’m taking it out on you when I should be taking it out on Raven.” She smiled as she pulled her hair back into a ponytail. “Come on, let’s go kick some ass.”
I nodded, a smirk growing across my face.
“I’ll be over here cheerleading!” Samantha said.
The two of us laughed, then we flew down towards the city, ready to take on Raven.

As we flew towards downtown Johannesburg, I scanned the skyline for the Carlton Centre. When I found it, I pointed it out to Selena, and the two of us flew faster and faster towards the top floor, our minds on the same page. Fly in fast and hard, and make sure Raven didn’t know what had hit him.
I flew fast towards the windows, the smile on my face growing. I couldn’t wait to get started.
I got closer and closer.
I was flying slower and slower.
I looked behind me, confused. I definitely wasn’t trying
to slow myself down. Selena was trailing behind me, the gap between us growing.
I felt something within me waver. I looked down, and my stomach dropped. My head felt light, and my palms grew sweaty.
I began gliding down. I tried to direct myself upwards, to stop, to do something. Instead, the gap between me and the building kept closing, but I was no longer in control. Instead of flying, I was now falling.
I closed in on a window about a dozen stories from the top. I smashed into the glass, and it shattered around me as I fell inside, slammed to the floor and rolled across the room. Then I hit a desk, which brought me to a sudden stop. I lay in a heap on the floor, letting out a shout of pain.
I turned to look to my left, and saw Selena flying towards the window, out of control. Just like I had, she crashed to the floor and skidded across the room. She was stopped by a pile of boxes, and she wasn’t getting up.
I gritted my teeth, trying to push through the pain. I pushed a hand beneath me to brace myself, but it gave out. I let out a shout of agony and looked down at my wrist; the pain grew even more intense when I realized it was broken. I pulled it in close and let out another groan of pain.
A thought shot across my mind. Why am I not healing?
I looked back down at my hand, waiting for it to pop back into place, every tendon and bone placing itself in just the right spot. It should’ve been healed by then. My hand should’ve healed itself a millisecond after I fell through the window. I shouldn’t be in so much pain.
Panic tore through me. I coughed hard, hacking up some blood. I felt my ribs with my good hand, and nothing felt right. One of them—at least
one of them—must’ve broken and punctured a lung.
“What’s happening?” I asked out loud, but nobody answered. “Selena?” I said, craning my neck to try to see her. I could only see the pile of boxes that she’d fallen into. “Selena!”
No reply.
My whole body shuddered with pain. My adrenaline was pumping, but it wasn’t doing much to keep the agony at bay.
I looked down at my wrist and stared, as if it to tell it that it could start healing itself now. “Come on,” I whimpered. “Come on—” I tried to shout, but couldn’t finish. The pain was too much. It was excruciating.
I didn’t have time for this. If anybody had heard or saw me and Selena crash, they’d be on their way. I had to get us out of here, or we’d be in even bigger trouble.
I placed my good hand up on the desk above me, and with a shout of pain, pulled myself with all my might. The desk creaked under the pressure of my strength, but it didn’t crumble. I could have destroyed the same desk with a flick of my finger before. But now all I got was a creak and a groan?
Using the desk to support my weight, I took a tentative step towards Selena, but the pain rocked through my body and I had to stop after a single step. My breaths were short and painful. I felt another cough creeping up, and before I could stop it, it exploded from me, blood shooting across the small office we were in.
The force I was putting on the desk to support myself during my coughing attack proved to be too much. The desk collapsed, and I fell across it to the floor. An involuntary shout escaped from my lips, and I suddenly wondered whether or not I might actually die.
I looked down at my wrist once again, and it didn’t look quite as bad as it had earlier. A wave of joy and relief rushed through me. I was healing! Not as fast as usual, but still, I was doing it. I felt my wrist moving into place very slowly, and very painfully. It felt as if an army of ants were crawling beneath my skin, working as slowly as possible to get my body back to normal.
I looked around and saw a sweater that somebody had left on a couch in the corner of the room. I reached for it, but it was too far away. Summoning all the willpower I could, I crawled across the floor to the couch, grabbed the sweater, and crumpled up one of the sleeves. I placed it in my mouth and bit down as hard as I could. Then I lay on the floor with my eyes closed and the sweater in my mouth, waiting for the excruciatingly slow and painful healing process to be over with.
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INTO THE DARKNESS
It took almost an hour for the pain inside of me to subside to a dull roar. I lay on the floor of the office, pieces of a desk and shattered glass all around. A cool breeze blew in from the broken window as the sun began to set in the distance. I breathed heavily, appreciating the fact that I could once again do so without feeling excruciating pain.
It was time to get out of there.
I crawled to the couch and used it to help myself stand. I was a bit shaky on my feet, and my head spun for a few moments. I almost fell back down, but once I got my bearings, I was fine.
I took a step towards the pile of boxes that had caught Selena. My legs were sore and unsteady, but after taking a few more steps, I had already begun to feel almost back to normal.
I reached Selena and knelt down next to her, then picked up the couple of boxes that were on top of her and threw them aside. The first thing I noticed was her right arm. It was obviously broken, twisted in a painful-looking way. A small patch of dried blood was caked on the top of her head and in her hair. Her arms and torso were all scratched up from the glass on the floor, from when she had first tumbled in. I checked for her pulse, and there was one. Strong, too. I breathed a sigh of relief.
I reached down and placed a hand on her shoulder. I gave it a shake, but she didn’t respond. “Selena,” I said as I gave her another prod. “Come on. Wake up, Selena.”
Nothing.
Shit, I thought.
Thought. My brain. “Samantha? Samantha, are you there?” I asked. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought of her sooner, but then again, why had she been so quiet? “Samantha? Can you hear me?”
No response.
A new volley of anxieties and fears launched themselves at my mind. I didn’t know what this meant, but it couldn’t be good. It was clear I still had some of my powers, although a very, very small fraction of what they normally were. So, why couldn’t Samantha contact me? If I had my powers, why didn’t she? Besides, it wasn’t like she needed my powers to talk to me. My parents didn’t have any superpowers, and she was still able to communicate with them.
Still, there was radio silence from Samantha.
It was time for me to come up with a game plan. I could worry about what was happening at home later; first, I had to get out of the tower. Selena and I needed to get to safety. There was no telling if guards came through this part of town, but if they did, it wouldn’t be long before they found the mess we’d made. I had every intention of being long gone by the time they did.
I reached down and grabbed Selena’s right wrist. I pulled her up, grabbed her torso, and threw her over my shoulder. I still had some powers, so her weight didn’t feel like much. Still, I could feel it pressing down on my shoulder.
I walked over to the office door and opened it slowly. There were no lights, so I focused on transforming my eyes. They cast a very dim blue light. Even so, I had to give them a second to adjust.
I looked up and down the hallway, finding no sign of any guards, just doors that led to other offices. To my left, the hallway hooked right and seemed to continue on, leading to another corridor of offices. To my right, the hallway led into a large opening. I decided that would be my best bet for an exit.
I walked down the hallway, which led to what looked like a reception area. Next to a pair of frosted doors was a sign with an arrow pointing to the left and a cartoon character running into a stairwell while fire gave chase behind him.
I followed the direction of the arrow and entered another hallway that I assumed would meet up eventually with the one I had started out in. The first door on my right had a sign that said In Case of Emergency, Use Stairs.
Bingo.
I swung the door open, the creaking of its hinges echoing throughout the empty stairwell. The smell of stale air wafted up to my nose, and I fought the urge to sneeze from the dust. I stepped inside and let the door swing shut behind me.
Total darkness surrounded me, the only light coming from the weak blue beams of my eyes. I stepped off the landing, making my way down the first of many stairs.
I took each step with care, so I wouldn’t drop Selena. I looked over the edge of the stairwell, my beams only penetrating the darkness for a few feet. Had I fully had my powers, I could’ve just jumped over the edge and stopped myself before I hit the ground. While I still had a small fraction of my powers, I didn’t know the full extent of my situation, and didn’t want to risk me or Selena splatting to the floor.
Still, I thought that maybe I could make my situation a bit easier. I stopped my descent and concentrated a bit harder than usual. I felt my feet leave the ground, and although I did waver for a moment and it took intense concentration, I was able to stabilize myself a couple inches off the floor. With a small smile of satisfaction at such a minor victory, I floated down the stairwell into the darkness.

After a few flights, I felt a movement on my shoulder. “Selena?” I whispered.
She moaned.
I set my feet on the floor and crouched down. I slid her off my shoulder, settling her on one of the stairs with her back up against the wall.
Her eyes were slits, but I could see her pupils moving around. “Kane?” she moaned.
“It’s me, Selena,” I said. Exhilaration grew within me, and I fought off the urge to celebrate. “How are you feeling? You okay?”
“I feel sick.” She interrupted herself with a dry heave. She almost fell over, but I was able to keep her upright. Her head fell back against the wall, and her hands began to shake. “I feel so dizzy,” she mumbled. “I’m so lightheaded. My arm…my arm…”
“You broke it on your way in,” I explained.
Her eyes were open a bit wider now, and when I looked into her pupils, the light from my eyes created no movement from them. “Your eyes are dilated,” I said, more thinking out loud than talking to her. “I think you have a concussion. You took a pretty hard tumble. Thankfully, I took out that window for you, or else things would’ve been a lot worse.”
“I saw…I was losing control…aimed for broken window,” she said, her hard breaths interrupting her. “Concussion? Why…can not…heal?” she asked, circling back to what I’d just told her.
“I don’t know. Something’s happening to us. I don’t know if it’s this tower or what, but I’ve lost almost all my powers. I’m weak, but there’s still a little bit there. You, on the other hand, seem to have lost your powers completely,” I explained.
It took a second for Selena to react. Her eyes opened wide, and somehow she was able to speak without interruption. “ Will I get them back?” Panic flooded her eyes. “Kane, what’s happening to me?”
I shook my head, scooting forward on the stair to place my hands on her shoulders. “I don’t know, but believe me, Selena. We’re going to figure out what’s going on. I promise you, you’ll get your powers back. As soon as we’re out of here, we’re going to bring Holocene back, okay?”
Selena sealed her lips tight and nodded. “Okay,” she said. “Okay.”
I lifted my hands from her shoulders and stood up. “I’m going to pick you up and put you over my shoulder now, okay? I’ll carry you down the stairs.”
“But your powers…you said you’re…weak…” she said, her labored breathing returning.
“Don’t worry, I can still carry you.”
She nodded and lifted up her good arm. I picked her up, once again laying her over my shoulder. I considered putting her on my back, but I wasn’t sure she’d have the strength to hold on.
“You ready?” I asked.
I felt her nod up and down.
“Okay, let’s get out of here.”
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ASTHENÉS
I lost count of how many floors I’d gone down. I took it slow and steady, trying my best to keep Selena comfortable. Thankfully I was able to float the whole time, making the descent smooth and easy on her and her broken arm.
I stopped to look over the edge, feeling a sense of euphoria when I saw that my beams of light were hitting solid ground instead of infinite blackness. “We’re almost there, Selena!” I said, excited. “I can see the floor.”
“Thank goodness,” she said, her voice a little bit clearer than it had been earlier.
“Are you feeling better?” I asked.
“The lower we get…” She stopped for a breath. “The better I feel. I still don’t feel…good.”
“Well, any improvement is good,” I said. “Let me know if your arm starts—”
A sudden cry of pain erupted from Selena. She clamped her mouth shut with her good hand. “Ah, ah, shit,” she said under her breath. “Oh my god, Kane, I feel—” Another cry of pain was quickly silenced.
I stopped, throwing a fleeting glance to the next landing as I turned and set Selena down. She grasped her broken arm with her good one, whimpering in pain.
“I can feel—ah—moving,” she said through gritted teeth.
“It’s healing,” I breathed, smiling. “Selena, your arm is healing! Your powers are coming back.”
“They could come back a little faster,” she said, leaning her head against the wall, her breathing picking up speed.
I racked my mind, trying to figure out where this new development fit in with the whole mystery. “You said you were feeling better the lower we went, right?”
She nodded, not opening her mouth so she could keep another shout of pain from escaping.
I turned and looked behind me at the stairs below. I turned back to Selena with a plan in mind. “Okay, listen. I’m going to pick you up and take you down to the bottom as fast as I can. Hopefully your arm will heal faster when you’re down there, and the pain will go away.”
She shook her head.
“Selena, I know you’re in pain, but if we do this, it’ll stop quicker.”
“No. They could hear us if I’m down there. I’ll stay here—” She stopped herself, tensing up her good left arm, then struck it on the stair next to her. She breathed hard through her nose, trying to process the agony. The pain seemed to subside for a moment, and she continued. “Do it—I—I can’t…just do it.”
I picked Selena up without hesitation, holding her across my arms. I took the risk I hadn’t taken earlier, and jumped over the edge of the stairwell. I fell rapidly, Selena clutching my shirt, her mouth open but no sound coming out. The remaining stairs whooshed
past me, and after just a few seconds I was inches from the floor.
I put all my concentration into stopping my rapid descent. I slowed down fast, like somebody slamming on their brakes to keep from hitting an animal in the middle of the road. I stopped less than an inch from the floor.
I quit flying, and my feet hit the ground with a quiet tap. I set Selena down, and her whole body tensed up in pain. She obviously wanted to scream in agony, but couldn’t. I looked down at her arm, and could see the broken bones slowly moving into place beneath her skin.
I wanted to do something to help, but there was nothing left to do. I just sat there on the floor, breathing heavily, watching someone I cared about writhe in pain.
After a few more moments, Selena no longer had the energy to move. She lay on the floor, her eyes vacant, letting out sharp gasps of pain every couple of seconds. It was almost unbearable to watch, but I didn’t have the energy to look away. Using all that power had taken a lot out of me, and I found myself breathing heavily.
After another minute, Selena let out a final sigh of pain, and then her breathing returned to a more normal pace.
“Is it over?” I asked.
A few seconds passed, then she nodded. “I think so,” she said through her heavy breaths.
“Can you move your arm?” I asked.
She lifted it a couple of inches before letting out a sharp gasp of pain. “It’s sore as hell.”
I sat up and crouched over her. “Here, let me help you sit up.” I hooked my arms through hers and pulled her up to a sitting position. She slouched up against the wall, finally able to get some rest.
“Do you think you could walk?” I asked.
A weak laugh escaped her lips. “I highly doubt that. I feel so weak, Kane.” Her eyes met mine when she said my name. Fear and sadness flowed from them. “What’s happening to me?”
I had no answer. “I’m so sorry,” I said.
“What for?”
“I shouldn’t have been so cocky. We flew in here thinking this was going to be as easy as the pub in London. We should’ve been more careful,” I said. Regret washed through me, accented with guilt. I looked away, unable to look her in the eyes. I couldn’t believe I’d been so foolish.
“We had no reason to think it wasn’t
going to be that easy,” Selena said, trying to comfort me. “This isn’t—” She swallowed hard. “It isn’t your fault.”
Her expression told me she believed every word she’d said. “You’re right,” I agreed. “We had no idea.” I chuckled to myself. “We really have no idea what’s going on.”
Selena tried to laugh too, but it turned into a whimper and a cough. “We really don’t,” she finally said with a wide smile. “We’ve really gotten into it now.”
“That’s the truth,” I said. I turned and sat down next to her, placing my head back against the cold concrete wall.
“So, what’s the plan, Tempest?” she asked with a slight nudge.
I sorted through all the options in my head, checking and double-checking them to try to figure out which would be the best course of action. My main focus was getting Selena out of there. I was feeling better, and had more of my powers than she did. She, on the other hand, wasn’t good at all. That meant that I could get out on my own if I had to, but Selena wasn’t going to be able to without my help.
I knew what that all meant, and it only took a split-second after the plan had come to mind before I decided it was best. “I have an idea,” I said. I pushed myself up off the wall and stood. “But if it’s going to work, we’re going to need some guns.”
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BACKSEAT DRIVER
I opened the door to the stairwell, my eyes no longer glowing. A wall of cool, fresh air slammed into me. It was one of the most refreshing things I had ever experienced. Once I’d gotten used to it, I realized just how stale the air in the stairway had been.
I looked around, the first thing catching my eye being the campsite on the other side of the large windows before me. Out in the parking lot of the Carlton Centre, Raven’s men had their accommodations set up. There were campfires spread throughout the lot, and lots of tents of various colors and sizes. The sounds of people talking and laughed echoed through the entryway of the Carlton Centre. I looked up and down the wall of windows and saw that a couple of them had been shattered, which explained how the sounds from outside were coming in.
Either they’re getting in through there, or my powers are getting even stronger, I thought. While that was definitely a possibility, I didn’t want to rely on it. That was probably the thing I hated most about this place: it made me question my powers. It made me question Tempest. It made me question myself. In this situation, I was going to have to let Kane Andrews do all the work, while Tempest had to take the back seat, only offering help where he could.
Footsteps echoed to my right. In the distance, a guard was walking my way, an assault rifle slung across his shoulder, his hand wrapped around the butt, finger near the trigger. I dashed from my spot half in the stairwell, half out, and ran behind one of the many pallets of supplies Raven’s men had left on the first floor of the Carlton Centre.
I peeked around the pallet and watched the guard as he approached. He shivered as a fresh gust of wind blew through the room and pulled up the collar on his t-shirt, trying to get it to cover more of his neck. He walked closer and closer, his footsteps loud and dragging.
I turned and snuck over to the opposite edge of the pallet, then went around the edge to hide against the back side as the guard passed. Then I walked down the other side, staying low to the ground, trying to be as quiet as possible. When I looked around and saw that the guard was now past the pallets behind which I was hiding, I made my move. I stood, and in just a couple of strides was right behind him. I delivered a single hard punch to his back, and the guard fell to the floor. He tried to move, but I grabbed him by his military vest, picked him up and tossed him into the pallet of supplies I had hidden behind. He hit them and fell to the floor again, this time unconscious.
I ran to him and grabbed him by the vest, then walked backwards, dragging the guard with me towards the stairwell. I stopped to open the door, then pulled him through. The door shut behind me, and I set the man down in the middle of the floor.
My eyes shone their blue beams of light, and Selena shielded her eyes from the sudden brightness.
“So, this is your plan?” she asked in a facetious tone.
I pulled the assault rifle off the guard’s shoulder and slung it over my own. Then I pulled his pistol from the holster on his side. “No, this is,” I said, handing it to Selena. “You know how to use one of these?”
She gave me a weak laugh. “I’m from Texas. Of course I know how to use a pistol.” She pointed to the assault rifle that was now hanging across my chest. “You know how to use that?”
I shook my head. “I’ve shot rifles and shotguns back on my parents’ old farm. Never an assault rifle. I won’t need to be accurate, though,” I said. I dug through the guard’s vest and pulled out two assault rifle clips and a pistol clip. I handed the pistol ammo to Selena. “Just in case. Hopefully you won’t need it.”
“What’s your plan?” she asked. I noticed her voice was growing stronger every time she spoke.
I returned to the guard’s vest, digging through his pockets as I spoke. “I’m going to create a distraction,” I said as I pulled out a granola bar. “Eat this.” I handed the bar to Selena, who opened it and began devouring it. “And then you’re going to run the opposite direction from Raven’s soldiers. Simple as that.”
“What about you?” she asked between bites.
“I’m not as bad as you are. I’ll be able to get away easily. We’ll meet up back over Clarissa’s. Not at—over. I want to regroup there before we go in.”
“Are you sure I’ll be able to fly?” she asked, her voice almost back to regular strength as she tossed aside the granola bar wrapper.
I smiled at her. “I’m sure. The farther away we get from the top of this tower, the stronger we get. Once you get away, I think you’ll be back to normal.”
Selena looked up, searching the darkness that stretched out above us. “So, you think whatever’s causing this is at the top of the tower?”
“I don’t know,” I said as I pulled two grenades off the guard. “But we can discuss theories later.” I stood and went to Selena. “Can you stand?” I asked, offering her a hand.
Selena reached up and grabbed my hand. I helped her up, and after a couple of seconds, she was able to get her bearings. “Yeah, I got it.”
“Okay, now listen,” I said, my tone growing serious. “You need to get out of here. Do not try to help me. Do not stop for anyone. Do not do anything but get as far away from this place as possible. Your powers are a lot weaker than mine. You’re practically a regular human.”
“Alright, I get it. No need to rub it in,” she said, rolling her eyes. She was definitely feeling better.
“Do you understand? They’re going to come after me, but that’s the plan. I’ll be able to get away. You get out of here, and stay away. Got that?”
Selena didn’t respond at first. I could tell she was still processing, trying to figure out some sort of loophole. “Fine. I’ve got it. I’ll get away.” She clearly wasn’t happy with not being able to help. “You’re so much stronger than me, anyway,” she said, her snark returning with her strength.
“Okay, well, then. Let’s get our powers back.”
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DISTRACTION
I approached the broken windows leading to the campsite, stealing a glance over my shoulder. Selena leaned up against a pile of supplies, her pistol in her hands, finger at the trigger. She was ready for me to begin the distraction so she could slip away unseen. I turned, facing the exit from the building that led to the campsite. All I had to do was do this successfully, and then we’d be free.
I crossed the first floor of the building, arriving at the broken windows in just a few seconds. I figured it’d be best to exit there instead of walking out the front doors. I poked my head out, the smell of burning wood and people who hadn’t washed in a while filling my senses. There was nobody near me. Just fifteen to twenty feet away were the very edges of the campsite: a sea of tents with fires dispersed amongst them, all leading to a large bonfire in the center of the camp, around which most of the people had congregated.
I stepped out onto the ground and began walking along the edge of the building, doing my best to stay small. The sound of people laughing and talking filled the night air; they were all unaware of what was happening at the edge of their camp. I kept my eyes peeled for more guards doing patrols, but there didn’t seem to be any. They probably didn’t think there’d be anybody this close to their camp. Most of the patrols were probably near the parts of the camp closest to the city.
I got a few feet away from the windows. I didn’t want to risk going much farther and being seen. I dropped to one knee, ready to begin my distraction, and pulled the two grenades out of my pocket. I hesitated for a moment, considering going back to get Selena and carrying her out of there, but I couldn’t risk it. If we were seen and shot, I definitely wouldn’t be able to carry her then. Both of us would be captured, and she was much weaker than I was. She might even die if she was shot. I forced myself to continue. This was my only option. Now wasn’t the time to think. It was time to act.
I pulled the pin from one grenade and launched it towards the middle of the camp. Then I pulled the pin from the other one and threw it to the left side of the camp, hoping that it would take out some of the guys in the direction Selena would be running.
The first one exploded, and I took off running to the right. I pointed my gun to my left, firing wildly as I screamed as loud as I could.
The camp erupted in chaos. People came tumbling out of their tents, dazed and confused, or barking orders at the soldiers as they tried to figure out where the attack was coming from.
I ran out of bullets and stopped for a couple seconds, struggling to get another clip in. I’d practiced it a couple of times in the stairwell, but I was having trouble getting the job done now that I was actually in the middle of everything. Finally, I got the next magazine loaded, and I continued running through the camp, firing bursts from the gun. I screamed as loud as I could, trying to draw all the attention towards me and away from Selena.
In front of me I could see the far edge of the camp and the darkness beyond it. I looked to my left and saw that people were beginning to figure out where I was. Dozens of people were running towards me, falling over tents and running through campfires, trying to get to me. I ran a little bit faster, my adrenaline pumping hard. The soldiers broke through the edge of the tents and were now running along the corridor between the building and the campsite behind me. I tried firing my gun behind me, but it clicked empty. I didn’t have time to switch to my final magazine. I threw the gun behind me, producing a satisfying thunk
followed by a shout of pain as the gun smashed into somebody.
Glass exploded above me, and I covered my head to protect it from the shards raining down. Off to my left, people were beginning to shoot at me. I smiled. Now things were beginning to get fun.
I reached the end of the campsite and exploded into the darkness, running fast and hard. Losing my pursuers would be easy in the darkness. I only hoped that Selena had been able to get free.
Three explosions of pain erupted through my body, breaking me from my thoughts. I slammed to the ground, tumbling head over heels before stopping in a bloody heap of pain. I tried to cry out, but the scream was stuck in my throat. I tried to move, to get up—even crawl away if I had to. But I couldn’t move a muscle.
Almost as soon as the pain was there, it was gone. I thought my body was healing, but I still couldn’t move. I couldn’t speak. I had no idea what was going on.
The footsteps of the soldiers reached me. One of them grabbed me and rolled me onto my back. I was looking up at a circle of faces, the shining moon hanging high behind them.
“Oh, shit,” one of them said. “I know this guy.”
“You do?” another one asked.
“Yeah, this is Kane Andrews. You know, Tempest? The guy who killed Richter?”
All the faces looked at mine a little bit closer. One of them began laughing. “Look at that look on his face.” He got down on a knee, placing his face just inches from mine. I could smell the rot on his breath as he spoke. “How you doing, buddy?” he said with a smirk. “You have no idea what you’ve gotten yourself into.”
“It looks like he took a couple shots to the back,” one of them said. “Probably paralyzed.”
“Nice shot, Hanson,” another one said, and he gave a woman with a shaved head a pat on the back.
My eyes darted from face to face as I tried to figure out what was going to happen next. Were they going to kill me? Could I still be killed? I had no idea. I wished my spine would hurry up and heal; then I could really show these guys what I could do. But my powers weren’t strong enough. It looked as if I was going to be at their mercy for a little bit longer, until my back healed.
“Let’s take him up to Raven,” the one who’d been in my face said as he stood. “I’m sure he’ll want to meet our little celebrity.”
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PLÁSMA
I was being carried back up the stairs I’d come down with Selena. I was lying on a gurney being carried by two people: Hanson and Jeffries, the guy who’d gotten in my face earlier.
I couldn’t believe it. I probably would’ve laughed at the situation had I not still been paralyzed. I assumed my body’s healing powers were going to take even longer now, since the farther away from the top of the tower I got, the more my powers increased—and vice versa. Now I was going right to the heart of it, meeting an enemy when I had no idea what he was capable of.
My only consolation was that it seemed Selena had gotten away. Nobody had mentioned her or any other prisoners, so she must not have been caught. If that was true, she could tell Samantha everything that was going on, and while I’d told her not to go straight to Clarissa, when I never showed, I was sure she had. Hopefully, they could figure out some sort of rescue plan. That was the worst case scenario, though. I was still holding on to the hope that my powers would heal me, and I’d be able to escape on my own.
At least this way I’d be able to get in a little face time with Raven.
We reached the top of the building after what seemed like hours. The door opened, and we walked into Raven’s headquarters.
Being on the top floor didn’t seem like the most efficient way to run things when your army was at the bottom, but once I saw the place he was staying in, I could tell that he had a knack for the dramatic.
I could tell that most—if not all—of the walls on the top floor had been torn out. There were candles everywhere, casting shadows across the ceiling, filling the room with an orange glow.
But there was something else glowing, white and very bright. It was ahead of me, and as much as I tried to crane my neck to see what it was, I couldn’t find it.
“What is the reason for this disturbance?” a voice asked. It sounded light and wispy, but had a dark tone lurking beneath it. I could only assume it belonged to Raven.
“We have a prisoner we think you’ll be interested in speaking with, sir,” Jeffries said. “He’s been paralyzed, though.”
“Put him in the chair,” Raven said.
They set the gurney down on the floor. Jeffries and Hanson picked me up and set me down on a chair, and I finally could see the room. Well, I could have if I had been interested in the room. I couldn’t concentrate on anything else, because as soon as my eyes met what was causing the white glow, I couldn’t look away.
On top of an altar that had been covered in smooth purple velvet sat a bottle. It was wide in the middle, with a handle on either side. It was clear, and curved upwards to an opening that was stoppered with a carved crystal cork. Inside the bottle was a shining white liquid. It was so bright, I almost had to look away. The light shone through the crystal cork, casting a rainbow of colors onto the ceiling and the walls closest to it.
In front of the altar bowed a figure clothed in velvet robes with its back turned to me. It seemed as if he or she was praying
to the bottle.
The figure stood and turned slowly. My eyes met with Raven’s, and a smile rose across his face, revealing his yellow rotting teeth.
“Hello, Kane Andrews,” he said, his sneer growing. His skin looked as if it was stretched as tightly as possible across his bony face. He was pale, and his lips were so badly chapped, they were oozing blood. “I knew you would be here.”
“You must be Raven,” I said, surprising myself. I’d healed enough that I could speak, which excited me to no end. It was just a matter of time before I’d be out of here.
“Of course,” he said, taking a step towards me. “How are you feeling? Weak, I assume.”
“Nothing I can’t handle.”
“Oh, of course not,” he said, stopping in front of me. “You’re powerful, Kane. One of the most powerful. Not even the asthenés plásma can take all of your powers. Not by itself, at least. But I’ve had fun with it while it’s contained your powers. It’s never been so strong. I’ve never had such clear understanding.”
“What are you talking about?” I said, interrupting him. I looked towards the bottle of glowing liquid. “You’re saying that’s what’s responsible for taking away my powers?”
Raven erupted into laughter, then turned and crossed the room to the glowing bottle. He picked it up and brought it to me, placing it close to my face. I had to look away; the light was too bright.
“Do you know what asthenés plásma means, Kane?” Raven waited a moment for me to respond. When I shook my head, he said, “It’s Greek. You can see by the words etched on the side.” He showed me the side of the bottle. Etched there were the symbols ασθενές πλάσμα. “It means weakling.” Raven pulled the bottle away from my face and stood up straight, then turned around and walked back towards the altar. “It takes the powers away from all Supers who come near it. Well, most of the powers. There are some exceptions,” he said, glancing over his shoulder at me. He placed the bottle back on the altar. “The more Supers within its radius, the more powerful it is. Trust me, if this room were filled with Supers, your powers would be nonexistent.”
Raven turned and walked back towards me. “Do you know why I’m telling you this, Kane?”
I shook my head.
“Because the asthenés plásma told me to, and I am a student of its teachings,” he said with a rotting smile. “Everything happens for a reason, Kane Andrews. There’s a reason you’re here. There’s a reason the asthenés plásma wants me to tell you about it. The asthenés plásma knows all. It is all.”
The more he spoke, the more he sounded like a madman. I had no doubt the liquid was powerful, and if it could take away my powers, I wanted to know everything I could about it. But it seemed as if the liquid was taking away more than just Raven’s powers. It seemed like it was eating away at his mind as well.
I felt a tingling sensation in my fingers. I smiled, my mind racing with excitement. The healing of my spine was almost complete.
“Now that you’re here,” Raven said, “now that the asthenés plásma contains your powers, its teachings have been clearer than ever. The amount of knowledge contained within my brain is so vast I’m not sure even you could handle it.”
The tingling sensation had spread down to my legs. I could now wiggle my fingers a little bit. “Trust me, I wouldn’t want to know what goes on inside that head of yours,” I said.
“Oh, I think you do,” Raven said. “I know all the secrets. I know how our powers work.” He paused, his next words dancing on the edge of his tongue.
I wiggled my feet. I was almost ready to go.
“I even know how to kill Atlas,” he said, then waited for the gravity of his words to hit me.
Except they came as no shock to me. “I do, too. The same way I killed Richter. Throwing him into the sun should do the trick.”“Do you ever wonder why Atlas is so much more powerful than you are? Why Richter was as well? You didn’t stop Richter. I think those two nukes had something to do with it. It was Samantha who told you to take him into space. To throw him into the sun.”
My gaze met his, my brow furrowing. “How do you know it was Samantha who told me?”
“There’s a reason, Kane. There’s always a reason,” Raven said, ignoring my question.
I felt the strength return to all my extremities. It was time to go. Raven opened his mouth to say more, but I jumped up from my seat, silencing him.
“Son of a bitch!” Jeffries shouted.
I ran as fast as I could towards the nearest window. A gun fired, and the bullet grazed my arm. I reeled in pain, but kept running.
“Don’t shoot!” Raven shouted. “Catch him!”
I looked over my shoulder and saw that Jeffries and Hanson were chasing me, the gap closing fast. When I got close enough to the window, I lunged. I curled my body up, covering my face with my hands, then slammed into the glass with all my might. It shattered from the force of my crash.
The glass rushed past me, racing me to the ground. The concrete was coming up fast. I concentrated, focusing on the wind rushing past me. With each floor I passed, I felt my powers getting stronger. I put all my concentration into flight—I had to stop myself before I hit the ground. I knew if I could do it in the stairwell, I could do it now, even if I was falling faster. I didn’t want to know what would happen if I couldn’t stop myself.
I felt the air around me slowing down; the wind wasn’t roaring as loud in my ears. I came to a stop just six inches from the ground and fell the rest of the way. Right now I could run faster than I could fly.
And run I did. I ran as fast as I could into the night, finally free of Carlton Centre and whatever that liquid was that had taken my powers away.
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RENDEZVOUS
I floated above Johannesburg, feeling one hundred percent healed. All my powers were back at full force.
“Kane? Kane, are you there?” Samantha asked in my head.
“Samantha! Thank goodness. I’ve been waiting for you,” I said, overwhelmed with joy.
“Oh my god! Kane, I’ve been so worried. I’ve been trying to contact you for hours, but I couldn’t find you! I was so afraid something terrible had happened,” Samantha said, and I could tell she was almost bursting into tears.
“Don’t worry. Everything’s okay. Can you tell me where Selena is? Did she get away?”
“Yeah, she did. I was able to get hold of her a little while ago. She’s been circling around the Carlton Centre looking for you. She told me what happened. I can’t believe you lost your powers!” Samantha exclaimed.
“I know why, too. I’ll explain everything later, but first I need to meet up with Selena. Tell her to meet me at our original rendezvous point.”
“Okay, I’ll do it. I’m so happy you’re okay, Kane.”
“Me too,” I said with a chuckle.
With that, I took off towards the spot above Clarissa’s where we’d agreed to meet. I made sure to make a wide berth around the Carlton Centre, staying out of the range of the asthenés plásma, as Raven had called it.
When I reached Clarissa’s, I saw Selena already there waiting for me. She flew straight towards me and embraced me in a hug. “Thank you so much, Kane. I couldn’t have gotten out of there without you.” She pulled away, still smiling. “I’m so glad you’re okay, too. I saw them taking you back in. What happened?”
“I found out something…amazing, I guess you could call it. Are you listening, Samantha?”
“Of course. I’m not leaving for a second.”
“Okay, good,” I said. “I wasn’t able to get away, and they took me to Raven. He’s crazy, let me tell you. No doubt about that.” I paused, trying to figure out how best to say what was to follow. “He has this…liquid. It’s inside a crystal bottle. He called it asthenés plásma.”
“What’s that ? I’ve never heard of that,” Samantha said.
“I don’t think it’s something that anybody has ever heard of, really. Anyway, that’s what was responsible for us losing our powers. It glowed extremely bright, like our eyes, except white instead of blue. He said it sucks the powers of any Super nearby—that’s what asthenés plásma means. It’s Greek for ‘weakling’.”
“How can a liquid do that?” Selena asked.
“I have no idea. It doesn’t take away all your powers, though, at least not all of mine. I was too strong for it, but Raven says that the more Supers who are around, the stronger the asthenés plásma is. We’re lucky there weren’t many Supers around, or Selena and I would’ve been in big trouble.”
“That’s…I don’t even know what to say. That’s amazing. We have to get our hands on it,” Samantha said.
“That’s exactly what I was thinking. I don’t think Clarissa could spare the soldiers for us, but getting rid of Raven in exchange for the plásma? I’m sure they’d be willing to do that. That’s not even all of it. Raven knew some things that he had no way to. For example, he knew that Samantha had warned me about the nukes and told me to take Richter into space. There was no way he could’ve known something like that.”
“Oh my god, that’s crazy. I’ve never told anybody about that,” Samantha said.
“Then you think the plásma had something to do with it? With him knowing?” Selena asked.
I shrugged. “I have no idea. But if we have the plásma, there’s no telling what we’d be able to learn. He even said he knows how to defeat Atlas. Apparently he has something in common with Richter. A common weakness or something.”
“And this is all stuff he’s learned from the asthenés plásma?” Selena asked. “Didn’t you just say how crazy this guy was?”
“Yeah, I know. But still, how could he know about Samantha and me? There’s obviously more to this asthenés plásma than it seems.”
“No doubt about that,” Samantha said. “So, what’s the plan? You’re going to march back up there and take it?”
“I know you’re being sarcastic, but kinda, yeah. If we can get Clarissa and her soldiers to draw all the guards out, Selena and I could go to the top and take out Raven.”
Selena thought about it for a moment, then nodded. “It’s a pretty straightforward plan. I think it could work.”
“I don’t know. Rushing in there is what got us into our last situation,” Samantha said.
“That’s very true, but we know what to expect this time. I think we could do this, and do it easily.”
“I agree. I think it’s our best option,” Selena said.
“Okay, then, it’s settled,” I said. “Let’s go check in with Clarissa. And after that, I’m gonna sleep for a very long time.”
“You’re telling me,” Selena said, turning towards the ground.
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BURYING THE LEAD
I laid my head down on the bed Clarissa had provided us with. It was in one of the empty apartments in the complex Clarissa and her crew were set up in, and I had a room all to myself.
She’d gone for the plan Selena and I had presented to her with little hesitation. Her only stipulation was that we share with her anything we learned from the plásma, which I of course had agreed with. It was only fair. Vince wasn’t too happy, though; he wanted to keep the plásma as protection against the other Supers, which I understood. Still, if we were going to be able to learn from the liquid what I expected to, people like Raven rising up wasn’t going to be a problem soon.
Come on, go to sleep, I told myself. I needed some rest, but for some reason, despite how tired I’d been earlier, I wasn’t able to fall asleep. My mind was racing at a thousand miles an hour.
“Hey, you awake?” Samantha’s soft voice whispered in my head.
“Yeah. I’m having a little trouble sleeping,” I said. “Have you talked to my parents lately?”
“I checked in with them earlier today. They’re doing good. The camp the STF has them in is in some underground bunker. Supposedly it was designed for a bunch of politicians in case of a major disaster. Most of the politicians are dead now, though. But it’s pretty nice. They’re definitely safe, so don’t worry about them.”
I relaxed a little. That was one less thing to worry about, at least for a little bit. “Did you tell them what happened earlier?” I asked, referring to my and Selena’s disappearance.
“No, I didn’t want to worry them..”
“Thank you,” I said. “So, how are things over there?”
“Well,” she began, “since you and Selena left, we’ve moved to a nearby Army base. There wasn’t anybody there, so we kinda took over. At least their gymnasium and barracks. It’s pretty nice. The best part is that this general or colonel or something showed up earlier today. He has like two hundred troops who volunteered to help him defend the area from the Legion. When we told him what we were doing, they said they would help us!”
I sat up straight in bed. “Holy shit, are you serious?” I laughed out loud. “You kinda buried the lead there, Samantha! That’s amazing news! Two hundred trained
soldiers, and a leader who knows how to command them. Wow, I can’t believe it!”
“Well, you know, we’re doing pretty well for ourselves,” she said. I could easily picture the smirk I knew she had on her face. “On the other hand,” she said, her voice turning annoyed. “Eddie
showed up. He was able to get a car and drive out of Dallas. His car broke down, and Drew found him while he was exploring the town.”
“Eddie’s one of the best Supers there are. He controls electricity, for goodness’ sake. If it weren’t for him, we wouldn’t have had power in Dallas!”
“Yeah, but he’s a dick,” Samantha said.
“I think he’s nice, and you’re ridiculous,” I teased.
Samantha sighed. “Whatever, Kane. Just hurry up and come home so I don’t have to deal with him alone.”
“Don’t worry. If all goes as planned, I’ll be back in no time. And I’ll have our best bet at defeating Atlas with me.”
“You really think the plásma is going to be that big of a game-changer?” Samantha asked.
“I really do,” I said as I lay back down. “Especially since before now, we’ve had nothing. Anything is really a game-changer to us.” I yawned and stretched my arms.
“Well, if you think so, then I think so too,” Samantha said. “It’s all very exciting. I can’t wait to tell the boys about it.”
“Speaking of, are they doing well?” I asked.
“Yeah. Drew’s really stepping up and keeping things under control while Doug works on his computer stuff, and I’m watching you and Selena.”
“That’s good to hear.” My drowsiness was really beginning to set in. “I think I’m going to turn in for the night. It’s really nice talking to you, Samantha.”
“Same for you, Kane. You be careful tomorrow, alright? I’m not going to be able to watch while you’re in the Carlton,” Samantha said.
“Don’t worry. Selena and I will take care of things. We’ll be on our way back stateside this time tomorrow night.”
“I can’t wait. Goodnight,” Samantha said, her voice turning soft.
“Goodnight, Samantha.”
She left my mind, and I lay in bed, falling asleep with a smile on my face.
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STORM THE TOWER
Selena and I checked our gear, waiting for the clock to turn to 6:30 a.m. That was when Clarissa and her soldiers would begin their attack. We were supposed to wait until 6:35 before we made our move, just to make sure that as many soldiers as possible had moved away from the Carlton. We didn’t want to wait too long, though, because Clarissa’s soldiers wouldn’t last very long against the force and numbers of Raven’s men.
“You got enough ammo?” Selena asked.
I tapped the pocket in my vest that held a couple of magazines. “Yeah, I’ve got plenty. You?”
“I think so. Hopefully I won’t have to use much of it.”
“That’s the truth.” I pulled out the pistol from its holster on my side and checked to make sure it was ready to go. I clicked the safety off, so it’d be ready when I needed it.
Selena peeked past the side of the wall, looking towards the camp. We had taken up a post in an alley adjacent to the tower, watching and waiting for Clarissa’s attack to begin.
Explosions rang out, and Selena jumped back. “Shit! I wasn’t expecting that.”
I looked down at my watch. “They’re a minute early.”
“I guess we’re leaving at 6:34, now,” Selena said.
The next five minutes were long ones. Explosions, gunshots, and other sounds of war rang throughout Johannesburg. My leg bounced up and down, and my mind was racing. My adrenaline was pumping hard, and I was ready to go. The waiting was killing me.
I watched as the second hand on my watch got closer and closer to 6:34. 58…59…
“Let’s go,” I said, jumping up, springing into action.
Selena and I ran towards the Carlton Centre with our heads down, fingers on the triggers of our weapons. I felt weaker and weaker with each step as the asthenés plásma started to work on us. When we reached the building, we ran along the front until we reached the broken windows that we’d snuck out of just a few hours earlier. Everybody was at the front of the camp, fighting off Clarissa. Our plan was working beautifully so far.
Selena and I ran as fast as we could towards the stairwell door. As before, it was dark in there. My eyes glowed blue, lighting up the room. I reached out for Selena, and she wrapped her arms around me. I held her as I began to fly up the stairwell as fast as I could.
We didn’t make it very far before my fastest was only as quick as a human could have run up the stairs. With each floor we passed, the light from my eyes grew dimmer and dimmer, and I flew slower and slower. The supplies hanging off me felt heavier, and having to carry Selena wasn’t helping.
We were almost three-quarters of the way up when my powers gave out altogether.
“What’s going on?” Selena asked as I fumbled for the light attached to my vest.
“I don’t know,” I said as I flicked the light on. Selena turned hers on right after. “I should still have my powers. I did last time.” Then a realization dawned on me. “Unless he has more Supers up there with him. He said the more Supers the asthenés plásma feeds off of, the stronger it gets. If he has enough Supers up there, it’d be strong enough to take away even my powers.”
“So, what you’re saying is that when we get up there, we’re going to have company?” Selena asked with a sigh.
I nodded. “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”
She gripped her assault rifle tighter. “Alright, then, let’s get to it.”
The rest of the way up the stairwell was slow and tiring. Our weapons weighed heavy on us, and the stairs seemed never-ending. We kept having to stop every once in a while to take a breath. We didn’t want to show up on the top floor winded and tired. The explosions and gunfire from the battle taking place outside made sure we didn’t stop for long. We needed to get to the top and end it all, and we needed to do it fast.
We reached the fifty-third floor, two away from the top, and rested once more. This was the last chance we were going to get before we stepped into whatever was waiting for us on the fifty-fifth floor.
“We should’ve done some weapons training,” I said.
Selena scoffed. “I don’t think we were expecting to have to use guns.”
I nodded. “I know I didn’t. Still, we should’ve been prepared.”
“Well, we know now. That military guy that Samantha has back in Texas should be able to show us a few tricks.”
“She told you about that?” I asked.
Selena nodded. “We talked a bit last night.”
We sat in silence for another thirty seconds or so, catching our breath and getting mentally ready.
“Okay,” I said as I pushed myself off the step. “I’m ready.” I reached down to help Selena up. She grabbed my hand, and the next thing I knew, we were making our way to the fifty-fifth floor.
Finally, we reached the door. After waiting a split second to make sure Selena was ready, I swung it open and pulled my gun up to my shoulder, ready for a fight.
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THE 55TH FLOOR
A wall of men was standing in front of Raven and the altar that held the asthenés plásma. They raised their guns as we entered, but they didn’t fire.
“You know what I like about the asthenés plásma?” Raven asked as he turned to face us. “Ah, I didn’t realize you’d bring a visitor, Kane. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Selena. I’m glad you could join us.”
The two of us didn’t respond. Our guns were trained on the line of soldiers in front of him, and their guns were pointing right back at us.
“It’s like the period at the end of a sentence,” Raven said, poking the air with an imaginary pen. “It has the ability to end a sentence. The words of said sentence being a life. The life of a Super.” His sneer grew, and his gaze bored into mine. “The life of a Super who is otherwise immortal.” He sneered. “Just a little asthenés plásma in a wound and voilà! No more healing for that Super.” He added a tsk-tsk sound to punctuate the end of his sentence.
“Quit talking,” I said to Raven. “Or I’ll put a bullet through you.” I aimed my gun at him.
“Oh, my,” he said in faux shock. “Now, Tempest, that’s not very heroic. It’s foolish. Very foolish. You don’t have any of your powers. You’re just two teenagers against a dozen of my men.” Raven’s smile grew. “I’m really going to enjoy this,” he said as he ran his hand along the side of the bottle of asthenés plásma.
Selena and I exchanged glances. I raised my eyebrows, trying to let her know I had a plan without tipping off Raven.
“Okay,” I said. “I’m going to bring down my gun.” I slowly brought it down to my side, bringing my hand next to the clip on my vest that held a grenade. As fast as I could, I pulled the grenade off and threw it at the line of men. They dove out of the way, and Raven grabbed the bottle of asthenés plásma, shielding it behind the altar. I jumped towards Selena, brining her to the floor behind a tall stack of supplies.
The grenade exploded, sending shrapnel everywhere. Windows shattered, and men screamed in pain.
Selena pulled the pin from her grenade and tossed it out towards the altar, setting off another explosion. I peeked around, my gun at the ready. The men were regrouping, finding cover behind the various supplies, couches, and desks that had been shoved to the edges of the room. Two men were lying on the floor, not moving. Selena and I began firing wildly at the others.
They started firing back, and we retreated behind some cover. The bullets tore into the wall and boxes around us. I pulled Selena down with me to the floor, getting as low as possible.
We let them shoot for a couple more seconds before I rolled onto my stomach. I inched to the edge of our cover and took aim at the first guy to my left. I was barely peeking out, and I was lying on the floor, to boot. They had no idea I was taking aim.
I fired at him, and he fell to the floor.
I felt the slightest bit of power returning to me.
I fired at my next target, a soldier who was taking cover behind a couch near the window. I missed, but the shot scared him enough to make him go back into cover. In fact, most of them had stopped firing, and were presumably waiting for me to have to reload before they started back up again.
“Ka—” Selena tried calling out my name, but was silenced.
I turned and saw one of the men had snuck around and kicked Selena in the face. He pulled his gun up and aimed it at her, but I jumped up and kicked him square in the chest before he had the chance. He flew backwards into the window, and it bowed under his force and weight. I aimed my gun and shot the window behind him without hesitation. He fell backwards out of the tower, and a few seconds later, I felt my powers grow a bit stronger.
“You okay?” I asked Selena, kneeling down next to her as she held her bloody nose.
“Yeah, I’m good,” she said as she sat up.
I fired blindly, keeping Raven’s men down. “Got any more grenades?” I asked.
Selena nodded.
“Okay. Throw one behind their cover on your side. I’ll get mine.”
I returned to my side of the cover and pulled a grenade off my vest. I tossed it behind the couch that I’d been firing at just moments ago. Selena’s went off a split second before mine, and my powers increased two-fold. It was still a small fraction of my normal powers, but every little bit helped. I was sure that if I were to be shot, I would be able to heal. At least, I hoped so.
“That’s enough!” Raven yelled, fear filling his voice. “Men, take care of this! Squash them!”
The half-dozen or so of Raven’s men who were left jumped from their cover, obeying the orders of their master. They charged the place where Selena and I were hiding. I raised my gun, firing into the crowd, but I only got two shots off before my gun clicked.
“Shit, shit, shit,” I cursed under my breath as I frantically tried to reload my gun. Screw it; I didn’t have time. I pulled the handgun from my holster, but I could only take out one guy before another one was on top of me. His gun was aimed directly at my face, and I moved out of its way an instant before he fired. I moved so fast I could almost see the bullet.
I grabbed the barrel of the gun and ripped it from his hands. I slammed it across his head, and he fell to the floor. I flipped the gun around and turned to Selena, firing at the guy behind the one she’d just stabbed with her knife.
A searing pain erupted from my back. I turned and saw that one of the men had slid a knife between my ribs. I elbowed him, sending him stumbling backwards, and grabbed him by his vest.
“Selena, duck!” I screamed.
I threw the soldier over my head, launching him behind me and into one of the men attacking on Selena’s side. The two of them flew out the window I’d broken earlier, plummeting towards the ground.
Six down, just one to go. I looked around and saw that the last man had surrendered. He was on his knees, hands over his head. “Please,” he whimpered. “I give up.”
I stepped out from cover, my gun aimed at him in case he tried anything. “Keep your aim on him, Selena,” I said. “I’ll put him in the stairwell.”
“I do not accept your surrender,” Raven said.
I looked up and saw him aiming a gun at the back of his former bodyguard.
“No!” I shouted. I sprinted behind the man, covering his body with mine.
Raven’s bullet pierced me, and I slumped over in pain. Selena fired at Raven, but her bullets missed.
I turned and rose back to my feet, the pain of the bullet intense and roaring inside me. My adrenaline did its best to take care of it.
Raven jumped back and grabbed the bottle of asthenés plásma. The next thing I knew, he was dangling it out the window. “You two drop your guns, or I will drop the asthenés plásma.”
“You wouldn’t,” I said, aiming my gun, the pain in my back decreasing with each passing second. “You practically worship that thing.”
Raven grinned. “Yes, but you underestimate how much I worship myself. I love living, Kane Andrews. Much more than the asthenés plásma.”
I looked at Selena, who I could tell was conflicted. “Selena,” I said. Her eyes met mine, and she knew what we had to do. We couldn’t let him destroy the asthenés plásma. It was our only hope for defeating Atlas. “Okay,” I said, turning back to Raven. “We’ll drop our—”
A gunshot interrupted me. I turned and saw that the bodyguard I’d spared had used his sidearm.
But I wasn’t bleeding.
I looked up and saw Raven reach with his free hand to the bullet wound in his stomach. His eyes met the bodyguard’s.
“I’ve always hated you, Hugh,” Raven said. Then he stumbled backwards out the window, taking the asthenés plásma with him.
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HIGH DIVE
I didn’t hesitate. I threw my gun aside, ran towards the window, and dove out head-first, flying down as fast as I could towards Raven. He looked up at me with a sneer on his face, blood leaking from his wound. I flew as fast as my powers would let me, the wind deafening in my ears.
I reached Raven in just a couple of seconds and ripped the bottle from his hands. It was surprisingly warm to the touch.
I came to a hard stop, having not even reached the halfway point of the building before the asthenés plásma was safe in my arms. I looked below me and watched as Raven plummeted towards the ground. Right before he reached it, he turned in mid-air. He stopped his rapid descent and flew away from the Carlton Centre, his powers having returned to him now that he was farther away from the asthenés plásma. At first he only flew as fast as he would have been able to run, but after only a few seconds of that, he picked up the pace. He reached the edge of the radius of the plásma’s effects, and then took off as fast as he could. The whole ordeal had lasted just a few seconds.
I turned and flew back up to the top floor. Selena was waiting by the window when I entered, with her gun still trained on the bodyguard.
“You got it!” she said, excited.
I nodded. “I’m sorry,” the bodyguard said, whimpering. Tears leaked from his eyes, and his whole body was shaking in fear. “He had my family. He made me work for him.”
“Well,” I said, taking a step towards him, “he got away, thanks to you.” I made no attempt to hide my anger and frustration as I turned back towards the window. “I’m going to end this fight,” I said. Then I jumped out the window, plásma in hand.

“So, you just flew down and caught it?” Samantha asked.
I was pacing around the room I’d been staying in at Clarissa’s apartment, giving Samantha the low-down on how everything had gone. “Yeah,” I said.
“I thought you said it takes away your powers.”
“It takes away all
of everybody else’s powers, but mine are so strong it only takes most of them.”
“But I mean—no offense, but you don’t seem that
much stronger than Selena,” Samantha said.
“I was thinking the same thing. I’m not going to pretend I understand any of this, but I feel like the asthenés plásma is a step in that direction.” I sat down on my bed. “Anyway, after that, I flew towards Clarissa’s battle. When they saw I had the asthenés plásma, they knew exactly what that meant, and they surrendered. Most of them were being forced to work for Raven, so they were actually happy when they saw that he was no longer a problem.”
“Except you don’t know that for sure,” Samantha said.
I sighed and lay back on my bed. “I mean, yeah, he’s not dead or anything. But I don’t think we’re going to have to worry about him. He’s going to lick his wounds, but I doubt he’ll return to Johannesburg. If anything, he’s going to come after the plásma, but I wouldn’t be too worried about him. It won’t be anything we can’t handle.”
There was a moment of silence between the two of us. Not one that was awkward, where the two of us were frantically searching for something to say to fill the silence. Just…quiet.
“So, what’s next?” Samantha asked finally.
“ I’m going to sleep for a bit. We only got a couple hours of sleep last night, and I’m really tired. Then, tonight, Selena is going to fly to Texas, and I’ll leave a little bit later with the asthenés plásma. It’ll probably take a while, since I won’t be able to fly as fast, but since there won’t be any other Supers around to increase its power, I should be fine.”
“How long will we be out of contact? What if something goes wrong?” Samantha asked, making no attempt to hide the worry in her voice.
“It’ll be fine,” I said. “It won’t be long until I’m back in Texas, and we’re kicking Atlas’ ass together.”
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HOMEWARD BOUND
It took seventeen hours for me to fly from the coast of South Africa to the coast of Brazil. It was a long, tedious flight, and when I landed in Brazil, I felt tired and hungry. I opened up my backpack and dug around, careful to disturb the bottle of asthenés plásma as little as possible.
I pulled out and devoured a couple of granola bars. I then chugged an entire bottle of water before pulling the backpack on again. I waited for a few more moments, collecting my thoughts, before I took off, then slowly made my way back towards Texas, where Samantha and the rest of the gang were eagerly awaiting my arrival.

A little over thirty hours later, I reached the army base where the rest of the group was waiting for me. I landed outside the gymnasium feeling like my legs were going to collapse beneath me as soon as they touched the ground. I’d taken a couple breaks here and there, but for the most part I’d flown non-stop. I couldn’t take any more breaks now. I wanted to get back home as soon as possible and get to work on the asthenés plásma.
I stepped through the front doors of the gym, passing by the many pictures and trophies that were framed in the front entrance. Then I walked through the doors that led to the recreational basketball court, a cool blast of AC hitting my face.
At the edge of the court Doug and Samantha were sitting at desks side by side, typing away on their computers. There were a couple of soldiers playing basketball, while others who were off duty were hanging out with each other in the bleachers set up on my side of the gym.
I walked over to where Doug and Samantha were working, not announcing my arrival. I had a smile on my face as I waited to see how long it would take for them to notice me. Samantha went on typing, her eyebrows furrowed behind her glasses in concentration.
Doug looked up from his computer screen and saw me. He gave me a simple nod and a smile before returning to his work. I continued walking towards them as his movement caught Samantha’s eye. She looked up and saw me walking towards her, and practically jumped over her desk.
She collected herself and rushed towards me with a big smile on her face. “I’m so happy you’re back,” she said as she reached me.
I couldn’t help but grin as I gave her a hug. “Me too,” I said. It was so nice to have such a strong support system, with Samantha at the forefront. I didn’t know what I’d do without her friendship and counsel, and it was nice to finally hear her voice with my ears instead of inside my head.
“How was your flight over?” she asked as she pulled away.
“Oh, you know, it was fine. I just wish the in-flight entertainment options were a bit nicer,” I said.
Samantha chuckled. “So, is it in your backpack? The asthenés plásma? Wait, wait, don’t tell me.” She closed her eyes, trying to concentrate. Her expression grew more and more frustrated. She released the breath she’d been holding and opened her eyes. “Yep, nothing. Unless you were playing a trick on me and not responding to my question,” she said, narrowing her eyes at me.
I raised my hands in defense. “I didn’t hear anything, I swear. It’s right here in my backpack.”
Samantha’s eyes glowed, but from excitement and curiosity, not because of her powers. “Wow, this feels so weird.” She looked down at her hands as if they had somehow changed with the removal of her powers. “I’m…normal.”
I wanted to say, “Trust me, you’re still special to me,”
as a cheesy joke, but stopped myself as I didn’t want her to take it the wrong way. “Yeah, it does feel strange. I’m feeling weaker and weaker with you and the rest of the Supers around. Speaking of which, where’s Selena?” I asked, looking around.
“She’s out doing some weapons training. But I still want to see the plásma,” she said, her eyes wandering to the top of my backpack, which stuck up above my shoulders.
“Don’t worry, you’ll have plenty of time to see it,” I said. “But first, I really, really, really want some sleep. I’ve been flying for over thirty hours.” I stifled a yawn.
“I can hold it while you rest. We can start trying to figure it out,” she said, her eyes still on my backpack.
I shook my head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Samantha.”
Her eyes looked into mine, her disappointment growing. “Why is that?”
I hesitated. I didn’t want her to take my next words the wrong way. “This stuff made Raven go insane. It’s dangerous stuff. I need to be there when we start experimenting with it—whatever that means.” I shrugged, forcing a laugh. “I’ve spent the last thirty hours with it on my back, and I’ve learned nothing,” I said, trying to soften the blow.
“In that case, if we just spend a few hours with it, it should be fine,” Samantha shot back, crossing her arms.
“No, Samantha. I have to be there in case anything goes wrong. If it does, I can grab it and get it out of here before anybody gets hurt.”
Samantha looked away, unable to argue my point.
“We know nothing about this stuff,” I reminded her. “I don’t want to start messing around with it unless everybody is there and we’re ready for any possibility.”
Samantha nodded, but I could tell she was still frustrated and disappointed. “Fine,” she said. “Have a nice nap.” With that, she turned around and walked back to her desk.
I stood there for a few seconds, watching her walk away. Then I sighed and shook my head, turning to walk out of the gym. I wasn’t trying to make her mad—I was trying to keep her safe.
The backpack felt heavy on my shoulders, and my eyelids felt even heavier. I made my way to the barracks, ready to collapse onto the first empty bed I could find.
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THE BOARD
A jolt of Eximus energy through the device attached to her bicep kept Director Loren’s manifestations at bay. Now that that had been taken care of, she was able to turn her attention back to the meeting at hand.
“I just don’t think that continuing the production of Eximus weapons should be our main concern.”
Loren did her best to keep from rolling her eyes. “Nichols, sit,” she said, and the man who’d been blabbering on took his seat at the long table. At each end sat her best scientists, agents, and advisors. “We’re not deviating from the plan. Not when we’re this far in.”
“But the probability of success is slim,” another person said. He had red hair and a scruffy beard. It took Loren a second, as her mind was still foggy from the Eximus, but she eventually remembered that his name was Dr. O’Donnell. “We’ve seen the Legion and the progress they’re making,” he continued, speaking clearly and confidently. “Every time we set up Eximus weapons for them to steal, there are always casualties. We can’t afford to lose many more lives.”
“Then it’s a good thing we have plenty of people to choose from, should we need more agents,” Loren said, relaxing into her chair.
“You aren’t suggesting a draft, are you?” Agent Cassidy piped up.
Director Loren tried her best to hide her disappointment. She always hated it when Cassidy questioned her. She wouldn’t even have Cassidy be a part of this meeting, but she hated to have Cassidy out of sight for too long. She was, after all, the only person who knew Loren’s secret.
“This is a war, Cassidy,” Loren responded. “We have the authority to draft.” She placed her hands on the table in front of her and pushed herself up. “We need to be patient. Everything we’re doing here is deliberate. The preparations are almost complete. Our plan is coming along right on schedule.” She scanned the faces of those at the table, being sure to make eye contact with each and every one of them. “Just be patient.”
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SEVEN DAYS
One week later
I stepped out into the night, frustration growing within me over another failed experiment. I wanted to punch something really hard, but refrained so that I wouldn’t have to deal with the slow and painful healing process.
After seven days, we still knew nothing more about the asthenés plásma. We’d tried pretty much everything. We’d tried meditating around the bottle, tried staring at it for a while, even tried talking to it. Nothing. I had no idea even what I’d expected to happen, though. Was it supposed to talk to us? Was it supposed to give us some sort of visions? I had no idea. But it had sure seemed to give Raven some knowledge he couldn’t have had otherwise.
Then again, Raven was crazy. Was I really following in the footsteps of a madman? Was that what it had come down to?
I sighed as I looked up into the night sky. Only a few stars were visible, since the lights around the gymnasium had been turned on.
“Hey, you okay?” Samantha asked as she walked up behind me.
“Yeah,” I said, not looking away from the stars. “Just trying to think.”
“Oh. Sorry. I’ll leave you to it,” she said.
“No, wait,” I said, turning to her. She stopped mid-step. “I didn’t mean it like that. You can stay.”
She moved back to my side. “You’re frustrated, aren’t you?”
I chuckled under my breath. “Yeah. What gave it away?”
“We’ll figure it out,” Samantha said.
I wanted to believe that. “It’s just so annoying to me that Raven apparently could unlock its secrets, and yet none of us can. There’s something we’re missing.”
“When have things ever been easy for us?” Samantha said with a laugh.
“That’s true,” I sighed. “I’m sure we’ll figure things out. I just wish it was sooner rather than la—”
The barracks across the way exploded. The force of the explosion blew Samantha and me backwards, and I slammed to the ground, the air rushing out of my lungs, my ears ringing.
Dazed, I looked over at Samantha, who was sprawled next to me, blood leaking from a wound in her head. “Samantha!” I yelled, my voice muffled in my ears.
Her head turned and she looked at me, wincing in pain. I stood up, scooped her up into my arms and ran towards the doors of the gymnasium. Through the windows, I could see Selena and Drew running towards the doors from the inside. They pushed the doors open, letting me in.
“What the hell is going on?” Selena demanded.
“Somebody’s attacking!” I told her as I ran towards the doors that led to the gymnasium, Selena and Drew close behind.
The whole gym was lit up by the asthenés plásma,
which was glowing brighter than it had been just a few minutes earlier. Doug covered it with a blanket, shrouding the room in darkness.
“Get me something to prop up her head,” I said as I laid Samantha down on the floor.
Doug ran to my side, took off the hoodie he wore and handed it to me. “Samantha,” he said, kneeling next to her. “Samantha, are you okay?”
Samantha winced, trying to sit up. My hearing was coming back, I noticed—I could hear the sound perfectly. I pushed her back down. “Stay here. You have a head injury.”
“I’m fine,” she said.
“I don’t have time for arguing, Samantha,” I said as I stood up.
“You gotta get that stuff out of here, now,” Selena insisted.
I pulled the blanket off the glowing liquid and grabbed the handles of its container—but when I tried to run out, I couldn’t pick up speed. I ran across the gym only as fast as I would as a normal human. I turned and locked eyes with my worried friends.
“My powers are gone,” I said.
We could hear gunfire and explosions outside as those who weren’t in the barracks fought back against our attackers.
“This isn’t good,” Samantha said with a moan.
I looked around, trying to come up with a plan. Over in the corner, a rack of guns sat next to the door. I ran to it, set down the plásma and grabbed an assault rifle and a couple of magazines.
“Come on guys,” I said when I saw that everybody was standing there watching me. “Grab a gun. We have to fight back.”
Selena and Doug shook themselves from their daze and ran to join me. Samantha tried to get up too, but I stopped her.
“You’re in no shape to go anywhere,” I said, and handed her a pistol from the pile. “Can you stand?”
“I think so,” she said. She grabbed my hand, and I pulled her up. She was wobbly on her feet at first, but after a few moments she was able to get her bearings.
“Alright, find somewhere to hide. Don’t come out for anything.” I retrieved the asthenés plásma and then went back to Samantha. “Take this with you,” I said, handing her the bottle. “Keep it safe.”
She nodded. “I will.”
“Come on guys, let’s go,” I said as I walked towards the exit, purpose and determination in my step.
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SHOTS IN THE DARK
I pressed my back against the wall next to the door. Drew was standing beside me, Selena and Doug on the other side. I peeked out, looking through the glass front doors of the gym.
People were running about outside. A couple dozen of our soldiers dressed in their camp fatigues were hiding behind vehicles and buildings, firing into the darkness at an unseen enemy.
“Who is this? Legion?” Drew asked.
“That’d be my guess. There’s obviously Supers out there, or else our powers wouldn’t be drained,” I said.
"We can take cover behind that half-wall over there," Selena said, pointing towards the brick wall on either side of a walkway that led to one of the visitor buildings.
I nodded. "Everybody follow me."
I opened the door and took off running. I kept my head down as gunfire sounded all around, and didn’t look to see where it was coming from. All I was focusing on was getting behind cover as soon as possible. I ran as fast as I could, but it felt as if I was running through molasses, or that I had concrete blocks tied to my feet.I hated not having my powers, knowing I was unable to protect my family as well as I could be. My anger at our attackers grew even more as I crouched down behind that half-wall.
I gritted my teeth. I’d have to use my anger as my new superpower.
Selena, Doug, and Drew dropped down behind the wall alongside me, all of us breathing hard from running. My hands shook slightly, not only from the flood of emotions rushing through me, but the adrenaline that was surging, begging me to not stand still.
I leaned up, peeking over the wall. Gunshots were still ringing from all around. In the distance, I could barely make out the muzzle fire from the enemy guns. The light from the street lamps made it hard to see.
I sat back down, turning to the rest of the group with a plan beginning to form in my mind. “Aim for the street lights,” I said, pointing. “If we can take them out, it’ll be easier for us to see where the muzzle fire is coming from.”
“How are we going to see?” Doug asked.
Another explosion went off near us, causing all of us to throw ourselves to the ground. “The fire from the barracks will give us some light!” I said, pointing to where the barracks were burning bright and hot. “This is our home. This is where we live. We know this place better than they do. We have the advantage, don’t forget. Now, let’s do this!”
I aimed at the first light and fired a burst of bullets until the light went out. My friends fired too, and the area got darker and darker. My ears rang from all the gunshots, but I did my best to ignore that.
I looked across the base; it was glowing orange from the fire, the shadows dancing about wildly. My vision adjusted to the darkness quickly, allowing me to see not only the muzzle flashes of the attackers, but the silhouettes of the vehicles and buildings they were hiding behind.
I aimed in their direction and begin firing. A cacophony of gunfire sounded around me as my group and the soldiers who weren’t in the barracks fired, focusing their shots at our attackers. The shots coming towards us lessened as our attack became more accurate, and our enemies had to stay under cover longer, waiting for a break in our fire.
I pulled the gun tight against my shoulder and squeezed the trigger. I watched through the sights as the muzzle fire on their end became less and less frequent. When it stopped completely, I should’ve gotten suspicious. I was too angry to think about anything else, though. Everybody around me continued firing, not thinking that our attackers could have a backup plan.
Shots rang out behind me and to my right. We’d been flanked, and they were now shooting behind us. I fired at a couple of the soldiers standing in the open, then hopped over the wall and took cover on the other side. The rest of my group scrambled over quickly.
“They’re surrounding us!” Doug shouted.
He was right. There was no telling how many of them were still behind us. We were practically out in the open.
There was a pop, followed by a splattering of blood, and Doug fell to the ground, screaming and clutching his side.
I grabbed his shirt, pulled him up and threw him over my shoulder, then ran towards the visitor center as fast as I could. I shot the glass door as I ran at it, and the whole pane shattered to the ground. I ran through the opening, my boots crunching on the glass.
The orange glow of the barracks fire provided just enough light to show me the way to a large waiting room. I laid Doug down on one of the couches there, blood pouring from his side. He coughed and moaned in pain.
The rest of the group ran in behind me. Selena stood next to me, while Drew stood near the door, making sure nobody came in.
“We need to stop the bleeding,” I said, putting pressure on Doug’s wound. “Try to find something to soak up the blood.”
Selena ran off, searching for something. I pressed hard on the bullet’s exit wound, blood seeping between my fingers. Doug moaned and kept moving around. “You gotta stay still, buddy,” I said. “Try not to move.”
He responded, but I couldn’t quite make out what he said.
“Here, use this,” Selena said, returning to my side with a couple of blankets that I guessed were used to make sure people were comfortable during emergencies.
“Put one underneath him at the entry wound,” I said, lifting Doug up slightly. He screamed in pain. “You gotta keep quiet, Doug.” I said. Selena pushed the bunched-up blanket underneath him, and I set him back down. Then I pressed the other blanket against the exit wound on his torso.
A gun fired behind me, causing me to lean over Doug, covering my head.
“Got company!” Drew yelled.
I looked behind me as Drew fired towards the soldiers trying to fight their way inside the building. I grabbed Selena’s shoulder and pulled her in close. “Grab Doug and find somewhere to hide,” I told her.
She shook her head. “I’m not leaving and hiding somewhere!”
“Selena, you gotta get Doug to safety! Drew and I will hold them off for as long as we can so you can get out of here. You have to find help.”
Selena hesitated for a moment, but she knew by the look on my face that I wasn’t taking no for an answer. “Okay, but you guys had better be right behind us, or I’m going to kill you.” She picked Doug up in her arms and took off running down a hallway to the back of the building.
I jumped up and took cover against the wall next to the small hallway that led to the front door. Drew stood opposite me with his back against the wall. I looked around the corner and saw three men coming towards us, guns ready. I made eye contact with Drew, and the two of us unloaded our guns down the hallway. The three soldiers who’d been advancing on us fell to the floor.
We fell back as more soldiers at the other end of the hallway fired at us. The bullets flew past us and destroyed the front desk to the visitor center, sending wood and pieces of paper flying everywhere. I winced, waiting for a bullet to hit me at any moment, but it didn’t come.
There was a pause in the gunfire, and a voice from the other side of the hallway shouted, “Surrender now! We have you surrounded!”
I didn’t doubt that. I did doubt, however, that they would accept our surrender. The same look of doubt was evident on Drew’s face. A shadow appeared in the flickering orange glow of the hallway. It stretched all the way down the hall and came to a stop at our feet. “Kane Andrews,” the person at the other end of the shadow said. “Surrender now, as the rest of your friends have.”
I recognized the voice.
“You’d better not lay a finger on them!” I shouted.
“Of course not. I would never, as long as you give yourself up and tell me where the asthenés plásma is located. You do that, and your friends can go free.”
I closed my eyes and sighed. It seemed I didn’t have a choice. We were outnumbered and outgunned. There were probably soldiers surrounding our entire building, and there was no way to escape.
I threw my gun down into the hallway. Drew looked at me, his eyes wide. I gave him a nod and looked down at his gun, and he got the picture. He sighed and threw his gun down as well.
I stepped out into the hallway, my hands up. All I could see was a silhouette because of the fire, but I only knew of one evil Super with a South African accent who knew what the asthenés plásma was.
“You’re a long way from home, Raven,” I said.
Raven laughed. “My home is wherever the asthenés plásma is. You’re more powerful than I believed, if you were able to fly the asthenés plásma all the way here.” He sneered and flicked his hand, and six of his soldiers came around the corner and down the hallway, guns raised.
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ALWAYS A SUPER
They threw me to my knees on the gymnasium floor next to Selena. On the other side of her lay Doug, who was being stitched up by one of our soldiers who’d survived. There were seven of us in all in the middle of the gym: Doug, Drew, Selena, three of Colonel Graham’s soldiers, Eddie and myself.
Eddie looked at me with wide eyes. He was only sixteen years old, and his tan skin was all dirtied up. This was the first time in a long time that I’d seen him, as he was usually busy in some workshop tinkering with something, using his electric abilities to keep the power running. Raven’s men were all around, ready to shoot us if anybody did something they didn’t like.
Raven walked in, practically gliding across the floor. His black robes flowed behind him, and he showed all of his yellowed rotten teeth in an evil smile. Two soldiers flanked him, their guns at their sides.
“Hello once again, Kane. A pleasure to see you again, Selena,” he said with a chuckle.
Selena fumed next to me. I silently prayed that she wouldn’t do anything she’d later regret.
“What are you doing here?” I asked Raven, shifting on my knees. Kneeling on the hardwood floor was extremely painful.
“I thought I made that clear. I’m here for the asthenés plásma. You didn’t think you could just take it and I wouldn’t come for it, did you?”
“How did you know we were here?” I asked.
Raven smiled. “You have much to learn about the asthenés plásma, Kane Andrews. As a disciple and scholar of its teachings, it’s always calling out to me. There’s no place you can go that I wouldn’t find it.” Raven walked towards me. “That’s where you come in. I know it’s around here somewhere; I just can’t sense its exact location.” Raven turned on his heels and took a few steps. “Where have you hidden the asthenés plásma?”
I shook my head. “I have no idea where it is.”
Raven gritted his teeth, fuming. “Don’t lie or play games with me, Kane Andrews. You may be one of the most powerful Supers, but you’re no match for the asthenés plásma—especially when it’s at this level.”
“I swear to you,” I said. “I don’t know where they put it.”
Raven sighed and ran his fingers through his greasy black hair. Then he stormed over to one of his soldiers. “Give me this,” he grumbled under his breath, and grabbed the soldier’s handgun. He returned to us, cocking the gun. I held my breath, bracing myself for whatever he was about to do next, ready for him to shoot me, or torture me.
He didn’t come to me. He stood over Doug and, without hesitation, fired three shots into his chest.
Doug stopped breathing.
And I felt some of my power return.
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BREAKTHROUGH
I jumped and lunged at Raven, tackling him to the ground. I grabbed his wrist and twisted, snapping it easily. He screamed in pain, and the gun fell out of his hand.
“Kane, run!” Selena yelled behind me.
I hesitated. I didn't want to leave them behind, but if I left I could come up with some sort of plan. I jumped off Raven and ran towards the door out of the gymnasium. Raven’s soldiers were so shocked that it took them a moment to compose themselves. They fired at me as I ran through the doors, wood and drywall raining down around me.
I turned to the right, running faster than I normally could, now that some of my powers had returned. At the end of the hallway was a set of stairs that led to the offices and supply closets on the second floor. I bounded up, taking four steps at a time.
When I reached the second floor, I ran down the hallway, doors leading to various rooms flying by on my left and right. When I reached the intersection of two hallways, I turned right. I stopped for a second, leaning up against the wall, breathing heavily.
Emotion came crashing down on me all at once. Sadness, anger, shock… Doug was really dead, killed by Raven. I had seen it with my own eyes—and had felt some of my powers return when he breathed his last breath.
I couldn’t help but smile. So Doug had been right all along. He really was a Super. I felt guilt flower inside me, growing by the second. We had always made fun of him, teased him—but we’d never
believed him. We’d always told him he wasn’t a Super.
I buried my head in my hands. Why hadn’t we believed him? Why hadn’t we just let him believe that he really was one of us? I wiped a tear from my eye. I wanted nothing more than to go back and tell him that he was right. That he really was a Super.
My thoughts turned to my friends, down there in the gym. Raven was not going to be happy that I’d escaped. What if he took his anger out on them? I needed to come up with a plan fast. I had to save them.
I felt something tug at me.
I jumped back, scrambling to see what it was. My eyes glowed slightly, but I couldn’t see anything around me.
“Check upstairs!” I heard someone shout, followed by the sound of footsteps stomping up the stairs.
I felt the tug again, pulling me to the left. It was as if a string was tied to my chest, and someone was pulling on it, leading me someplace.
The footsteps reached the top of the stairs. I could see the beams from the soldiers’ flashlights flickering down the hallway.
With nothing to lose and no other option, I followed the tug to my left. It grew stronger the farther down the hallway I went. I ran faster and faster, trying to put as much distance between myself and Raven’s soldiers as I could.
I reached another intersection. I could keep going down the hallway ahead of me, or go down the one to my left, or to my right. I stopped and closed my eyes, focusing on the tug. It was pulling to the right, so I started running down the new hallway.
I ran down it for a few seconds, and then suddenly, the tugging was no longer there. I stopped as fast as I could, panicking. I spun around in the hallway, but nothing out of the ordinary caught my eye. I knew I hadn’t been imagining the tugging…had I?
I took a couple of steps backwards and once again felt the tug. A couple of steps forward and it was gone. Frustrated, I grabbed the doorknob of the door on my right. I swung the door open, but there was nothing but a water heater inside. I turned and swung open the door to my left—and was almost blinded by the bright white light on the inside.
Samantha jumped back, letting out a small yelp, shielding herself with the asthenés plásma. I jumped inside the closet, shutting the door behind me.
“Samantha, it’s okay,” I whispered.
Samantha set down the bottle and wrapped her arms around me. “I was so worried, Kane,” she whispered. “It sounded bad out there. Really, really bad.” She pulled back. “What’s going on?”
I wiped a tear away before she could see it. “It’s bad. Raven is the one who’s attacking. Apparently he could tell the asthenés plásma was here, and he got together some men to help him take it.”
Samantha’s gaze darted to the glowing bottle next to her. “So, he knows where we are?” she asked, the blood draining from her face.
“No, he just knows it’s around here somewhere. If I was able to find it, though, I’m sure it won’t be long until he does.”
“What do you mean, you knew?” Samantha asked.
“I can’t really explain it. Just trust me—we need to get out of here.”
“Okay,” Samantha said. She picked up the asthenés plásma.
I reached out for the
bottle. “Let me take that.” I grabbed the handles, and as soon as I touched them, my eyes glowed as bright as they ever had. Then the entire room turned blue, and my vision went white. I fell to the floor, passing out.
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ATHENA
I was standing over Doug’s body.
You know, Kane Andrews, a voice in my head said. It wasn’t Samantha’s. This one sounded a bit older. It was smooth and almost sexual in its tone. You know.
I looked up from Doug’s lifeless body. I was standing in the gymnasium, and from what I could tell, it was empty. There was a single light shining down on me, like a spotlight. I couldn’t see anything outside its radius.
A woman draped in beautiful silver robes stepped into the light. Her eyes glowed white instead of blue like all the other Supers. Her immaculate skin almost shone. Her thick, wavy black hair flowed with her every step. She smiled, comforting me.
“Hello, Kane Andrews,” she said. Her voice was the one I’d heard in my head moments ago.
“Where am I?” I asked.
“You’re in a broom closet with Samantha Trask. She’s trying to wake you,” she said.
I looked around. It didn’t seem like I was in a broom closet. This all felt so real. “So, this is a dream?”
The woman smiled and shook her head. She stopped walking on the other side of Doug’s body. I was mesmerized by her glowing white eyes. “No, Kane. This is not a dream.”
I tried to process what she was saying, but I wasn’t really following.
“My name is Athena,” she said, waiting for me to catch the hint.
It clicked. “Athena…like asthenés plásma?”
“Yes.”I stared at her, my mouth open slightly. “I can see now why Raven is so obsessed with you.” My cheeks flushed as soon as the words had left my mouth. “I, I mean—”
“I understand.” “So… do you live in the bottle, or something? Like a genie?” I asked.
Athena shook her head. “No, I’m not like a genie.”
“An alien?”
“No. I’m not entirely sure I believe in aliens, to be honest. I have a hard enough time keeping up with this world.”
I chuckled, but when I glanced down, I stopped. Doug’s dead eyes were looking up into mine, and I felt sick. “Why am I here?” I looked back up at Athena. “What’s going on?”
Athena stepped back, turning to face the darkness. “Before we begin, you should know that I have no allegiances.”
“I understand.” But I couldn’t believe that someone so beautiful and seemingly kind could ever help someone like Raven—although I quickly reminded myself that he did seem to gain a lot of knowledge from the asthenés plásma.
“Excellent.” Athena turned and faced me once again, the sudden light coming from her glowing eyes causing me to wince. “The reason you are here, Kane Andrews, is because I sensed your desire. You are powerful enough to summon me. Your desire is enough to warrant a response.” Athena looked down at Doug. “I can save your friend. For a price.”
I wanted to scream Yes! I wanted to tell her that I would do anything to save Doug. But her beautiful, mesmerizing face paralyzed me as she stepped over Doug’s body, putting her face just inches from mine. Her lips were close enough that I could feel her warm breath on my skin.
“Name it,” I said, forcing the words out, barely above a whisper.
She stepped behind me, but I couldn’t turn to look. She appeared on my left, her lips inches from my ear. “A favor,” she whispered, sending chills down my spine.
“A favor?” I swallowed hard, wetting my dry throat. “A favor is all?”
Athena stepped back and gave a laugh that echoed across the room. It nearly brought me to my knees. “A favor ‘is all’?” she said. “You truly underestimate your powers, Kane Andrews. Yes, a favor.” I hesitated. I wanted to bring Doug back more than anything. But giving this woman a blank check didn’t seem like the best idea.
My thoughts turned to Samantha, who was probably kneeling over my unconscious body, trying to wake me. I cared about her. She wasn’t just a friend; she was family. And her family was my family. I had the option to bring her brother back to life—a brother I hadn’t even told her was dead. If I did this, I’d never have to. I could save her the heartbreak before she even felt it.
I let out a deep breath. “Fine,” I said, trying my best to sound confident and strong. “You have a deal.”
Athena clapped her hands together. “Excellent!” She handed me an empty vial with a cork on top. “Take a little bit of the plásma and pour it in here. Give it to Doug, and he will return to you.”
I stared at the vial for a second, trying to decide if this was really what I wanted to do. Then I grabbed it and held it tight in my closed fist. “Okay. Anything else?”
For a split second, Athena looked more evil than angelic. “Yes, just one more thing.” She lifted her finger and slashed a capital A into the skin of my chest, above my heart.
I let out a startled shout. The letter was seared into my skin, and scarred over instantly.
“A reminder of our deal. I’ll be seeing you soon, Kane Andrews,” she said before stepping into the darkness.

My eyes shot open. The first thing I saw was Samantha’s terrified face.
“Oh my god!” she gasped. “Kane!”
“Shh, they’ll hear us,” I hissed.
“I thought you were dead. I was so scared.”
I sat up, groaning in pain. I rubbed my head where I’d hit it on the floor. “How long was I out?”
“Just a few minutes. You touched that,” she said, looking at the asthenés plásma with distain. “And then you passed out.”
My head really hurt, and I began to think that maybe everything that had just happened to me had been a hallucination. But then I felt something warm in my left hand. It was the vial Athena had given me.
I looked down at my chest. There was a tear in my shirt in the shape of a capital A. I pulled back my collar and looked at my chest. Sure enough, the letter was engraved as a scar above my heart.
“What happened?” Samantha asked.
“I’ll explain everything later. First, we need to save your brother.”
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THE ONLY WAY OUT
Samantha almost fell apart when I explained Doug’s situation to her. Once I told her that I could save him, though, a fierce determination came across her face. I put my ear up against the closet door. The vial of asthenés plásma was warm in my pocket. “I don’t hear anything. I think they’ve moved on.” I turned to face Samantha. “You ready?”
She nodded. “Let me just hide this,” she said, lifting the bottle of plásma. She stuck it in the corner of the closet and placed an empty mop bucket over it. “Okay.”
I cracked open the closet door, then looked to make there was nobody coming. The coast was clear, so I stepped out, Samantha close behind me. We crept down the hallway, doing our best to not make any noise. My eyes glowed a very faint blue, just enough for us to see.
We reached the hallway intersection, and I turned left. We moved quickly from door to door, pausing for a second before moving to the next one. We listened for any sign of Raven’s soldiers, ready to dash inside one of the rooms to hide.
When we reached the end of the hallway, I looked around the corner as carefully as I could. Two men were standing at the stairway opposite each other, their backs up against the wall. I pulled back and raised my hand, showing Samantha two fingers, mouthing Two men.
She nodded. I wished she was still able to talk in my head. That would’ve made planning something much easier.
When I looked back around the corner, the two men were still standing there. They were standing like statues, their backs against the wall, guns at the ready. Where had Raven found these guys? They looked very serious, and seemed to know exactly what they were doing. I tried to figure out if there was a way to get to them without their knowing, but I couldn’t think of any. I was faster than normal, but not by much. They’d still hear me and have plenty of time to shoot at me. The hallway offered no cover. It’d be like a shooting gallery.
I pulled back and leaned my head up against the wall. I had to think. I needed to come up with some plan. Ideas flashed through my head, but most of them wouldn’t work.
Then one that latched on. It could work.
I reached into my pocket and pulled out the vial of asthenés plásma, keeping it clutched tight in my fist so only a little bit of light leaked out. I reached my clenched fist out into the hallway.
“Trust me,” I whispered to Samantha.
I opened my fist a tiny bit, letting a small flash of bright white light leak out. Then I closed my hand again and pulled it back out of the hallway.
I could hear the two soldiers jump to attention. I shoved the vial back into my pocket and turned to Samantha. I grabbed the doorknob closest to us and swung the door open. “Get in,” I whispered.
She looked at me, confused, taking a step back into the classroom the doorway led to.
“Hurry!” I whispered. “They’re coming.”
She went the rest of the way into the classroom and quietly shut the door behind her.
I watched the two beams of light from the flashlights attached to the soldiers’ assault rifles bounce up and down the hallway. They were getting closer and closer, investigating the bit of light they’d seen out of the corners of their eyes. I clenched my fists and stood at the corner of the hallway, ready for them to make their appearance.
The barrel of the first assault rifle appeared around the corner. I reached out and grabbed it, yanking it upwards as hard as I could. The gun slammed into the face of the man who was carrying it. I grabbed the rifle from the other man, yanking it backwards out of his hand and sending it flying back into the hallway. Then I grabbed the man himself and slammed his head against the wall, leaving a dent in the drywall.
The first soldier grabbed me from behind, pulled me backwards and slammed my body against the wall. The air flew from my lungs, and the wall bent from the force of it all. The soldier slammed a one-two punch to my chest. As he launched his next attack, I jumped out of the way just in time. His fist slammed into the wall and burst all the way through.
I whirled and punched his trapped arm. It cracked under the force of the blow, but before he could howl in pain, I slammed my fist to his head, knocking him unconscious. He fell to the floor, pulling his broken arm out of the hole it had made in the wall.
The soldier I’d slammed into the wall slowly got up from the floor. He placed his hand against the wall to help himself up, but I kicked him in the chest, sending him backwards into the opposite wall. He smashed into it, then slumped to the floor in a passed-out heap.
I grabbed the first soldier and dragged him to the door of the classroom that Samantha was hiding in, then pulled him in behind me. “Are you okay?” I asked as I set the soldier down.
“Yeah,” Samantha said. “That didn’t take long.”
“I guess all that fighting with Selena helped.”
I went back to grab the other soldier. Once they were both in the classroom, I shut the door behind us. I gathered up their guns and handed one of the assault rifles to Samantha. “You got some training on these, right?”
Samantha nodded. “I’ve shot them a couple of times in the past week.”
“Good,” I said. “Hopefully we won’t need them, but you never know.”
I clicked off my flashlight, and Samantha followed suit. Then we made our way down the hallway toward the light that shone up from the first floor.
We moved down it as quietly as we could. There was nobody in the first floor hallway. The soldiers who weren’t out looking for me were probably going to be in the gymnasium with Raven.
Samantha and I put our backs up against the wall that the hallway shared with the gym. We quietly made our way towards the door that led to the gym, alert for any signs of Raven’s men. I reached the door and, after taking a deep breath, peeked through the window.
Raven had everybody gathered in the middle of the gym. His soldiers were standing around with guns pointed at my friends, ready to shoot should any of them make the wrong move. Raven himself was sitting in a chair, his broken wrist being bandaged up by the soldier who’d been working on Doug’s stitches.
Doug’s body still lay lifeless next to Selena, who was glowering at Raven, the look on her face saying she wanted nothing more than to tear him apart.
“What’s it look like?” Samantha whispered over my shoulder.
“Not good,” I said. “They’re all over the place. I have no idea how we’re going to get to Doug.”
There was a pregnant pause before Samantha spoke up again. “Can I see?”
I turned to meet her gaze. Her eyes were sad but her determination seemed strong. “Are you sure you want to?” I asked.
Samantha hesitated for a moment before nodding. “Maybe I can see some way we can get in there.”
“Okay,” I said, then stepped back, making room for her to peek through the window.
Samantha gazed through the window, searching for her brother’s body. I watched her face, dreading the moment she found him. Suddenly, her eyes grew wide and instantly began to water. She slammed her hand over her mouth, trying to keep herself from crying out. Her body shook with silent sobs.
I rested a hand on her shoulder. She watched for a few seconds longer before turning away and burying her face against my chest. I wrapped my arms around her as she cried as quietly as she could.
“We’re going to save him,” I promised her. “It won’t be long before Doug’s back with us.”
She nodded. “I know,” she struggled to say. “It’s just so hard.”
“Hey,” I said, holding her away from me so I could look into her eyes. “Don’t worry about a thing. I’m going to take care of all of this.”
A door opened. I looked behind Samantha and saw a couple of soldiers stepping out of a room at the other end of the hallway that I guessed they’d been searching.
“I’ve got eyes on target!” one of them screamed, pointing at the two of us.
Without hesitation, I swooped Samantha up in my arms, turned and ran out of the gym as fast as I could. As I stepped out in the windy night, the fire from the barracks was dying down. I ran down the road of the army base as fast as I could, leaving Doug and everybody else behind.
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THE MESSENGER
“What are you doing?” Samantha demanded as I set her down to take a rest.
We’d reached the edges of the base, and I could feel my powers growing stronger. “Taking a rest,” I said, leaning forward on my knees. “I can only carry you just so far when I don’t have all my powers.”
“No,” she said. “Why are you running away from them? From my brother? Kane, we have to save them.”
“You don’t think I know that?” I said. “You saw all the men who were in the gym. When those guys saw us, we had nowhere else to run. Right now, our only option is to wait things out. If we go back right now, we’d be dead. Running into someplace without a plan is what got Selena and I in trouble in Johannesburg. I’m not going to endanger them by charging in right now.”
Samantha scowled at me, not happy with my decision. I couldn’t really blame her, either. She’d seen her brother’s dead body. We had the chance to bring him back, but we couldn’t do it right away—at least not without causing more loss of life.
“We’re going to save him,” I said, laying a hand on Samantha’s shoulder. “And Selena, Drew—everybody's that trapped in there. As soon as we can. But maybe if we wait a while, things will become easier. Become safer. Maybe they’ll take Doug and put him somewhere away from everybody else.” I didn’t want to use the word morgue. “Or at least wait until there’s fewer soldiers around. Either way, we’re just going to have to wait a while. We can’t go storming in there. Not right now.”
Samantha processed what I was telling her, and finally nodded. “Okay, you’re right. I don’t want to put anybody else’s life on the line.”
I gripped her shoulder, then pulled her in for a hug. “I know you don’t,” I said.
I closed my eyes and breathed her in. I couldn’t imagine what she was going through, but I was going to do everything in my power to get her out of it. I was going to bring Doug back. And I couldn’t wait to see the look on his face when we told him that he actually was a Super.
I smiled, thinking about him. He’d been there since the beginning, practically. He was there when Samantha told me about the nuke being launched at me when I was fighting Richter. He was the one who’d told us about the Supers all around the world. If it weren’t for him, we wouldn’t have the asthenés plásma, a small amount of which was in my pocket, ready to save him.
Samantha pulled away and wiped a tear from her eye. “Okay, I’m ready to go. I think I can walk from here.”
“Okay,” I said. “We don’t have much longer to go before we’ll be out of the radius of the asthenés plásma. Then I’ll fly up and keep my eyes and ears peeled on the base.”
“What about the asthenés plásma in your pocket?” Samantha asked, pointing.
“It’s not having any affect on me,” I said, patting it. “I don’t know why. Maybe it’s because it’s such a small amount or something?”
Samantha shrugged. “Maybe. It’s not as if we know anything about that stuff.”
“You have no idea.”

The sun was beginning to rise as I hovered in the air about a mile away from the army base that Raven and his men had taken over. Using a combination of my Super vision and hearing, I knew everything that was going on in there. Unfortunately, most of it wasn’t good. Selena and the rest of the prisoners were still being kept under heavy guard in the gymnasium. Raven along with his men who weren’t standing guard were tearing the place apart, searching for the asthenés plásma.
I had no idea what I was going to do. I’d never felt so powerless. My friends could be killed at any second, and I only had enough asthenés plásma to bring back one of them. Things would’ve been so much easer if I could just fly in there and bring them to safety.
“I request the presence of Raven,” I heard a man say, breaking me from my train of thought. I zeroed in and watched as three men conversed with the guards standing outside the door to the gym.
“Why shouldn’t we kill you right now?” one of the guards asked.
“Ever heard the phrase, ‘Don’t shoot the messenger’? I have a feeling Atlas would be very upset if harm should come to his messengers.”
The two guards exchanged worried glances. “You’re saying you’re with Atlas?” the other guard asked.
“That’s correct. My message to Raven is as important as it is urgent. Don’t delay us further,” the messenger said.
“Of course,” the guard agreed, opening the door. “Follow me. I’ll take you to him.”
I was watching and listening as intently as possible. Anything they were about to say was going to help me figure out the big picture.
The walked in silence for a bit. I closed my eyes since I couldn’t see them anymore, using all my powers to make sure I could hear them as clearly as possible.
A door opened, and they stepped into a carpeted room. Raven had moved from the gymnasium, where the prisoners were still being held, to one of the offices on the first floor.
They still hadn’t found the asthenés plásma. Samantha’s hiding place was better than I’d thought.
“What is the cause for this interruption?” Raven demanded. “I was in the middle of my meditations.”
“Sir, I have here a messenger from Atlas—”
“I don’t give a damn about Atlas!” Raven shouted. “You can tell him I said that. I have other matters to worry about.”
“Well, you’d better start worrying about him,” the messenger said. “I have a very important message from him. One that you’d do best not to ignore.”
There was a pause. I could hear Raven’s slow, concentrated breathing. “Very well, then. Be quick about it.”
“Atlas sends his congratulations on taking Tempest—well, the few minutes that you had him—and his pests prisoner. He’s impressed by the forces you were able to muster up in a week’s time.”
“How does Atlas know about what I’ve done?” Raven asked, sounding annoyed.
“Word travels fast, Raven. Atlas has eyes and ears all over,” the messenger said, his tone patronizing. There was definitely something he wasn’t saying. “Atlas wishes for you to join the Legion. Your forces, knowledge, and power would make you a great ally.”
Raven scoffed. “I hardly think that’s the case. I have something that Atlas wants. Once he has it, I’ll be no more important to him than the dirt beneath his feet.”
The messenger laughed. “Raven, you don’t understand. This is all just pleasantries. Atlas isn’t the monster some believe him to be. He’s reasonable, and would value you as a member of his team. But you know what he wants. He’ll come and take the asthenés plásma by force if he has to. You and your forces will be no match for him.”
“How does Atlas know about the asthenés plásma?” Raven asked. I could hear a bit of fear in his voice.
The messenger took a step forward. “You’re smart enough, Raven. I imagine you can figure it out on your own.”
“Fine then,” Raven said after a moment, clearing his throat. “Atlas would be welcome here, but only as long as he knows that I’m the one who is in charge of the asthenés plásma. I’ll just be allowing him to use it.”
“Bold choice, Raven. I’m sure we’ll be able to reach a suitable compromise,” the messenger said. “That is all. I must be leaving now. You’ll be hearing from us again very soon.”
I opened my eyes and stopped listening. My mind was whirling with thoughts, all of them bad. If Atlas was coming, I needed to get Selena and the rest of the group out of there, and fast.
I flew down to the tree in the woods that Samantha was sitting beneath. She was staring at the ground, deep in thought, but she looked up when she saw me flying down and jumped to her feet. I could tell she felt frustrated that she couldn’t watch through my eyes. It had turned out that even the little bit of asthenés plásma I had in my pocket was enough to stop her powers.
“Any news?” she asked excitedly. “When can we save Doug?” Her face dropped when she saw the look on mine.
I took a seat on the ground, trying to figure out what I was going to do. So far, I’d found no plan that could work, especially not now that Atlas was entering the equation.
“What’s wrong? Kane, tell me what’s going on,” Samantha said, kneeling down in front of me.
“Atlas is coming. He’s coming for the asthenés plásma.”
“Oh, god,” Samantha said, sinking down across from me. Her gaze wandered off as she processed the possibilities. “We have to act now, if there’s going to be any hope of saving them.”
An idea formed in my mind. An idea that could actually work. I smiled at my solution.
“What is it?” Samantha asked.
“I think I have an idea,” I said. “But we’re going to need backup.”
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RETURN
I flew above London, homing in on the government building that housed the base of operations for Leopold Renner and his team. When I found it, I landed the top of the front steps and swung open the entry door. Inside, the large entry room was filled with security guards and receptionists typing at the computers behind their desks.
“Can I help you?” a guard said from behind me.
I turned and saw him walking towards me, one hand on his gun. His eyes met mine, and I could see that he knew instantly who I was.
“Get me Leopold Renner. I need to talk to him now.”
A few minutes later, I was waiting in a small office. The door swung open and Leopold walked in, curiosity on his face.
“Kane, it’s a pleasure to see you,” he said, stretching out his hand.
I grabbed it and shook it. “I’m sorry for barging in on you like this, but I need your help,” I said as I let go of his hand. “My team—my family—is in trouble.”
“We’ll do whatever we can to help you,” he said.
“What do you know about a Super named Raven?”
Leopold paused for a moment. “Raven, you say? I think I’ve heard that name before. He’s from South Africa, correct?”
I nodded. “He had taken over Johannesburg. Selena and I liberated the city from him after we left London.” I pulled the vial of asthenés plásma out of my pocket. Leopold’s eyes grew wide at the sight of it. “He had a whole bottle of this liquid called asthenés plásma. It’s extremely powerful. For most Supers, when they’re around the whole bottle of it, their powers are taken away completely.”
Leopold looked around, thinking. “Now that you mention it, I have felt a bit…strange since I entered this room.” He looked at the vial. “You’re telling me there’s a whole bottle of that stuff?”
I nodded.
“I’m going to go get my superiors and the rest of the team. Then you need to tell us everything.”

Less than an hour later, I was standing outside the building with Leopold, Ellie, Thomas, Nathan, and Avery. There were only six of us, but I was confident that our mission would be a success. It had to be. I didn’t know what I’d do with myself if it wasn’t.
“Don’t forget—our powers won’t work once we get in there,” I said.
“I’m not sure how we could forget something like that,” Thomas said with a lot of snark in his tone.
I fought back the urge to snap back. Most of the team wasn’t totally on board with leaving their home behind to help mine, but once their superiors had heard about the asthenés plásma, the decision was no longer up to them. They were almost too
eager to find out more, which I was obligated to do if this mission was a success. But I wasn’t entirely sure I was going to tell them about Athena and why exactly I had the small vial.
Leopold tapped me on the shoulder. “We’re going to get your friends back,” he said.
I nodded. “Let’s just hurry up and get there.”
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STRUGGLE
We landed in the woods where Samantha and I had made camp earlier, and I set Avery down. The rest of the group filtered in behind me, mostly unaffected by the asthenés plásma in my pocket.
Ellie placed down the two large duffle bags of weapons she’d carried on her shoulders, along with Thomas. She unzipped them, and I watched as the group descended on the weapons like vultures on roadkill. Guns clicked, buckles were clipped, and tensions were high.
“Samantha?” I called out. I had told her to stay there, promising I would be back soon. I looked around for any sign of her, but couldn’t find any. “Samantha, are you out there?”
Nothing. No response at all.
“You having trouble finding your friend?” Thomas asked, again with a patronizing tone in his voice.
I scanned the trees. “She was supposed to be here.” My heart beat faster.
Avery slipped her handgun into the holster at her side. She stood up straight, searching the area.
“You see something?” I asked.
She walked to a spot by a tree where the grass had been pressed down. “Is this where she was sitting?” she asked, pointing at the spot.
I nodded. “Yeah, that was right where I left her.”
Avery pointed at a trail that I’d totally missed. “There’s some footsteps. Lots of grass pressed down in this area.” She picked up a twig. “Some broken sticks, too. Definitely signs of a struggle.”
I took a step towards her, my mind racing with the possibilities. “What are you saying? That she had to fight someone?”
Avery nodded. “From the looks of it, she didn’t win.” She pointed at a small patch of leaves on the ground that were spattered with blood.
I thought I was going to throw up. “Oh my god,” I breathed, stumbling backwards. “They found her. I should never have left her. I thought she’d be safe here but…agh!” I screamed, kicking a tree in frustration. The tree went soaring into the air, disappearing from sight.
“Whoa, calm down there, buddy,” Nathan said. He was one of the ones who were strong and could fly. “Rescuing your friends is what we’re here for. She’s going to be alright.”
I nodded with gritted teeth. I appreciated his efforts to reassure me, but they were in vain. I couldn’t believe I’d been so stupid. I should never had left Samantha there all alone. I’d figured she’d be safe, since we were a couple of miles away from the base and
in the middle of the woods, but that hadn’t been enough. I wanted to kick another tree, but stopped myself. I needed to save that anger for Raven and his men.
“Are you guys ready?” I asked.
Leopold looked over his group and nodded, apparently satisfied with what he’d seen. “I think we’re all good.” He turned to me, a smile on his face. “Let’s go get your friends back.”

I hovered high above the woods as the sun set, my eyes closed, focusing on the sounds around me. I took in everything I could, trying to gather as much information as I could in the few short minutes we had. Everything I could tell Leopold would help his team with their rescue mission. Our rescue mission.
I heard a few meaningless conversations between soldiers here and there, but nothing that was going to give us an advantage over them—well, besides the advantage we already had, which was a team of Supers that despite not being able to use their powers, were still highly trained government agents. Even if their training had been a crash course and they were all barely older than I was.
“Hey, it’s time for a shift change. Get to the library to watch the prisoners,” I heard one soldier say to another.
“Ah, shit. Really?” the other soldier replied.
“Yeah, really. Get over there before Raven freaks out.”
Okay, the prisoners were in the library. That was definitely some information I could use. I focused on the gymnasium I knew Raven was based out of, but I heard nothing other than the sound of shifting footsteps. Nobody spoke. The walking sounded regimented, like the soldiers were pacing. I heard nothing from Raven.
But then, I heard whispers. I was only barely able to make out that it was Raven speaking. Still, I had no idea what he was murmuring. It was a language other than English.
I felt a tug in my chest and knew.
He had the asthenés plásma.
I flew back down to Leopold’s group. They were standing in a circle, not speaking, getting ready for the battle ahead. “Okay,” I said as I landed in the middle of them, facing Leopold. “The prisoners are in the library. The main bulk of Raven’s people seem to be in the gymnasium, where Raven is. I believe he’s found the asthenés plásma, which means there’s no telling what he’s capable of.”
“I thought you said that stuff takes away your powers? How would he be capable of anything, besides what a regular human can do?” Nathan asked, his voice calm and collected.
“Yes, but there’s so much about it that we don’t know. He knows a lot about the asthenés plásma. I’m just saying, don’t underestimate him.”
“What about the prisoners? Were you able to find out if your friend Samantha is there?” Avery asked.
I shook my head. “They were being quiet. I do know they’re in the library, though. I was thinking that I’d go there and rescue them, while you all take on Raven and his people.”
“Yes, that’s what we thought,” Leopold agreed. “You seem to know your way around a gun, and you’re competent enough, especially if you took on Raven in South Africa. Still, I’d rather that Avery go with you. I can’t in good conscience send you in without backup.”
Avery stepped forward. “It would be my pleasure to help you liberate your friends.”
I met her dark green eyes and nodded. “Thank you.” I turned back to Leopold. “So, you ready to go?”
Leopold nodded. “I’m ready. Let’s go.”
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THE LIBRARY
Avery and I watched the doors to the library from behind a parked truck, waiting for the sounds of Leopold’s attack. I wasn’t sure how the four of them were going to take on Raven’s men. I knew Raven didn’t have that
many soldiers, but still, Leopold’s people were outnumbered. I just hoped that their special training and strategy wouldn’t fail them. I made a mental note to ask for some tips once we’d gotten out of this mess.
An explosion sounded.
“That was Thomas’ RPG blast,” Avery said. “They’ve started their attack.”
Adrenaline pumped through my veins, sending my heartbeat soaring. I was itching to run in and rescue my friends. The vial of asthenés plásma felt hot in my pocket, and I felt as ready as ever to save Doug.
“How much longer do we have to wait?” I asked Avery, growing impatient.
“Just another minute,” she said, looking down at her watch.
We were waiting to see if anybody left the library to see what was going on, which would mean less resistance as we rescued Samantha and the rest of the group.
Guns fired in the distance, and I could barely stand the wait any longer.
The door to the library swung open. Three guys and a girl took off running towards the sounds of the fight. Avery and I ducked further behind cover, and once their footsteps were gone, we peeked out.
“I think that’s the only help God’s gonna give us,” she said.
“Then let’s get in there,” I said, stepping out.
We ran towards the library, holding our guns steady. I moved a bit faster than Avery, since I still had a sliver of my powers. From either side of the door, we scanned the room. Two soldiers were standing next to the librarian’s desk, talking to each other and looking worried. Their grips on their guns were turning their knuckles white.
“I got right, you get left,” Avery said, then stepped into view, aiming her gun.
It took me a moment to respond; my mind was in a million places at once. “Yeah,” I said. I stood next to her, aiming at my target. I tried my best to keep my breathing calm, but my nervousness was growing. After this, everybody in the library would know we were here.
“Three,” Avery said. “Two…one…”
We fired, and the glass door in front of us exploded. Glass flew everywhere.
I heard people shouting in the room in front of us. Avery bolted inside the room and took cover behind the nearest bookshelf. I followed suit, slamming into the shelf so hard it swayed slightly.
“Keep cool,” Avery whispered. “We’ve got this.”
I nodded, and she leaned out and fired a barrage of bullets at the soldiers coming down from the second floor to see what was going on.
“Get to the other side of the bookshelf,” she ordered. “Make sure they don’t flank us.”
I ran to the other side without hesitation. I scanned the rows of books, waiting for anybody who might come my way.
The setting sun cast a fiery orange light through the windows of the library. The smell of old books was almost overwhelming to me. Avery’s gun fired constantly, but I didn’t see anyone coming from my side. I watched the staircase on the left, waiting for someone to come down. But it seemed most of them were taking the staircase on the right, near Avery.
Then I saw someone descending the stairs. I raised my gun and fired. It took a couple of shots for me to get the weapon under control, but once I did, my shots were accurate. A couple of Raven’s soldiers dove down the stairs into cover, but I was able to take out two of them.
“How’re you doing over there?” Avery shouted.
“Under control!” I called back.
She nodded. The gunfire paused, and she leaned out from cover, returning fire.
I peeked out and watched two soldiers with their guns raised descending on my position. I stuck my gun out and fired blindly, then stopped and looked out. The two men had dove into cover, dodging my bullets. I saw one of them move behind the bookshelf. I fired at their position, sending paper from books flying through the air like confetti.
My gun clicked. I pulled back into cover and reloaded while they returned fire. I winced and tensed up, waiting to feel the unbearable pain of hot lead tearing through my flesh. But it never came, and their gunfire ceased.
I leaned from cover and returned fire, continuing our cat-and-mouse game. But then I heard gunfire to my right, and saw two puffs of red. I leaned out a little farther and saw Avery standing there, pulling her gun down. We made eye contact and she smiled. Her flanking maneuver was an obvious success.
She pointed towards the stairwell that I’d been watching, and I got the message. I stepped out from cover and the two of us walked towards the stairs. We got there at the same time, and I took a step up. Avery put a hand on my shoulder, pulling me back.
Me first, she mouthed.
I nodded and let her go ahead of me. She took the steps with her gun up and at the ready. She reached the first landing, turned, and motioned for me to follow. Once we were up at the first landing, I took the second one just a step behind her.
We reached the second floor, where nothing but bookshelves met us. “We’re going to have to take this slowly,” Avery whispered over her shoulder.
I breathed as quietly as I could. I wanted to just sprint to the back, find Samantha and everybody else, then kick the asses of any of Raven’s men who were up there guarding them.
But I couldn’t do that, which meant I’d have to go slowly and follow Avery’s lead.
We went from bookshelf to bookshelf, peeking around the sides, looking across three rows, making sure nobody was hiding there. I watched our front and back, making sure nobody snuck up on us.
We reached the end of the second floor without finding anybody hiding in the rows of books. In the middle of the back wall was a small hallway which led to two classrooms, an office, and a bathroom.
We placed our backs to the wall and snuck down the hallway. Avery peeked around the corner, and a shout and a blast from a gun greeted her. She jerked back into cover and waited a few moments before firing back into the hallway as she jumped to the other wall, giving me space to move up. Now the two of us were standing on either side of the hallway, firing at the soldiers who were hunkered down at the other end.
After firing an entire clip into the hallway, I gritted my teeth in frustration as I went into cover to reload and the soldiers began firing back. Why couldn’t we just take them out so I could save Samantha and everybody else?
“Hey, Kane,” Avery said. I turned my attention to her. “You feel that?”
I tried to figure out what she was talking about, and then I realized that my powers had returned little by little. I felt like I was at about ten percent of normal.
I nodded. “Yeah, and it’s giving me an idea.” I looked to the closest doorway and fired down the hall blindly before running at the door as fast as I could. I slammed through the door, the wood exploding under the force.
I fell to the floor of the classroom inside, groaning in pain. It grew less and less, and just a few seconds later I was able to run to the doorway, where I pulled what was left of the door open. Avery stopped firing once she saw the door open, giving me the chance to shoot without having to worry about her catching friendly fire.
I still didn’t have a good angle, though. I couldn’t get a shot at Raven’s soldiers, who were taking cover to my left. I fired a couple more shots before running as fast as I could to the doorway to my left.
I burst through the door and slammed into the sink in a dark bathroom. It broke away from the wall, sending water shooting into the air and soaking me. The blue light from my eyes glowed brighter and brighter, filling the bathroom. When I opened the door, I was greeted by two guns being thrown into the hallway. Two pairs of hands reached out from the corners the soldiers were hiding behind.
“We surrender!” they shouted.
“Step out into the hallway, very slowly!” Avery shouted back at them.
Two men stepped out, their faces white with fear. When they saw me aiming my gun at them, my eyes glowing, they practically jumped out of their skins.
“Please,” one of them said. “Don’t shoot.”
“Where are the prisoners being held?” I demanded.
“In the office at the end of the hallway behind us.”
“Keep walking towards me,” Avery said, keeping her gun up.
Our two prisoners walked down the hallway towards her. Once they were past me, I bolted from the bathroom and ran to the end of the hallway.
At the end was another small hallway. To the left was an emergency exit, and to the right was a door behind which was a small office. I ran to it and yanked the door open so hard, the door fell off one of its hinges.
Drew, Selena, Eddie, and a couple of our other soldiers turned to look at me, their fright turning to happiness. They jumped up and ran to me, talking a million miles an hour.
“Where’s Samantha?” I said, which silenced them.
“What do you mean?” Selena asked. She took a step back and looked me up and down as I stood in the doorway, my hand wrapped around a door half off its hinges. “Are you okay?” I scanned the faces around me one more time, just to be sure. My suspicions were confirmed.
Samantha wasn’t there.




45



THE AMULET
I walked out of the library, determined to find her. What was left of my team followed close behind, along with Avery.
“Kane, wait!” Avery shouted, then grabbed my shoulder and spun me around. “Stay here with your team. Let us take care of the rest of it.” “No,” I said. “Not if they have Samantha.” I looked past her at Selena and the rest of my group. “Go grab guns off Raven’s men, and let’s go get Raven the hell out of here.”
“Kane, you’re going to get in our way,” Avery said.
I took a step towards her, my frustration growing. “I’m not standing aside and doing nothing. Stop acting so high and mighty. You and your team may train 24/7, but this is our home and we’re going to take it back.”
I turned around, not letting her get in a response. I ran as fast as I could towards the gymnasium, where all the gunfire was coming from, leaving everyone else in my dust.
As I neared the gym, I saw Leopold speaking into a radio atop the Visitors Center, a sniper rifle propped up next to him. I also saw Ellie, Thomas, and Nathan set up in strategic locations around the front of the gymnasium. A fair amount of bodies were at the mouth of the entrance, which had been blown apart by the opening RPG fire from Thomas. Now there was only gunfire coming from Raven’s men here and there, as they had quickly learned their lesson.
I was about to start walking towards Ellie, who’d been set up closest to me, when a black streak came down from the sky and slammed through the gymnasium, interrupting me. The sound of the object crashing through the building was as loud as an explosion. Everybody nearly jumped out of their skin, then turned to the site of the crash.
Seconds later, a figure was ejected through the front wall of the building. It flew right past me before slamming into one of the military Humvees behind me, the whole vehicle bowing under the sudden force.
I took a step towards it before realizing it was the lifeless, bloody body of Raven, the bottle of asthenés plásma in his hands, not a single scratch or crack on it.
The same black streak that had crashed through the gym flew past me. It stopped in front of Raven’s body and pulled the asthenés plásma from his dead hands. The man let out a satisfied chuckle, his black coat blowing slightly in the wind. He turned, and I was paralyzed with fear.
It was Atlas.
“Oh, I knew you had this, Raven. I told you not to keep secrets,” he said, standing in front of the destroyed vehicle he’d thrown Raven into. Holding asthenés plásma in his hands, he examined its glowing white contents.
Any power I had once had was now gone; not even a fraction remained.
Atlas took the crystal cork off the bottle and placed it inside the pocket of his black trench coat. Then he reached up into his shirt and pulled out some sort of amulet. Its had a blue crystalline center surrounded by a silver circle, and was attached to a black strip of leather.
As I made eye contact with the necklace, I felt a buzz rush through me. I looked down at my feet to find that the rocks around them were floating in the air, just like they had before I flew for the first time.
I looked back up at Atlas and watched as he lifted the amulet from his neck and clutched it in his hands. He slowly dropped the amulet down inside the bottle of asthenés plásma.
An intense white glow exploded from the bottle, blinding me for a couple of seconds. I felt all my powers return at a level I had never experienced before. It was as if the flash of light was the fuel to the engine that was my powers. But a moment after I felt the surge, it was gone, along with all of my powers.
The light dimmed, and I was able to look at Atlas again. He was holding the asthenés plásma in one hand and the necklace in the other. The amulet was now glowing a bright blue, just as our eyes did.
Atlas grinned as he placed the necklace back on and corked the asthenés plásma.
His skin began to turn a sickly pale, and it seemed to crack. Atlas gasped for air, stumbling backwards against the Humvee he’d destroyed with Raven’s body. I took a step forward, my fear leaving me. Even though I had no powers, I wasn’t about to let a moment of weakness from Atlas go unexploited.
But then he opened his eyes, and they glowed as bright as ever. His cracked, sickly-looking skin receded, and he once again looked normal.
His gaze met mine and he smiled, finally acknowledging my presence. “You’re falling behind, Kane Andrews,” he said as he floated into the air, laughing.
His ascent wavered for a split second, but he recovered. Our eyes stayed locked for a few moments longer before he turned to the sky. He blasted off, and a sonic boom slammed into me.
The asthenés plásma had barely affected his powers.
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SAMANTHA
Leopold Renner stretched out his hand, and I shook it without hesitation. “Thank you for everything you’ve done,” I said.
“Thank you,” he said. “If it weren’t for you, we wouldn’t know about the asthenés plásma.”
I nodded. “Except now it’s in the hands of Atlas.”
Leopold waved that off. “Which means he’s even weaker than normal. Besides, now we’ve got a lead to go on.” Leopold paused, then smiled. “It sounds sappy, but you’ve given us hope, Kane. Now we’re getting somewhere.”
I returned the smile, but it was fake. I had never told them about my experience with the asthenés plásma—with Athena. I’d never even told them about what had happened with Doug. If I had done so, there was no telling what their superiors would have them do to make sure the asthenés plásma belonged to them. “These next couple of months are going to be interesting ones, that’s for sure.”
Leopold chuckled as he turned and walked towards his team. “You’re right about that. If you need anything, you know where to find us.”
“Same goes for you,” I said.
“I’ll be seeing you, Kane Andrews.” Avery locked her arm through Leopold’s, and a few moments later, after having spent a week in Texas helping us get back on our feet, Leopold and his team were gone.
I turned to my own team: Selena, Drew, and Doug, with the big-box store we’d escaped to after Dallas standing tall behind them. Eddie had already run off and found something else to tinker with.
I walked towards them, their warm smiles greeting me. All except for Doug, whose gaze was cold, and his skin still a bit pale, even though it’d been a week since I’d used the asthenés plásma on him, bringing him back to life.
“So, what do we do now?” Selena asked.
I stopped and took a deep breath. I reached out and laid a hand on Doug’s shoulder. His eyes met mine, and he did his best to seem happy. “We’re going to find out what happened to your sister.” I gripped his shoulder, doing my best to comfort him, even though I needed comforting as well. “We’re going to find her and bring her home.”
Doug nodded. “I’m sure she couldn’t have run far. She has short legs,” he said, chuckling at his own joke.
“There’s the Doug we know,” Selena said, patting him on the back.
I forced a smile. I wished I could laugh along, but the situation weighed heavily on me. Instead, I walked far enough away from the group that they couldn’t hear me.
“Samantha,” I whispered. “If you can hear me, please say something.”
I stood there for a few moments, but—like every other time the past week—I got nothing in response. Still, I closed my eyes, tensing my body in anticipation. I just knew
this would be the time she answered.
“Hey, Kane,” Drew said from behind me, bringing me back to reality. “We’re going to go out to the woods and see if there’s anything we missed. You coming?”
I sighed. “We’ve searched a million times.”
Drew shrugged. “You never know. We could’ve missed something.”
I looked past him at Doug, who was standing next to Selena. I could tell he was fighting to keep the smile on his face. “Okay,” I said, turning my gaze back to Drew. “Let’s find Samantha.”
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V.M.I.
Director Loren sat up in her chair as the door to her office opened and Dr. O’Donnell walked in, his red hair a mess. Agent Cassidy jumped up from her seat in the corner of the office and stood at attention.
O’Donnell’s eyes darted around the room. He looked much more tired than usual. “You wanted to see me?” he asked.
“Yes,” Director Loren said smoothly, and gestured at the chairs in front of her. “Have a seat.”
Agent Cassidy sat back down and picked up her pen, ready to start taking notes. Director Loren had had to give her some sort of job in order to keep her around.
“May I ask what this is about? I’d like to get back to my work,” O’Donnell said.
“Are you feeling sick?” Loren asked, leaning forward in her chair. “Your voice sounds a bit off.”
O’Donnell cleared his throat. “I am feeling a bit under the weather, yes. Is that what this is about? My health?”
“I’m always concerned about the health of my colleagues, but, no, that’s not what this is about. How is the V.M.I. coming along?”
O’Donnell hesitated for a moment before responding, his bloodshot eyes darting around the room. “It’s coming along well. We’ve done our first full tests and learned some valuable information from them. I’ll be implementing what I’ve learned and conducting more tests soon.”
Loren wanted to pull more information out of him; he was being a bit too vague for her liking, but she wasn’t sure how much she’d get if he was really feeling sick. “Alright, Doctor. Thank you for the update. That’s all I wanted. Keep me updated. I’d like to stand in at your next test run.”
“Yes, of course,” O’Donnell said, standing from his seat. “Have a nice day.” He shut the door behind him, and Loren turned to Agent Cassidy. “I want you to keep an eye on him.”
“Me?”
Loren nodded. “Yes. I trust you to be discrete.”
Cassidy nodded. She set her pen down and closed her notebook. “Don’t worry. I won’t disappoint you.”
Director Loren smiled. “I’ll hold you to that. You can go.”
Cassidy got up and left the room, a little too eager for Loren’s tastes.
Then Director Loren sat alone in her office for the first time in a while. She leaned back in her chair, wincing as the Eximus device attached to her arm gave her a jolt. She closed her eyes, waiting for the pain to pass.
It did, just like always.
She breathed a sigh of relief. She had a few more precious minutes before her body tried to shift into a hideous monster, like it had once before. Then the Eximus would trigger, jolting her back to her normal human self.
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