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JAMES 

I opened my eyes to a mix of shadow and glow. Above me, the night sky stretched out in deep purples and dark blues—rich and heavy, like a bruise or something regal. Stars scattered across it like silver flecks, while the darkness below felt thick and endless.

My phone buzzed in my pocket. I glanced around the wide, quiet neighborhood. One house stood out, blazing with light like a miniature Vegas strip. The glow pulsed in time with the music inside, and the heavy curtains swayed faintly with the beat.

The phone vibrated again before I finally pulled it out.

"How can I help you, Sam?" I said.

"You said you'd help me carry boxes into the basement," Sam muttered, clearly irritated.

"Yeah," I answered, already annoyed with myself.

"First of all," he said, lowering his voice, "this is a public neighborhood. People can see you."

So far, Hollywood was living up to its reputation.

"Second," he said, "Noah and Derek are helping me since you're out there, and—"

The sound of shattering glass blasted through my phone speaker, cutting Sam off and turning his voice into static.

My dad was standing in the doorway in his pajamas, eyes wide and bloodshot. He paced back and forth, dragging his hands through his hair. We both paused near the door, waiting.

"Derek's completely out in the lab," Noah muttered.

Dad's face tightened as he tried to think. His brow creased, and every deep breath came out in a visible cloud. He looked overwhelmed—red-faced, sweating, jaw clenched, eyes stretched wide with barely contained panic.

I didn't wait. I bolted down the basement steps and hurried to Derek.

Sam looked just as bad. His hair was filthy and tangled, his face flushed, dark circles carved deep under his eyes.

The basement itself was beyond saving. Boxes of Sam's experiments were scattered everywhere. One wrong step and you'd be standing on broken glass—and honestly, that would be the least of your problems.

"Sam, you'd better start explaining," I snapped from the bottom of the stairs, staring up at him.

Sam was clutching Derek to his chest, pressing his fingers against Derek's lips like that alone could keep him alive.

"He's not dead, James," Sam said quickly.

The problem was that Derek didn't exactly look alive. His skin was drained of color, his lips tinted blue, his body completely slack.

"So... that's what I looked like?" I asked, stepping over shattered equipment and scattered notes.

Noah went pale. Sam let out a quiet, "Yeah," before lowering Derek to the floor. "Put him on the couch or something," he added automatically—clearly forgetting I knew exactly what he was capable of.

I rolled my eyes, slid my arms under Derek's torso, and lifted him. He didn't even stir. Noah and Sam trailed behind me as I carried him into the living room.

The room was in chaos. Derek lay motionless on the sofa while Noah hovered nearby. My father stood rigid across the room, tall and imposing, his badge clipped to his belt, his gun resting heavily at his side. He never trusted Sam—and this wasn't helping.

Derek's head lolled against my shoulder before I eased him down. His face grew even grayer, dark circles deepening under his eyes, his hair a tangled mess.

"Dad," I growled, stepping between him and Sam, "calm down."

My father adjusted his holster and shot his brother a sharp, furious look. "Don't you ever pull something like this again, Samual."

Sam had backed himself into the corner, staring at the wall instead of meeting my father's eyes. He looked smaller somehow, shaken by the anger directed at him.

"I won't, Matt," he said quietly. "I promise."

Noah leaned over Derek, a tense energy rolling off him. It felt like electricity hung in the air, crawling across his skin. Even with his eyes closed, they shone faintly, almost too bright.

He stayed silent as he hovered above my brother and me, his hands suspended just above Derek's body. Then, suddenly, he struck—sending a sharp jolt through him.

"He's burning up," Noah growled.

Sam shook his head, glancing between Noah and me like he was hoping one of us had an answer.

"He's changing," Noah said quietly.

My father followed Noah's gaze, his face twisting with disgust. He muttered a rough denial, but it didn't matter. We all understood what Noah meant.

In the dark, Derek's eyes glowed with something that wasn't human. His skin had grown tougher over time, thick and leathery, and his muscles strained against his shirt as if his body were outgrowing itself. Derek used to joke about wanting special abilities. Back then, it seemed harmless.

Now that he actually had them, none of us was laughing. Whatever was happening to him had put us all in danger.

∆∆∆

DEREK

My vision blurred, my eyes feeling cloudy and strange. A soft purple glow hung in the air. I could barely make out the wooden arm of the couch, but my X-ray vision revealed enough to make me squirm. From this angle, the living room looked completely unfamiliar. I floated in the middle of the room, suspended with nothing to grab onto, unsure which way was up or down.

"James!" I called, my voice higher than usual as a cool breeze brushed against my skin and lifted me toward the ceiling. James peeked out from behind the couch, where he'd been hiding, while Noah stood at the far end of the room, grinning like he'd won something. Sam and my dad watched us carefully as Noah and I drifted up to meet James midair.

"How do I get down from here?" I groaned, squinting against the sunlight spilling through the front window.

Noah was practically vibrating with excitement, winking at me like he was daring me to freak out. Honestly, it was a little intimidating. My stomach twisted, nausea creeping in, like someone had smashed the butterflies out of me with an ice pick.

We floated there, bobbing gently. Noah had his phone out, seemingly unbothered by how we drifted around like fishing bobbers.

Everything else faded away. Noah's eyes glowed red, piercing through the dimness. His grin stretched impossibly wide—a Cheshire-cat kind of smile. I noticed the dimples on his cheeks, the ridges of his nose, every flicker of his gaze locked on mine.

Taking a deep breath, I cleared my head and let myself drop to the floor. My dad froze for a second before rushing to help me steady myself, while Sam nervously chewed at his hangnails. "Dad, I'm fine," I said, brushing myself off as adrenaline surged through me. I pulled myself up from the floor. Noah landed beside Sam, who was still peeking cautiously from behind the couch.

"No, you're not, Derek. That defies every law of physics," my dad snapped, shooting a sharp glance toward Sam. Was I really okay?

"Dad," James spoke up, "it's going to take some time to get used to." Noah nodded silently in agreement. I straightened up fully as my dad's eyes locked on James.

"You're right about that, James," he muttered. "How am I supposed to look normal with three kids who have... superpowers?" He glanced at Noah, then shot Sam an irritated look. Sam swallowed hard and coughed awkwardly.

"The boys are our responsibility, and Derek isn't alone. James and Noah are there to help him," Sam reminded him, though it seemed to only add more weight to Dad's frustration.

"Well, you're going to help too, Samual," he grumbled. Stubborn as always, he turned and left the room without another word, just like I figured he would.

∆∆∆

MARK

"Mark, wake up," Mia muttered, jabbing me until I slid halfway off the couch.

"What do you want, Mia?" I groaned, barely opening my eyes. She was already looming over me, those deep purple eyes fixed on my face as she tugged at my hair, as it annoyed her just being there.

"Move your damn feet," she snapped.

Max hovered by the doorway, half in shadow, watching us argue over the couch like complete idiots.

My neck tightened as I shot back, "I was here first."

Mia's mouth twisted into a scowl, her eyes flashing. Without warning, she grabbed my shoulder and hauled me off the couch, sending me crashing onto the floor. Who did she think she was? I reached instinctively for my glasses—glasses I hadn't needed since I got my powers. Sparks crackled at my fingertips as I tore them apart. I didn't care anymore.

"James. Everett. Knight." She dragged out the name, pausing between each word. James—and his brother Derek, along with Noah, that smug pretty-boy traitor—had no idea what was coming.

Max stepped forward, baring his teeth in a sharp grin. "Don't ever say his name again," he snarled.

Mia stumbled back at the force of his voice, then laughed, her face twisting before she dropped smoothly to the ground like it was all part of some performance.

I clenched my fists. "Don't be stupid, Mia!"

Both of them turned on me, their stares so intense it sent a chill straight through me. Whatever messed-up love-hate thing they had going on, I was done with it. I shook my head and walked away.

"I could kill him," Mia said casually behind me.

"Do whatever you want," I snapped, "but Mr. Kinley won't be happy."

Max scoffed, wiping his mouth with his sleeve. "You still call him that?"

I let out a groan and dragged myself off the couch, already missing how comfortable it had been. Mr. Kinley showed up in the doorway, his thin frame tense as he yanked the hood off Maximus's head. His mouth twisted into a sharp, unpleasant grin before he shot me a look full of contempt and dropped into a small wooden chair.

"It's Alexander. Alex. Or Mr. Knight," he said, his eyes flashing with something cruel. "But call me whatever you want, Mark." He leaned forward, elbows propped on his bony knees, and turned his attention to Max. "So, any idea where everyone disappeared to?"

Mia exhaled slowly, clearly worn down. She didn't look away from Alexander as she answered. "The last thing we heard was that they were heading somewhere in California. That's all I've got."

Alexander ran his tongue over his lips, his eyes lighting up as he asked, "And Noah? Did he go with them?"

Max wrinkled his nose before answering. "Yeah, I think so. I heard it was somewhere down south in California. Maybe back home? I'm not totally sure."

I muttered under my breath, already annoyed by where this was going. "Great. Looks like we're going to California." Mia shifted, her expression blank as she swung her legs over the side of the couch and stretched across the armrest. Alexander glanced at Max, gave him a smug little smile, and then disappeared without saying another word.
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"What's wrong, Dad?" I asked softly. Sweat shone on his forehead, and it caught my attention right away. We'd stopped a few steps from our house, the street around us quiet and empty. I wasn't sure how he'd managed to walk this far, but once the truth started coming out, it made sense.

"Nothing," he said, though his voice gave him away. He slipped off his headphones before speaking again.

"Uncle Matt," Noah cut in, eyes wide, "did you and Derek put in a transfer to the police force?"

Dad's expression hardened. "No. Derek isn't doing anything until he can control his powers safely. Honestly, I don't even know if I want to go back myself."

No one spoke for a moment. Then Noah broke the silence. "I mean... it'd be nice if James, my dad, and I could apply to the academy someday." He let out a long sigh and sat down on the pavement beside us.

"You're not even sixteen, Noah. And James is barely seventeen," Dad said, frowning. "And if you can't control your powers, I'm not sure I'll come back at all."

"Dad, we're officers. We're sworn in, no matter what's going on," Derek argued. Dad looked like he might snap.

"Don't push me, Derek," he said sharply. "I'm not letting you put people at risk because you don't understand your new abilities yet. And Uncle Henry and your cousins don't need to know about this. He's still the police chief. If you go back without learning restraint, he'll find out. We've had enough problems already. So has your uncle."

Derek didn't argue again. He knew better. The four of us continued walking together in silence.

Dad wasn't wrong. Derek needed to learn control before making any big moves. Having powers wasn't just some gift. It came with responsibility. I remembered how hard it had been for me at first, constantly trying to keep myself in check, especially when things got messy. It was exhausting. We still didn't know what Derek was capable of, but I knew he'd learned a lot just from watching what I went through.

∆∆∆

DEREK

Samual had a lean, muscular frame, all narrow lines and quiet strength. His hair was cropped short, as dark as the snug T-shirt clinging to his shoulders. His bright golden eyes matched his newly dyed hair, his warm and tan skin, and there was something worn about the way he carried himself. He wore a T-shirt and jeans, the shirt partly unbuttoned and sleeves pushed up to his elbows. His Converse were scuffed, like they'd seen a lot of pavement. The book in his hands was thick and dusty, the kind that looked like it had been pulled from the back of a forgotten shelf. He had the look of someone who'd been through more than he cared to talk about.

Grace looked different too. She was slim with soft curves, her brown hair pulled back into a ponytail. Her eyes were brown, her skin pale and smooth, untouched by makeup. Her clothes were torn and worn—her shirt tied into a makeshift crop top, her jeans sagging loosely at the waist. Black-and-white trainers covered her feet, the soles scraped and marked. Compared to the last time I'd seen her, she seemed calmer, almost at ease.

Her eyes widened, her mouth falling open. "Hey, boys?" she said, her voice lifting at the end like she wasn't sure she should keep going.

James didn't answer. He moved fast, taking her down to the kitchen floor in one swift motion. Noah and I jumped in, helping pin her there with our combined weight.

"Get off me!" Grace thrashed beneath us, struggling hard, but we held her tight. "You're hurting me," she cried, her resistance faltering as tears spilled into her eyes.

I tightened my grip around her arms, locking them in place, and met her gaze head-on. Her eyes were wide and almond-shaped, fixed on mine. After a few tense seconds, her body went still. She stopped fighting but didn't look away. James glanced at me, and I nodded. We eased up and let her go.

"I see you gave lover boy superpowers," she muttered, brushing stray hair from her face with a shaky hand.

James frowned. "How did you find us, Grace?" he asked, his voice cautious.

It was the same question running through my mind.

"I came to help you. And to see my dad."

Grace's eyes flicked to Samual. He looked distant, sweat beading on his forehead, his brow tight like he was lost in his own head. She brushed herself off and shrugged. "After this, I'll probably head to a hotel. I took some cash from Alex before I left, so I'll be fine on my own."

She gestured toward her stuffed backpack sitting off to the side. Noah noticed and lifted his eyebrows, clearly impressed. "You robbed Alexander and didn't even invite me? You're sneakier than I thought, you sly bitch."

Grace laughed. "If you want some, I can share. There's more than enough."

"Hold on," my father cut in. "How did you even get inside the house?"

Sam stood in the corner with a soda can in his hand. When Grace looked at him, he froze halfway through a sip, the cold metal still pressed to his mouth. The room, loud just moments ago, went quiet.

"My father let me in."

Noah wasn't convinced. "And how do we know this isn't a setup? Maybe you're trying to earn our trust so you can lead Maximus and Alexander straight to us."

Grace snorted. "They trusted you, didn't they?"

Noah let out a short breath. "Fair enough." He stepped back, conceding the point.

Grace smiled, crossed the room, and picked her bag up from the floor. "Honestly, there's no real reason for me to stay. You don't trust me, and I don't want to get in the way of whatever you've got going on."

Sam frowned, his brow tightening as he thought it over. "Grace, hang on. You can use my room," he said at last. "I'll crash in the living room with Derek. Just... don't mess with anything. Especially my comics." He tried to sound serious, but there was an innocent softness in his eyes that made it hard not to smile. Grace beamed while Noah, James, and I immediately protested, and Dad stood there, unreadable as ever.

"I love you, Daddy," Grace said, dropping her bag to the floor again and looking up at him with quiet hope.

"Don't earn our trust just to prove us right," Dad muttered. She nodded, her smile easing into something gentler. "I'll fit in just fine, mate," she said, thumping my back before turning and heading straight for Sam's room.

∆∆∆

JAMES

Sam ushered Grace into his room. It was spacious enough for her to stretch out comfortably. His treasured comic books were stacked carefully on top of an aging bookshelf, while the desk in the corner was buried under piles of textbooks and research papers. The laptop sat right in the middle, almost swallowed by the mess, like a lone patch of land surrounded by paper.

Grace let her bag drop to the floor with a dull thump and flopped onto Sam's bed. She reached behind her head, grabbed three pillows, and hurled them at him one after another. Each hit sent a cold draft through the room, kicking up dust that drifted through the air and settled on Sam's shoulders.

"Don't touch anything, okay?" Sam said. Noah, Derek, and I all nodded along, backing him up.

"I won't." Grace smiled briefly. "Good night, Dad." She curled into the bed, breathing in Sam's familiar scent from the pillow. Sam paused, caught off guard, then his expression softened.

"Good night, Grace," he said quietly. He switched off the light and pulled the door shut behind him. The four of us followed him into the hallway, then watched as he started down the stairs.

Noah and I exchanged a quiet laugh before slipping into my old bedroom. I took in the space slowly, memories rushing back. Two twin beds sat on opposite sides of the room, both covered with faded bedspreads. The bookcases were still crammed with stuffed animals and action figures from when we were kids, and Derek's laptop remained on the desk, right where he'd left it. We used to stay up late in this room, testing my abilities and pretending Dad had no idea what we were doing. I could almost feel that old thrill again, the way we used to talk about becoming crime-fighting partners and daring each other to hack into the police database. Derek gave us a small, wistful smile before turning away and heading downstairs after Sam.

"She's going to touch everything," Noah murmured.

"I wouldn't be surprised," I said, smiling as I drifted across the room. I settled onto my old bed in the corner, the sheets still familiar beneath me. Noah dropped backward onto his own mattress, hitting it hard enough to send a puff of dust swirling into the already heavy air.

He lifted his hands, and with a single thought, the lights blinked off. Then he shifted onto his back, staring up at the plastic stars stuck across his ceiling.

"You know you didn't need to wave your hand like that," I said into the darkness. The only light left came from the moon slipping through the window and the faint purple glow of my eyes.

Noah chuckled. "I know. I just felt like using the force."

I sank until I was hovering just above my mattress, pressing myself flat against the sheets. "Something tells me this night's going to drag on."

"Yeah," he said, grinning as he let out an overdone sigh. "Feels that way, mate."
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JAMES 

“You can’t go to school like this, James. I’m calling the principal to tell him you’re sick,” my dad said, stopping his pacing and looking straight at me. My eyes must’ve caught the light, because he frowned. “They’re glowing... like, seriously glowing.”

Sam plopped down next to me on the couch, pointing his phone’s flashlight at my eyes. Derek and Noah hung back near the doorway, just watching. The bright beam made me blink a couple of times before I even noticed how dusty the living room had gotten.

“I can run some tests to figure out why your eyes aren’t turning back to normal,” Sam said, keeping his flashlight steady. “But yeah... your dad’s right. Going to school right now isn’t a great idea.”

“I didn’t really want to go anyway,” I muttered.

Noah grinned, strolling into the room. “Me neither,” he admitted. Sam’s frown deepened.

“You’re starting school, Noah. No excuses,” he said, pointing the light at my eyes again.

“Seriously?” Noah groaned. Sam just nodded.

“James is sick,” Sam said, giving me a sympathetic look. Then, with a shrug, he added, “But you? You’re going.” There was a tiny hint of pride in his voice. Noah rolled his eyes but jumped over the couch anyway, landing beside me. His hands brushed the dusty leather as he settled in.

“Besides,” he added with a smirk, “I don’t want to be around Rudolph, the purple-eyed freak.”

“Noah!” my dad and Sam yelled at the same time.

Grace barged in, shoving past Derek and bumping him lightly with her shoulder. She grinned like she owned the place, wearing one of Sam’s old high school hoodies and a pair of Mom’s sweats. Derek just rolled his eyes and stepped aside.

“Bitch,” Derek muttered under his breath. Grace scanned the room, deliberately avoiding his gaze. Their constant tension never failed to confuse me.

“Hello, gentlemen—” she said, shooting a sharp look at my brother before settling on Derek. Her grin stretched as she crossed her arms, clearly enjoying Derek’s flustered expression. The whole room seemed to lean toward her.

“Did you sleep well?” Sam asked quietly, finally putting his phone down.

Grace’s grin grew wider, clearly loving the attention. “Like a newborn,” she replied.

“That’s because you are a baby,” Derek shot back, just as provocatively. Grace didn’t miss a beat—she jabbed him in the chest. His scowl deepened.

“Derek, Grace. Knock it off,” my father shouted. Grace raised her hands, pretending to surrender.

“Fine. I give up. Derek’s weak anyway. Let’s spare him the misery.” Derek just rolled his eyes.

“Talk about irony,” he muttered, leaning casually against the wall. “Says the girl who got her ass kicked by her dad and brother.”

“DEREK!” my father bellowed, red-faced.

“I’m heading out to explore the neighborhood. Anyone coming?” Derek asked, dodging our father’s glare.

“I’ll go. We haven’t been back since I was nine,” I said. Moving back here after Mom passed had been hard, but somehow, it felt right being home again.

Noah smiled. “Count me in.” Sam’s eyes darted between us, clearly weighing who he should scold first.

"Neither of you is going anywhere," Samual said firmly, with my dad nodding beside him. "We need to sort out the issue with your eye color before you step outside. Your father and I will see if we can get some colored contacts, but for now, I don’t want you showing your eyes to the world."

Sam then turned his attention to Noah. "And you—get ready for tomorrow’s meeting with the school principal." Noah let out a long sigh and slumped onto the couch, bracing himself for whatever lecture was coming next.

"I’ll walk with you, Derek, since it looks like you need a bit of supervision with your... new abilities," Grace said, her tone lightly teasing. Derek just grunted and left without saying a word.

"I should probably go with them," my father said after a moment. Sam gave a quiet nod, and he got up, following Derek and Grace out of the room.

"I’m not going to school," Noah announced stubbornly.

"Yes, you are," Sam replied, his tone firm. "No discussion."

Noah rolled his eyes and shot me a smirk. "Maybe if you weren’t always wrapped up with James, you’d be around to make decisions like this for me," he said, shrugging arrogantly.

"Noah, I..." Sam started, then faltered, realizing he might just make things worse.

"What, Dad?" Noah pressed.

"I’ll tell you later," Sam muttered, letting his eyes drop to the floor.
"That's just great," Noah snapped, rolling his eyes. "James told me how you always say you'll tell him later, then just hit him with the truth out of nowhere." He pressed his lips together, clearly frustrated with his dad, then gave me a quick salute. "I’ll be in my room if you need me, but don’t expect me to show up whenever you feel like it. Sixteen years, Dad!" he yelled before storming out.

I glanced at Sam, debating whether I should follow Noah or let him handle it. But Sam just stared back at me, clearly unsure himself. "Just... don’t look at him like that through the window, James," he warned.

"You’re going to talk to him, right?" I asked. He ran his fingers through his blond hair, sighing heavily.

"Eventually," he said. "Just... not right now." That was enough for me. Sam was clearly struggling, just like the rest of us, and if he promised he’d at least talk to Noah, I could live with that. He owed his son that much, at least.

∆∆∆

DEREK

Grace and I walked side by side, the tension between us thick enough to feel. Every few steps, she shot me a mischievous look, the same smirk she had when we were kids. Her eyebrows lifted, silently daring me to say something—anything—but tonight, I stayed quiet. I knew she wasn’t ready to act like an adult yet.

“So, lover boy,” she said, nudging me slightly, “I should probably apologize for leading you on at the coffee shop. I was going to tell you we’re cousins after Max confirmed it, but—” I cut her off.

“Don’t.” I didn’t want to hear it from her. Honestly, I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear it from anyone.

My father caught up to us, slowing from his run to match our pace. “I got the transfer papers for the police station in Los Angeles. Henry said we need to start in two weeks at the latest. That should give you enough time to get used to your powers.”

Cool.

I gritted my teeth and shot Grace a glare. “Perfect—just as long as I don’t have to deal with her all day.” I gave her a light shove on the shoulder. She shoved back even harder, almost knocking me over, and stuck her tongue out at me.

“Grow up!” I barked.

“Oh, come on, lover boy. You love it,” Grace said, flashing a grin and batting her eyes. I didn’t bother replying.

“Both of you, knock it off! You’re adults—act like it!” My father’s voice boomed, sharp and furious.

Grace let out an exasperated huff. "He started it." Then she shot me a glare. "You're such a jerk." I couldn’t help but laugh. Wow.

"Look who’s talking, Grace. You’re a stuck-up, prissy brat. You don’t deserve Sam—or any of us, for that matter."

She whipped around, her blonde hair swinging over her shoulder. "And you, with your fancy words," she sneered, her face twisted with disgust. "I don’t need to hang around a hormonal idiot." Then, without another word, she spun on her heel and stormed off, her heels slamming hard against the pavement. My dad’s eyes narrowed at me, his glare sharp with disappointment.

"Damn it, Derek." He muttered, clearly fed up. Without another word, he started after Grace, heading home. I fell in step behind him, keeping my distance but still following.

∆∆∆

I found Grace curled up on Sam's bed, completely absorbed in a Superman comic—one of the ones Sam had specifically told her not to touch. I knocked on the door, and she looked up, startled to see me there.

"Hey... sorry, okay? I didn’t mean to be such a jerk," I said. Grace gave me a small smile.

"Look at that—Loverboy, the first to apologize? Guess you’re actually growing up, Rookie. And it’s super... dick," she teased, grinning wider. I snorted and slid onto the bed next to her.

"Yeah, I can be a jerk sometimes," I admitted. She scrunched her lips into a half-grimace, half-smile.

"Well, that’s one way to build a guy’s ego," she said, dripping with sarcasm.

"Trust me, that wasn’t the goal," I shot back, trying to keep things light.

"I’ll remember that," she replied, flipping the page with a sly little smile. "Just... don’t ever mention me reading Sam’s comics, alright?"

"Noted," I said, trying to keep a straight face. Grace dove back into her comic like nothing had happened.

"Later, Loverboy," she called as I headed for the door. I gave a quick nod—she might be spoiled, but she was still Grace.

"Later," I said, stepping out.
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NOAH

I shifted uneasily on the splintered wooden bench next to my dad, trying not to draw attention. The sound of Principal Gates’ heavy boots thudding down the hallway made my stomach twist. He was younger than my dad but easily a foot taller. When his office door creaked open, he waved for us to come in.

“Hi, I’m Principal Gates. You must be Noah—I heard James couldn’t make it today,” he said. I noted the glasses sliding down his nose as he smiled, and couldn’t help but think it was the kind of smile that belonged to someone living on the street. I slouched back on the bench and muttered something under my breath. Sam nudged me upright with a sharp cough and a glare. I tried to put on my best American accent.

“Yeah... I’m Noah. Noah Knight.” I shot my dad a glance; he gave me a thumbs-up, clearly entertained by my attempt. I tilted my head and grinned a little.

“Noah, it’s good to meet you. Let’s get you settled—come on into my office.”

I slid past him and plopped down in front of the desk. Gates sank into the main chair, adjusting his glasses, while Sam dropped into the seat beside me.

“Your file says you’re in eleventh grade?” Gates asked. Relief washed over me.

“Last time I checked, I was still in junior high,” I admitted, sitting up straight and swallowing my pride as my dad gave me a steady, knowing look.

“Yup.”

“A straight-A student?” he said, raising an eyebrow, clearly impressed. He adjusted his glasses and glanced up from my file.

“Yeah,” I confirmed. Principal Gates held out his hand, and I shook it firmly.

“Welcome to Los Angeles High, kid,” he said. His hand throbbed a little, and Sam frowned at me again.

“Nice grip. You into sports at all?” Gates asked.

I gave a sheepish grin. “Always wanted to play football,” I admitted.

“Nope. But Noah here? Can’t wait to get started,” Sam cut in, and I slumped back in my chair, feeling deflated.

Gates didn’t even react to that. He took a sip of his mid-morning coffee and said, “Funny thing—we’ve got another kid who looks just like you.” He studied me for a moment, and an awkward silence hung in the air. Then he smiled at Sam, shook his hand, and sized him up. “You related to the Police Chief, by any chance?”

“Yeah,” Sam said, glancing at me. My eyes flicked nervously toward the door. “Why don’t you wait out in the hallway while I finish some paperwork?”

I grunted and rolled my eyes but eventually got up and left the office, settling back onto the bench outside.

∆∆∆

JAMES

Derek walked into the bathroom, and I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror. After hours holed up in my bedroom, my blue eyes were finally back to normal. I’d been snapping pictures every few minutes to track the changes. The blue contacts my dad had bought that night “just to be safe” turned out to be unnecessary—a relief—but I kept them in my room anyway, just in case.

“You feeling better now? ‘Cause you look a lot better,” Derek said. I shot him a glare, still glued to the mirror. He just rolled his eyes like he wasn’t fazed at all.

“That doesn’t work on me anymore, Alpha,” he added, his eyes catching mine in the reflection. I rolled mine in response. “Sam and Noah’ll be home soon. And I overheard Henry talking to Dad—he might be coming over right now.”

I hadn’t seen Uncle Henry or my cousins in years, so the news hit me with a little burst of excitement. I couldn’t help smiling.

“Wow... it’s been forever since we last saw or heard from them,” I said.

Derek scoffed. “Yeah. I wonder what he’s gonna think when we finally spill everything. We’re sitting on borrowed time with that one.” I grimaced, knowing he was right. We all did. Henry would find out sooner or later about Max, Mark, Mia, Alexander, and me.

I grabbed my phone off the counter, stepped away from the mirror, and edged past Derek to the top of the stairs. Leaning over the railing, I scanned the driveway.

Headlights were parked right by the curb. Then light spilled through the front door’s glass panels, and the doorbell rang twice.

“That’s probably Henry,” I murmured. Derek gave me a skeptical look.

Just then, my dad’s footsteps pounded up the stairs. He swung the door open, and Henry, along with all five of my cousins, spilled into the living room.

“Derek, James, Grace! Henry’s here!” Dad called out with a grin, motioning toward them.

Grace came skipping around the corner from Sam’s room, wearing baggy sweatpants and one of Derek’s hoodies—one she’d swiped from his closet. With a playful smirk, she shoved Derek against the handrail. “Bet you can’t catch me, lover boy,” she teased.

Derek rolled his eyes. “That’s mine,” he muttered, but he didn’t slow down, following her quickly down the stairs. I trailed behind, meeting Henry and our cousins in the foyer.

∆∆∆

NOAH

Sam’s driver-side door slammed shut. He turned, and I caught the curve of his lips around the cigarette he’d just lit. With my hoodie pulled over my head, I slouched in the passenger seat, feeling like a kid in trouble.

“You’re full of surprises,” he said. “I didn’t know you could pull off an American accent.”

I laughed and gave him my best imitation.

“Easy.”

“Think you’ll be able to handle athletics and your powers?” Sam raised an eyebrow, his gaze locked on me.

I tried to hide how awkward the question made me and switched to an Australian accent on a whim. “Alright, that’s easy.”

Sam nodded and started the car. “Worth looking into. Could come in handy for you.”

He sighed and focused back on the road. The ride grew quiet, and I leaned against the door, watching the scenery slip by. After a few blocks, Sam turned onto our street, then into the driveway. Another car sat beside mine—an old CRV, spotless and polished. Sam stepped out, walked up the driveway, and unlocked the front door.
“What's the plan, Daddio?” I asked. He steered the car into our neighborhood, turned up the driveway, and started explaining. “We’ve got to be careful about this,” he said. “I don’t want to get your hopes up, but if we can get through school with straight As, who knows? Maybe we could actually pull off being a father-and-son superhero team.” He reached for the door handle and swung the car door open.

By now, my dad had shuffled out of his seat and was walking down the driveway. His fingers moved quickly over the keys as he unlocked the front door. From the open windows at the back, the smell of cooking meat drifted outside. My stomach growled so loud I could hardly stand it.

“We’ve got to keep an eye out for Max and Mia too,” my dad added. “If they tracked us before, Alexander can, and it’s only a matter of time before they come after us again.”

Standing in the doorway, I saw Henry Knight—who I’d later learn was my uncle—talking with Derek, dressed in his cop uniform. Henry was tall, with dark blonde hair and blue eyes, a mix of Sam and my uncle Matthew. Two older boys, Andrew and Connor, also in police uniforms, were stationed at the entrance. In the living room, Easton and Dylan, along with a girl named Madison, were hanging out with Matthew, sipping Cola.

James sank onto the couch, his eyes flickering back to blue. Across the room, Grace was perched on the sofa wall, catching up with anyone about anything besides superpowers. She flashed one of her big, trademark grins, making her presence known like always.
“Hey, Dad,” she said, leaning into Sam for a quick side hug. Dad, of course, went straight for the attention-seeker instead. We stepped into the living room with Henry, Grace, and Derek trailing behind.

“I never thought we’d all be together like this again,” Henry said, grinning from ear to ear. Uncle Matt and Dad looked just as surprised.

“Yeah, it’s been... how long?” Matthew asked, taking a sip of his Cola.

Dad chuckled. “At least eight or nine years, I’d say.”

Henry pulled Dad into a hug. After a couple of minutes, Sam hugged his brother back, and they finally let go of their embrace.

“So... how’s Alex?” The question hung in the air, and suddenly the room went silent. Derek, James, and I shared uneasy glances. Matthew took another slow sip of his drink.

“To keep it short... we don’t really know,” Dad finally said, giving the closest thing he could to an honest lie. Henry just smiled and nodded.

“Fair enough. Alex always had a thing for vanishing. Still, it’s good to see you guys back,” Henry said, giving Sam another hug and a gentle pat on the back.

“And when did you start having kids, Sam?” Henry gestured toward Grace and me.

Sam clapped his hands together nervously. “That’s a story for another rainy day. But honestly... it feels great to have everyone back together.” He said it with a small, relieved smile. Uncle Matt followed him, shuffling off to the kitchen.

∆∆∆

MATTHEW

“So,” I said, breaking the quiet, “are we actually going to tell Henry about the kids and their powers, or are we just letting him stumble into it on his own?”

Sam let out a tired sigh and wandered over to the fridge. He grabbed a cola, cracked it open with his thumb, and took a long drink before answering. “He’ll work it out eventually. He’s our brother.” He tapped the side of his head. “Guy thinks like a knight.”

I drained my glass too, along with what little dignity I had left. “That’s not the point, Sam.” I shot him a look.

He snorted. “Either he figures it out himself, or Derek slips up at work. And you know Derek—he still can’t fully control his powers.”

“Neither can I,” I muttered.

Sam froze. He stared at me like I’d just spoken a different language, his eyes flicking over me from head to toe as if he expected to see something glowing.

“What?” he blurted, nearly choking on his drink. He stared for a second, then took another sip, half-amused, half-stunned.

I hesitated, then nodded to myself. “Yeah. I guess if there’s ever a right moment to tell you...” I took a sharp breath and let it out slowly. “It’s now. When Max kidnapped me, he injected me with something.” I swallowed. “So yeah. Turns out I’ve got powers too.”

Sam stared at me for a beat, looking almost angry, then smirked and took another sip of his drink. "Shit, Matt. You couldn’t have mentioned this earlier?" I kept my gaze on the floor, avoiding his eyes. Before I could answer, Henry walked in.

"Derek seems pretty eager to get back to work," Henry said. I swallowed the Cola, feeling a little relief.

"Yeah, no kidding," I muttered. "He hasn’t seen that Jaxton kid since they were fourteen. He’s a solid cop, Henry. You’d be surprised."

Henry gave a small smile. "I expected that. I heard you’re a good cop too." I just took another sip, letting it sit between us. Henry turned to Sam.

"And you, Sammie—when the hell did you have kids?"

Sam rolled his eyes and plopped down at the marble island. "Long story. I didn’t even know about them until they showed up at Matt’s door." That wasn’t exactly true. He’d found out about a few of his kids as they were born, but he kept it all to himself, pushing the memories away.

Henry winced. "Geez." He gave Sam a nervous look. "How old’s Grace? Nineteen? Twenty?"

Sam met his gaze. "Around there."

"And Noah?" Henry pressed.

Sam chuckled. "Fifteen. Almost sixteen."

Henry nodded slowly. "Hm. Easton’s fifteen too. About James’s age?"

I scoffed, leaning on the counter. "James? Sixteen. Almost seventeen." Henry’s eyebrows shot up in surprise.

“What do you think about putting James and Noah in ROTC with Dylan, Maddison, and Easton?” Sam exhaled sharply, clearly nervous.

I shook my head. “Those kids have already been through enough. After Derek went through all that training, I figured they deserved a break.”

“They’ve got time,” Sam said, trying again. “As if being a teenager wasn’t hard enough... they’ve got—” He trailed off, biting his tongue. “Never mind.” He took another sip. Henry didn’t push for an explanation, and I silently thanked him for that.

“Well, Andrew, Connor, and I have to work. Is it okay if Dylan, Easton, and Maddison stay with you?” Henry asked.

Sam and I both nodded. “I’m sure James, Derek, and Noah can keep Dylan and Easton occupied,” I said, taking another sip of soda and letting out a long sigh.

“And Grace could use another female presence in her life,” Sam added.

“Perfect. I’ll be back later.” Henry saluted us and left the room.

I drained the rest of my soda and slammed the can on the counter—enough to chip the marble. Sam stared at me, one eyebrow raised, clearly intrigued. He took a huge gulp of his drink, trying to lighten the tension. James appeared in the doorway, watching me silently, while Sam accidentally spat his soda across the walls and floor.

“How long have you been standing there, bud?” Sam asked, a little nervous, wiping his lips on the sleeve of his hoodie.

“Long enough to see Dad wreck the countertop.” James shot me a glare, clearly pissed. I wished I’d told everyone sooner, especially James, but we hadn’t had much time since moving in. “Dad... you have superpowers?”

“Uh...” I drew a deep breath, pressing my lips together and furrowing my brow. “We’ll talk about it later. Your cousins are here.”

James swore under his breath and stomped off, leaving Derek to take his place in the kitchen.

“What the hell just happened?” Derek said, pausing to take in the smashed marble in front of him. He glanced at Sam, who just shrugged, then back at me.

“We’ll talk about it later, Derek,” I said. Derek just stood there, stunned, before wordlessly heading back to the living room.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​
Five


[image: ]


DEREK

Noah was sitting next to Grace when I suddenly walked into the living room. I plopped down on the other side of Noah, right beside Grace on the L-shaped couch. She leaned into my chest, looking for comfort, and I didn’t hesitate to pull her a little closer for warmth. Connor and Dylan were sprawled on the floor at the far end of the sofa. Madison had wrapped herself in James’ blanket, sitting near Noah’s feet, all of us bathed in the bright living room light while an old rerun of Superman played on the TV.

“I’m not even gonna ask what that was about,” Noah muttered, his face twisted. I just nodded, still trying to wrap my head around the fact that my dad actually had superpowers.

“You okay, Derek?” Dylan asked, tugging nervously at the drawstrings of his hoodie.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I said. Grace scoffed without missing a beat.

“He probably has IMS or bipolar depression, like his brother,” she said with a dramatic groan. I shot her a sharp glare, holding back the urge to shove her. Game on, Gray.

“Shut up,” I muttered.

Grace laughed. “See? Told you.” Just then, James walked in, giving her a look that said ‘not today.’

“I don’t have bipolar depression,” James muttered, clenching his fists. Grace just grinned wider, clearly loving the tension. I leaned back, rolling my eyes.

“The first stage is denial,” she teased, nudging James even more. He looked like he was about to explode.

“Fuck off, Grace,” Noah hissed.

“Do you guys always fight like this?” Madison, my cousin, asked, watching the chaos unfold. Honestly, it’s way better than her usual antics.

I shrugged. “Pretty much.” Dylan just huffed in his corner, keeping his thoughts to himself.

There was a knock at the door, and everyone turned toward it. Sam swung it open to reveal Henry and Jaxton Taylor—my old friend from childhood—standing there. Jaxton was grinning, wearing a sleeveless hoodie and basketball shorts. He had that same look as his dad: warm brown eyes, sun-kissed chocolate skin, and neatly trimmed stubble. I smiled, nudged Grace aside, and went over to him. His grin widened the moment he saw me.

“Hey, Jaxton! How’s it going?” I said. Sam stepped aside, letting him and Henry come in.

“I heard you guys are back in town. Are you and your dad planning to join the L.A. police force?” I asked.

“Yeah,” he said with a grin. “We’ve got a lot to cover.”

“That’s awesome,” Jaxton replied. Then he noticed James glued to his phone in the living room. Quietly, he snuck up behind him and ruffled his hair. James didn’t even flinch, just glanced up from his screen.

“Hey, Jaxton,” I called out. James gave him a nod. Madison wandered off, tossing her blanket onto Noah, who burrowed under it and peeked out at Jaxton.

"Hey, mate," Noah said with a smile.

Jaxton, standing in the hallway, turned and stared at Sam. The resemblance to my uncle was insane—same brown eyes, same curly hair.

"That's Noah," Grace said, clearing her throat. "He's Sam's kid. I’ll explain later." Jaxton shifted his gaze toward her.

"Sup? I’m Grace," she added, grinning at him while giving him a long, appraising look. Dear God.

"Her too," I said, shooting Grace a quick side glance.

Jaxton raised his eyebrows. "Wow. Your family tree’s officially turned into a bush." James and I cracked up. No kidding.

"Tell me about it," I muttered.

Noah looked completely lost. "What the hell is a family tree?" he asked, genuinely confused.

Henry wandered over and joined Jaxton, James, and me.

"Well, kid," Henry said, slapping Jaxton on the broad shoulder, "I gotta get the kids home. Mind if I leave you here? Derek’d be happy to give you a lift."

Hell yeah.

"Actually," I said, leaning back a little, "there are a few things we could catch up on before work starts next week." Jaxton grinned like he could read my mind.

"Yeah," he said, nodding. Henry laughed and gave his shoulder another friendly clap.

"Alright, then. I’ll see you tomorrow at the station, kid. Good night." Henry left, followed by my teenage cousins, and the door clicked shut. We waited until Henry drove off, then Jaxton flopped onto the couch. I slid in beside him.

"So, doing anything... super these days?" Jaxton asked James with a
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