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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Supervillains weren’t supposed to pay for coffee. In fact, Julian Godfrey had come into this very cafe last week—in full costume—to politely demand a free latte on his way home from holding a CEO hostage upstate. He’d already forgotten the man’s name, but the ransom money was going to fund some extravagant kitchen upgrades in his apartment.

But today, Julian wasn’t here for a drink. He was here to sit in the corner of the cafe and send emails and read and, of course, finalize his plan to take an entire city block hostage. Rather than a villainous costume, he was dressed in the clothes he wore to his day job at the library: black pants, a dark purple button-up, and a black blazer.

He did still want his coffee, though.

Julian contemplated tonight’s plan as he stood in line. This would be the biggest demonstration of his power yet. He’d been preparing for months, and it had taken a lot of training to ensure he’d be able to pull it off. 

Most importantly, he’d be doing it alone. He had to. If he succeeded, the city would be forced to realize him as a true threat. More than just the lackey of a bigger villain. He was already feared, to a degree, but maybe the people of New Atlas would finally regard him with the same awe as they did Blazar. 

Julian planned to relinquish control of the apartment block in exchange for a considerable sum of cash. Not the most original idea, but money wasn’t his real goal, anyway. He was going to lure in the city’s biggest hero and completely destroy him. Or at least, kick his ass hard enough to keep him out of commission for a few months. 

One of the cashiers waved Julian over. “Next, please!”

“Macchiato. Sixteen-ounce,” he told her as he reached the register.

“That’ll be five ninety-eight.”

Julian opened his wallet and pulled out a single five-dollar bill. Damn. He’d thought he had more cash. “Hold on, let me find my card—”

“You’re a dollar short?” came a voice from his right.

Julian glanced up. The woman who’d spoken removed a dollar from her own wallet and held it out to him, despite his fingers already starting to tug his credit card free. He briefly considered turning it down. He had plenty of money to burn, after all.

But why say no to convenience? 

“Thank you,” Julian said, looking her over as he accepted the dollar. She was nearly a foot shorter than him, probably around five-three. She wore a white flannel over an oversized teal New Atlas University tee, her skin was light brown, and— 

“Your hair’s blue,” he noted, lifting an eyebrow. Her curly hair, pulled back into a ponytail, was dark for only a few inches at the roots. The rest was a faded turquoise.

She laughed. “Yeah, I get that a lot. And it’s no trouble, really.”

Julian watched her walk away while the cashier finished the transaction.

“Here’s your change. We’ll have that out in a minute.” The cashier dropped a couple of pennies into his hand. “Next!”

Julian moved to the edge of the crowd waiting for drinks. Surprise lingered with him. Yes, sure, plenty of people were nice enough to offer a complete stranger a dollar without being threatened, but he’d already been reaching for his credit card. He hadn’t needed the money. 

He was intrigued enough to consider approaching the woman and starting a conversation, but she grabbed her coffee and left before he could settle on what to say. An employee called out his order a moment later. He took his macchiato and made his way to a table in a far corner of the cafe, one of the few that hadn’t been taken over by college students or employees just getting off work.

You don’t take a free drink from a restaurant because you can’t afford it, Blazar had told him once. If you’re after money, you rob a bank. You take the drink to remind people you could be anywhere, at any time. You take the drink to remind people that they’re never really safe.

Julian sipped his coffee. His free hand closed into a fist, and a single stone formed in his grasp. The pebble rested on his palm when he opened it.

That was all he’d been able to do as a child. It took a lot of energy to form matter, after all. But even before he’d fully developed his geogenesis powers, he was at least able to manipulate his creations. Thank god for that. Blazar probably wouldn’t have kept him around if all he could do was make tiny rocks.

Another sip. The block Julian would be attacking in a few hours was a short walk from here. He’d pass it on his way to the Complex. The area had become familiar—over the course of the past month, he had spent countless hours generating stone beneath the streets—but it would be nice to take one last look before he made his move tonight. He had a lot of asphalt to break through. 

He took out his phone and responded to a few scheduling emails from other library employees. Checked the time. Skimmed the news. Checked the time again.

It was nearly five-thirty when he finished his coffee. He ran a hand through his dark hair as he rose to his feet, his anticipation growing. He hadn’t been this excited about a fight in a long time. 

During his walk to the Complex, Julian assessed the sidewalk beneath him, searching for the largest cracks, the weak spots where he could focus his efforts. Storm Warning would have no choice but to show up. This would be the biggest threat the city had ever seen—save for a few of Blazar’s stunts, of course. It was hard to compete with some of the fires that man had started. 

Around him, New Atlas basked in warm evening light and the atmosphere of spring. There was the incessant drone of traffic, sure, but there was also the chatter of birds and buzz of insects lured by the trees that city planners had crammed in wherever they could.

Fifteen minutes of walking brought Julian to the alley that hid the Complex’s entrance. The elevator he took could only be accessed with a key, and the only floor it went to was the top.

The elevator was halfway up the building when a text came in from Blazar. When are you returning to the COVE?

About to walk in, Julian replied, unable to help a small sigh. He’d never dare say it to Blazar’s face, but he hated calling their base the COVE. It wasn’t the word itself that irritated him, but the absurd acronym Blazar had come up with to fit it: Complex Of Villainous Entities.

Well, the name didn’t matter much anymore. There were only four of them left. Blazar was still a force to be reckoned with, but the days of an actual league of villains patrolling New Atlas were long gone. 

The elevator door opened, allowing Julian to step directly into the open living area. At the opposite end of the space were the double doors to the balcony and a hallway leading to the bedrooms. To the left was a kitchen furnished with shiny high-tech appliances, and to the right were the couches and a massive monitor that Damselfly was currently using to watch reality TV. 

“Hey, Julian.” Damselfly looked up from where she was draped across the couch. Her long insect-like wings fluttered as she twisted herself around to watch Julian enter, glittering vibrant blue in the light from the kitchen. “How are your books?”

She didn’t really care. The others took any opportunity they had to make a jab at Julian’s day job. “Library’s doing great,” he told her. “Is Blazar in?”

“Nope.” 

“What about Lord Saturn?”

“Haven’t seen her, either.” Damselfly’s head tipped to the side. Her chin-length waves of black hair moved with her, brushing against the pale skin of her face. “What are you up to?”

“I’m getting into a fight tonight,” Julian told her.

“Ooh, Storm Warning?”

“Hopefully.” 

The strongest hero in the city. The most charismatic. And the most fun to fight. The other New Atlas heroes who popped up enough to be household names hardly did anything more than fight common criminals in back alleys. The minor villains they used to battle had been driven out of the city years ago. Or killed.

Julian ran into the smaller heroes from time to time, as did Damselfly and Lord Saturn. But Storm Warning was the only one who ever dared to confront Blazar. 

“Well, if you’re looking for the mask that only covers the top half of your face, it’s in the sink,” Damselfly said.

“Why is it in the sink?” Julian asked. He frowned. “And how did you know I was looking for that one?”

 “You use the full mask for missions. Half mask is for big public shows. Like fighting Storm Warning.” Damselfly shrugged. “And we were out of dishes, and I needed something to put my nachos on.”

Julian sighed as he entered the kitchen and picked his mask out of the sink. “Did the other two say when they’d be back?”

“Nope.” Damselfly folded her arms over the top of the couch and rested her chin on them. Her dark eyes settled on the mask in Julian’s hands. “Why, you looking for backup tonight?”

“I don’t need backup.” The sink turned on with a hiss. Julian squirted soap onto the mask’s metal surface and watched it foam up. Thankfully, the cheese stains vanished quickly.

“All right, well, I’m here if you change your mind.” Damselfly thought for a moment. Her wings twitched. “On second thought, there’s a new episode of Haunted Weddings tonight, so I probably won’t come out.”

“Glad I can count on you.” Julian rinsed off his mask and wiped it dry with a towel. He’d been the youngest villain at the Complex until Damselfly showed up. While Blazar had succeeded at hammering responsibility into Julian, Damselfly hadn’t been so keen on establishing herself. She preferred to tag along on whatever plans the others came up with.

“I don’t get why this girl is having her wedding at her university,” Damselfly said, her attention back on the TV. She tossed a piece of popcorn into her mouth and continued speaking as she chewed. “I mean, I get there was a murder, but these buildings are so ugly.”

Julian considered asking what exactly the point of the show was, but he didn’t have time to listen to another one of Damselfly’s spiels.

“You gonna go to college, Julian?” she asked.

He’d considered it before, but Blazar had turned him off the idea. You don’t need it. You’re powerful. You can take whatever you want. He’d tried to dissuade Julian from getting a job, too, but he and Saturn had day jobs. And Julian wanted something to occupy his time, even if he didn’t need the money.

“I don’t know,” Julian finally answered. “I’m already twenty-four.”

“That’s young!” 

Bold words, coming from a sixteen-year-old. “I guess,” Julian replied. His mind jumped to the New Atlas University shirt that woman at the cafe had been wearing. He’d spent a fair amount of time looking at their website. Was she a student? Or did she just know someone at the school?

Julian shook off the thought. The sun would be setting soon. It was time to get ready.

His costume waited for him in his room. The pants and shirt were a deep shade of purple and, like any decent suit, made of a material sturdy enough to protect him from minor blows and small blades. Then there were the white gloves, the white boots, and the collared golden-yellow cape that fastened at the neck. Julian liked it, despite Blazar’s occasional jab—Still haven’t gotten rid of the cape yet?—but he wasn’t stupid. The fastener was easy to undo, so he could pull it off before any fight really got going. 

The final piece was the bronze mask with rectangular slits for his green eyes to peer through. It was the most iconic part, too. The thing people thought of when they heard his name. There were five points at the top—the peak in the middle being the largest—that gave it a faint resemblance to a crown.

As Damselfly had noted, he had two masks: one that covered his entire face, and the one he’d be wearing tonight that left the bottom half exposed. It made conversation easier. And threatening heroes. A small device embedded in the bottom edge of the mask—designed by Lord Saturn—altered the sound waves of his voice as he spoke, deepening it enough that only people who knew him well would be able to recognize it.

Julian left his room and returned to the Complex’s entrance. 

“I’ll watch you on the news!” Damselfly called as he reached the door. “Well, when my show’s on commercial.”

Julian paused in front of the elevator. “Don’t we have every streaming service?”

“I don’t think you know how TV works.” Damselfly waved her tablet. “Besides, if I don’t watch it live, I can’t follow what people are saying on social media.”

“Blazar might want to use the monitor to watch me.”

“I don’t think he’s coming by tonight.”

“We’ll see.” Julian could worry about Blazar later. It was time to focus.

Right now, he was Citadel.

 


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

It would be nice to be able to fly. Storm Warning could. But Julian had to work with the gifts he’d been given.

A pillar of stone broke through the concrete beneath him and lifted him into the air. By the time he was stepping onto the roof of a building at the center of his target block, civilians had taken notice. Some ran for cover. Others began recording on their phones. As stupid as it sounded, it wasn’t necessarily a bad idea. The quicker a villain’s appearance took over social media, the quicker the heroes learned what was going on. Plus, good videos made money. 

Julian strolled to the middle of the roof and planted his feet. He could sense the earth moving far below him, and all the energy around him ready to be shaped into stone. The ground trembled. He found his perimeter.

Sidewalks crumbled and broke open to make way for the rising walls of stone.

It wasn’t an easy thing to practice without being noticed. After training for months to build up his endurance, Julian had taken a short trip to a remote part of New York’s mountains and practiced constructing walls like these. Days of building them up and pushing them around and tearing them back down made him confident he could pull off the plan. It also left him drained for weeks. Whether or not this worked, he wouldn’t be pulling any more big stunts for a while.

The stone walls continued to rise, cutting off the block from the rest of the city. Once Julian was satisfied with their height, he hopped onto one and crossed to the opposite edge.

People gathered below. The closest news station already had reporters on the scene. Perfect.

“I’ll keep it simple,” Julian shouted. “One million dollars to stop the walls from closing in and destroying these buildings. I estimate you have half an hour. Max.”

Short but sweet. His announcement finished, Julian turned away from the people and strolled to the other side of the stone wall. There, he waited, cape billowing with the occasional gust of wind. 

It wasn’t long before company showed up. 

The sky, already darkening with the sunset, went black as heavy clouds formed directly above the city block. A flash of lightning illuminated the silhouette of an approaching figure. Thunder followed, and Julian grinned.

Storm Warning landed on the wall with a resounding thud, sinking to one knee. In the next flash of lightning, he rose to his feet and surveyed Julian’s work. One of his eyebrows lifted. “This is new.”

The rising wind whipped the hero’s half-length white cape around. The cape was fastened at his right shoulder with a small gold lightning bolt. It matched his short white boots and gloves, while his dark blue supersuit matched the mask that covered the upper half of his face. Above the mask was a head of short, fluffy blonde hair, and behind it were blue eyes with unfathomable depths.  

“I’ve been working on it for a long time,” Julian told him, his gaze still flitting over Storm Warning’s tall stature and thick muscles. He’d seen the man up close before more than a handful of times, but that didn’t make him any less intimidating. 

“Looks exhausting,” Storm Warning replied.

“I’m managing.” Julian pushed against the wall beneath them with his power, upping the speed at which it crawled toward the nearest building. “I don’t suppose you have my money?”

Storm Warning strolled toward him. “Doesn’t really seem your style, Citadel,” he said coolly. “And I’m not convinced these walls are going to hold up as long as you say.” 

“You want to find out?” Julian was walking forward now, too. “I do enjoy a good demonstration.”

“As do I. But I think you need better lighting.” 

The clouds above lit up. There was a flash, and then pain shooting through every inch of Julian’s body. His walls jerked to a halt, the grinding of stone on sidewalk ceasing. Julian stumbled forward and barely managed to avoid tumbling off the wall. 

“Sorry, did I say lighting?” Storm Warning asked. “I meant lightning.”

“Aw, Storm. You should know I can take a hit from you by now.” Julian rose to his full height and lifted his hands. A massive piece of stone broke free from the wall and shot through the air toward Storm Warning. The hero dove off the wall to avoid being crushed.

A moment later, he rose into the air above Julian. “Just getting warmed up.”

He swooped down and grabbed Julian. The two flew through the air for a brief but disorienting moment before colliding with a rooftop. Julian couldn’t help but wince when his back hit the concrete. He could take a lot, but this was pushing it.

Storm Warning, who’d landed on top of Julian, pushed himself up and lifted a hand. Electricity jumped from his palm to Julian’s chest, sending another jolt of pain through him.

Julian’s jaw clenched. He focused on the air above Storm Warning and generated a large boulder. Storm Warning moved to the left to dodge. Julian rolled to the right. The boulder hit the roof hard enough to send thin cracks running in every direction.

As Julian rose to his feet, he unfastened his cape and let it fall to the roof.

“Running out of energy yet?” Storm Warning asked.

“Let’s find out.” Julian extended his hand. A piece of concrete—the material typically had just enough real stone in it for him to manipulate—ripped itself from the building and flew into his grasp, twisting into a staff. He charged and swung at Storm Warning. The first swing missed. The second struck the hero square in the chest.

Storm Warning stumbled back, but he didn’t look too bothered by the blow. “You really think it’s going to end differently this time?”

“I do.” Julian smirked. Disks of stone peeled away from the outer layer of the wall and spun through the air around Storm Warning. “Like I said. I’ve been planning.”

Something flashed across Storm Warning’s expression. Was he actually nervous? Julian pressed forward. He was going to win this. The disks’ orbits tightened, bringing them closer to Storm Warning. “Aren’t you tired of fighting, Storm?” Julian asked.

“Aren’t you?”

Julian’s eyes narrowed. He was the one starting fights. All Storm Warning did was stop him.

Storm Warning glanced to the right. “Your walls have stopped moving,” he noted.

“The buildings aren’t what you should be worried about,” Julian told him. “You’re the one in danger now.” He flung one of the disks at Storm Warning. The circle of stone crashed into him and knocked him to the ground.

“I’d do the typical spiel where I invite you to join me,” Julian continued, starting toward him. “But I know you’d never even consider it.”

There was a grunt of pain, and then a response. “Of course I’ve considered it.”

Julian paused. “What?”

Storm Warning pushed himself off the ground and met Julian’s gaze. “This isn’t easy. Taking what I want—I could do that. I could be like you. I make the choice every day not to.” 

Julian rolled his eyes. “And you’re getting nothing out of it but some broken ribs.” He closed the gap between them, dropped to one knee, and brought his face close to Storm Warning’s. “There are more villains than heroes around here, and I don’t see that changing anytime soon.”

Storm Warning’s steady gaze didn’t waver. In fact, he lifted his chin in defiance. “You know, I’ve met a lot of villains who don’t think they’re villains,” he said. “I’ll admit, it’s refreshing that you aren’t delusional.”

“Thank you, I appreciate that.” 

Storm Warning grabbed the front of Julian’s suit and yanked him to the ground. The hero was back on his feet in a heartbeat. He pulled back a fist. Julian quickly pushed up a section of stone beneath Storm Warning, launching him backward through the air.

A drop of rain bounced off Julian’s nose as he stood up. “Nice try, but a little rain’s not going to hurt me.”

Storm Warning, who had managed a graceful landing about twenty feet away, chuckled. “I’m still warming up. Try this on for size.”

A torrent of water poured down on Julian, knocking him back to the ground. Once the blast subsided, he pushed himself up, coughing up water. The disks he’d been spinning in the air clattered to the ground around him and Storm Warning. 

Storm Warning followed the downpour with another painful strike of lightning. Spots danced in Julian’s vision. This was usually the part of the fight where he started to lose.

But he had his new weapon. The wall. A towering mass of his creation, crafted from his element. A tool he could tear apart and manipulate with perfect precision.

“Rain’s nice, Storm!” Julian staggered as he rose to his feet. He coughed again. “But I’ll do you one better.”

The disks returned to the air and drifted toward each other. With a terrible grinding sound, they merged together into one massive slab of stone.

“I learned this trick last week,” Julian said. It was a trick that took a lot of concentration. Hopefully, he’d be able to pull it off here. It would be incredibly embarrassing if he screwed this up.

Storm Warning’s expression darkened. He backed toward the edge of the roof. The slab followed, its shadow staying on him. Julian’s fists tightened, and the slab split into dozens of dagger-sharp shards.

He brought them down on Storm Warning. Storm Warning jumped off the roof.

Julian raced to the roof’s edge. As he reached it, Storm Warning shot up past him, rising above the nearby wall. Julian jumped. A platform of concrete rose to meet him and launched him into the air. He landed on the wall and continued his sprint toward Storm Warning. 

The stone shards moved with Julian. He slid to a halt on the slick stone and flung out his arms, sending the shards flying at Storm Warning again. While Storm Warning moved higher to dodge them, Julian sent another blade of stone spinning through the air.

The distraction worked. The blade sliced across Storm Warning’s chest and left a deep gash. 

Storm Warning dropped onto the wall, a hand pressed to the wound, face twisted in pain. Blood dripped onto stone. Julian summoned the shards back to his hand and shaped them into a staff. He raced toward Storm Warning.

Despite the injury that was starting to look worse than Julian had anticipated, Storm Warning straightened up and drifted back into the air. Away from the wall. Julian jumped and swung.

All his strength, all his inner rage, his ever-burning need for his mentor’s respect and the city’s fear…it all went into the blow. The staff struck the side of the hero’s head. 

Storm Warning fell from the sky.

One last flash of lightning cut through the sky above, momentarily blinding Julian. The rain slowed, then stopped entirely. The last red rays of the sun pierced the fading storm. Julian’s feet thudded against the stone wall. His landing sent a jolt through him, but the pain retreated quickly. 

And then he was staring down at the street, empty except for the figure of Storm Warning far below.

“Come on, Storm, I’m not falling for that one.” Julian’s voice echoed off the nearby buildings. There was an odd tightness in his chest. He split the section of stone he stood on from the rest of the wall and pushed it down into the earth, bringing himself to the ground. He moved with caution, bracing himself for a sudden attack. “I’ve still got my walls.” 

Did he dare to hope that Storm Warning was dead? Storm Warning could take a beating, but the head was a tricky place. His advanced healing didn’t make him invincible. 

If the hero was really gone, Julian and the other villains could demand whatever the hell they wanted from the city. Well, as long as they didn’t push things so far that heroes from New York intervened.

People were emerging from nearby buildings, but no one dared to approach the body. 

“Storm Warning!” Julian’s voice rose. He took a few slow steps toward the fallen hero. Nothing.

And yet, there was a weight in Julian’s chest. No, Storm Warning wasn’t the type to trick him like this. If he was alive, why not just blast Julian with lightning again?

Julian closed the gap between them. Knelt down. Swept his gaze across Storm Warning’s still chest. After a moment’s hesitation, he reached out to touch the side of his face.

Just flesh and blood. A man who could be killed.

A man who was dead.

“Well, then,” Julian murmured. He rose and turned around. The pockets of people gathered around building entrances pushed themselves back, away from him. He laughed. The cold sound that came out didn’t feel like his voice. There was an odd disconnect in his mind, a part of him that refused to believe he’d truly succeeded. But he had. 

A stone pillar erupted from the ground beneath Julian, carrying him into the sky.

 


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Charlotte Hathaway saw Storm Warning fall from the sky.

Maybe it had been stupid to walk toward the giant stone walls instead of away from them, but they were blocking the route back to her apartment. Her only options were to take a much longer way home, or to wait for Storm Warning to finish fighting Citadel.

She watched the fight from the sidewalk, ignoring the people who pushed past her on their way seek refuge in the shops. The wind picked up, pulling stray curls of blue hair free from her ponytail and whipping around the flannel she’d tied at her waist.

It was hard to follow the battle when the two were inside Citadel’s walls. But once they returned to the top of the wall towering over the street, Charlotte couldn’t tear her eyes away.

And then Citadel delivered that final blow.

By the time Charlotte’s mind caught up with her legs, she was already racing to the end of the street, toward the intersection where Storm Warning had fallen. She was nearly there when someone else on the sidewalk grabbed her arm.

“What are you doing?” the woman asked, eyes wide.

Charlotte glanced at her. “Storm Warning—”

“Citadel is still out there!”

Charlotte turned her head in time to see Citadel step off a pillar and disappear over the other side of the wall. She yanked her arm free from the woman’s grasp and kept running. If Storm Warning was still alive, someone needed to get him help.

He had to be alive, right?

A puddle of rainwater had formed beneath the hero’s body. Some of it was probably blood, too. As Charlotte dropped to her knees next to him, she could hardly believe her eyes. Here she was, only feet away from the city’s greatest hero. And she was alone.

There was a massive wound across Storm Warning’s chest, spilling blood that darkened the front of his suit and stained his cape red.

“Storm Warning?” Charlotte tried. “Can you hear me?” Her eyes stung. The lights of nearby buildings blurred. “Hello?” She dared to rest a hand on his chest. No movement. No breathing.

Charlotte sniffed and dropped her head, resisting the urge to break down entirely but unable to find the strength to stand. What was she doing out here? Storm Warning was beyond saving now. They all were. She needed to get away before Citadel did something worse.

A white glow emanated from the wound in Storm Warning’s chest. Charlotte wiped her arm across her face and sniffed again. “Storm—?” 

Dark, metallic liquid emerged from the wound and floated up into the air. The liquid formed a solid sphere a couple of feet above Storm Warning’s chest. Frowning, Charlotte reached out to touch it.

It shocked her. She flinched and yanked her hand back. The sphere melted back into liquid and followed her finger. Heart skipping in her chest, she rose to her feet and took a step back from the body. The liquid moved faster now, following until it found the skin of her arm. She gasped at its freezing touch.

Metal sliced through her skin and liquified again as it sank under the surface. Charlotte yelped in pain. Clutched her arm. 

A shadow passed over her. There was movement on top of Citadel’s wall. In a panic, Charlotte swung her head, located the closest alley, and ran.

“Is someone down there?” a voice called. Citadel.

Charlotte forced her legs to move faster and held her throbbing arm close to her chest. She couldn’t feel any blood, but she was too scared to check. The shadows of the alleyway swallowed her. 

A thud echoed overhead. Citadel had landed on the roof of the building to Charlotte’s left. “I saw you by his body,” he said. “Come out!”

Charlotte slammed into a door and tried the handle. Locked. She banged a fist against it. “Hello? Anyone in there?” she hissed as loud as she dared. Nothing.

She tipped her head back and shouted in frustration. “What do you want, Citadel? Haven’t you done enough already?”

“Did you know him?” Citadel asked. His figure appeared at the edge of the roof overhead, looking down at her. He clutched his cape in one hand. “Storm Warning?”

Charlotte’s eyes narrowed. “I didn’t have to. He was a hero.”

She was ready to try running again when the door in front of her swung open. A man wearing a restaurant uniform gestured for her to enter. Charlotte stumbled in, and the door slammed shut behind her.

The man twisted the lock. “What were you doing out there?” he asked. 

Charlotte ignored the question. “Thank you!” she exclaimed as she rushed past him, already scanning for another door she could exit through. 

“Wait, you can’t go back out there,” the man said, following her through the restaurant’s kitchen.

“There has to be a way. I need to get to Bergamot Street.” Charlotte’s arm still throbbed with pain, and she still couldn’t bring herself to look at it. Avoiding eye contact with the skin, she grabbed the flannel from around her waist and shrugged it on.

The man hesitated. “You could take our west exit and cut through the plaza, but it’d be safest to wait until—”

“The plaza!” There were enough trees there to give her cover. “Thank you again! Stay safe!” 

When Charlotte reentered the night, the city was eerily quiet. Sure, there were distant sirens and an occasional shout, but there wasn’t a soul in her field of vision. No sign of Citadel, either. Even the hum of traffic had quieted to an unsettling level. 

The burst of adrenaline that had kept her going earlier faded quickly. Her pace slowed as she neared Bergamot Street, and before long she had tears streaming down her face. She choked back her sobs, desperately trying to hold them in until she could get to safety.

Her apartment building came into view, but Charlotte didn’t feel much relief at the sight. Every step hurt. Her body begged her to sit down and rest for a minute. Come on. She gritted her teeth. You’re almost there. She really wished she’d kept up with her running routine. 

Finally, she stumbled into her apartment and flipped the kitchen light on. 

Spencer Higgs—her cousin and roommate—sat on the couch in the living area watching TV. He rested an arm on the couch’s back and turned to watch Charlotte enter. It only took him a moment to realize something was wrong. “Charlie? You okay?”

“Storm Warning’s dead.” Charlotte barely got the words out.

Spencer was on his feet in an instant. He rushed to Charlotte’s side. “How? Was it Blazar?”

Charlotte shook her head. “Citadel.”

Spencer returned to the couch, picked up the remote, and switched to a local news station. His eyes widened as a reporter spoke over a still image of Storm Warning falling from the sky. He ran a hand through his chest-length blonde hair. “Shit.”

Blinking away fresh tears, Charlotte asked, “What do you think will happen to the city?”

“I don’t know.” There was a faraway look in Spencer’s gaze. His pale face looked cold in the light of the TV. 

“The other heroes will do something, right?”

“Hopefully.”

A fresh wave of stinging pain reminded Charlotte that she had a bigger problem right now than the fate of New Atlas. She pulled up the sleeve of her flannel and felt a jolt of alarm. A silver scar ran across her arm where the strange liquid had touched her skin. 

Charlotte swallowed. “Um, something happened to me out there.”

Spencer looked over. When his eyes settled on the scar, the concern in his expression grew. He muted the TV. “What the hell happened to you?”

 “I went up to Storm Warning’s body. This…orb came out of his chest and it turned into liquid and I think it’s in me, now.” 

“You touched a weird floating orb?”

“It touched me first!”

Spencer pinched the bridge of his nose. “Okay, okay. Uh, does it hurt?”

“Yeah.” Charlotte winced. “Should I call a doctor?”

“A doctor? We should be thinking about going to the hospital. They might be able to remove it surgically.”

Charlotte shook her head. The world spun around her. But despite the pain and slight nausea, the thought of removing the thing made her hesitate. “I mean, it was inside Storm Warning. Maybe it’s not a bad thing.”

“Yeah, or maybe you could die!” Spencer was pacing back and forth now, which made Charlotte even dizzier. “We don’t know anything about him. Just because he could survive having that in him, doesn’t mean you can.”

Charlotte stumbled past Spencer, toward the hallway. “I’m exhausted. I can’t deal with this right now.”

“Charlie!” Spencer called after her. “You can’t just go to bed!”

“I’ll be fine,” Charlotte insisted. “The pain’s starting to fade, I think.” She reached her bedroom door and grabbed the handle.

Spencer caught up to her and grabbed her shoulder. “Oh, for the love of—look, could you at least leave your door open so I can check on you?”

Charlotte didn’t have a chance of breaking out of his firm grip. Spencer was tall and lithe—with delicate features that often got him called “pretty”—and didn’t look particularly strong. But all you had to do was watch him move furniture around to know he spent a fair amount of time at the gym. Charlotte really needed to start tagging along with him. 

“Sure,” she conceded. “But I don’t think I’m gonna get much sleep if you’re coming in every five minutes.”

Spencer rolled his eyes. “Better tired than dead.”

“All right, all right.” Charlotte made her way to her bed and collapsed onto her back. She probably should have changed out of her damp clothes, but she was already slipping out of consciousness.

And then the morning sun was streaming through her window, and birds were chirping, and Charlotte was very much Not Dead. At least, she hoped she wasn’t dead. Groaning, she rolled out of bed. Her feet thudded against the ground.

Something was different.

Charlotte rose to her full height, caught a glimpse of herself in her full-length mirror, and clapped a hand over her mouth.

For starters, “full height” was a good five inches higher than it used to be. The too-large university tee she’d fallen asleep in was almost a perfect fit now. A little tight, even. Charlotte examined her right arm. The silver scar had faded to the point that if she hadn’t known it was there, she probably wouldn’t have noticed it.

That wasn’t the only change. Charlotte looked like the more muscular girls at the campus gym she’d always wished she had the willpower to keep up with. Buffer, even. She laughed.

“Charlotte?” Spencer called from the other side of the apartment. “You awake?”

“Sure am!” Charlotte pulled herself away from the mirror and strolled out of her room.

Spencer choked on his water as Charlotte entered the kitchen. “Uh, did you get taller?” he asked from where he sat at the table.

Charlotte grinned. “Cool, right?”

“That’s one way of putting it.” Spencer lifted an eyebrow. Even after just waking up, his hair was stupidly voluminous, as usual. No matter how much Charlotte pestered him, he insisted he wasn’t using any products. Unfair. Still, Charlotte was too excited about her new height and muscle to be jealous for more than a few seconds.

“How are you going to explain this to people?” Spencer asked.

That was enough to wipe away Charlotte’s excitement. “Good point,” she groaned. “Oh, god. What am I going to tell my parents next time they visit?”

“Tell them you’re going to the gym now,” Spencer suggested. “Maybe it’ll be believable by then.”

“Lifting weights doesn’t make you grow five inches!”

“Tell them you did steroids.”

Charlotte barely heard the comment. “I’m going to need new clothes! Most of my stuff won’t fit anymore!” 

“Yeah,” Spencer said. “And you’re probably going to want something nice, if you want to go to the funeral.”

“Storm Warning’s funeral?” Charlotte walked to the table and slid into the chair across from Spencer. “When is it?”

“Tonight.”

That was fast. “Are they revealing his identity?” Sometimes heroes had a will that allowed their identities to be announced to the public after death, while others chose to be anonymous forever.

“Nope.” Spencer took another sip of his water. “A few heroes flew in from New York to handle the whole thing. Old friends of his, I guess.”

Charlotte assumed Spencer meant that the heroes literally flew in, seeing as how New York was only a couple of hours away by car. “Think they’ll stick around to fight Citadel?”

Spencer sighed. “That would be nice. But New York has its own problems. I doubt they’ll stay long.”

“Hm.” Charlotte ran a hand along her new muscles. “Well, maybe a smaller hero will have to start doing a little more work around here.” There weren’t many. Wrecking Ball, Jackrabbit, Collider, Airborne…none of them were known for fighting big villains. 

That didn’t seem to reassure Spencer. His expression darkened. “The funeral’s at seven. You wanna go?”

Charlotte nodded. 

Concern still lingering on his face, Spencer added, “I’m going to go visit my parents after the funeral, and I might stay the night at their place. Are you sure you’re going to be okay?”

Charlotte didn’t know Spencer’s parents that well, despite their mothers being sisters. She and Spencer hadn’t even been particularly close until she’d decided to attend New Atlas University, and he’d offered the room in his apartment vacated by a graduating senior.

“Pretty sure I can handle anything at this point,” Charlotte said. Okay, maybe she had a little too much confidence. She was probably stronger than she had been yesterday, but that didn’t mean she was invincible.

Storm Warning hadn’t been, after all. 

“Okay.” Spencer was quiet for a moment. “So, do you think you have his powers?”

“Hm.” Charlotte stared at her hand and tried to make something happen. Anything. She imagined electricity running through her fingers.

“What are you doing?” Spencer asked. “Trying to electrocute us?”

“I don’t know. I can’t feel anything.” Charlotte closed her fist. “I guess we’ll see.”

 


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

Julian felt unstoppable when he returned to the Complex.

It was the morning after the fight when he walked in. He’d wanted to deal with his injuries on his own back at his apartment and take a few hours alone to relish his victory. The downside was that hadn’t slept much, unable to stop his racing mind from wondering what Blazar’s reaction to the news had been. What he would say when he saw Julian.

“Julian!” Blazar was waiting when Julian entered, leaning against the wall by the elevator with his arms folded. “You actually did it. I must admit, I’m—”

“Impressed?” Julian tried.

“Surprised.”

Julian frowned. “What, you didn’t think I could beat him?”

“Not by yourself.” Blazar shrugged. “Don’t take it personally. Storm Warning’s been around for a long time. I was starting to think he’d never go down.” 

Blazar’s strawberry blonde hair was long, for him—a couple of inches. It must have been a few days since he last shaved it for his villain persona. Most days he was Blake Sullivan, and his odd ability to manipulate his super speed into accelerating his hair growth provided a convenient addition to his civilian disguise. The nice suit also suggested he’d been at his day job recently. 

He was a formidable man as a civilian, but when his head was shaved and he wore his villain suit, it really emphasized the militaristic look he gave off. Blazar had never actually been in the military, but he’d acted enough like a drill sergeant when training Julian to give the impression, anyway. The muscles and strong, wide jaw helped. 

“Well, he’s down now,” Julian said. The last of his stress faded away, the tension in his shoulders easing. Things were finally going his way.

Blazar stepped away from the wall and straightened up, reminding Julian that even with his above-average height, the older man towered over him. “I assume you found the stormoid?”

Julian frowned. “The what?”

The shift in Blazar’s expression made Julian tense.

“The source of Storm Warning’s power,” Blazar said, his voice tinged with annoyance. “We don’t know exactly what it is—yet—but we know it was inside of him. It usually showed up as a sphere in his chest on Saturn’s scans. Sometimes it took on a liquid form in his blood, mainly when he was healing from bad injuries.”

“No one told me any of that!” Julian forced himself to pause a moment and get his tone under control. Blazar didn’t take kindly to being yelled at, even if he was the one in the wrong. “How long have you known?”

“Hm. Not sure. A couple years?” Blazar rubbed his chin. “I really thought we mentioned it to you.”

“You didn’t.”

Footsteps sounded from the hallway. Lord Saturn and Damselfly emerged together and entered the living room.

“Well, that’s unfortunate,” Blazar said, not acknowledging their arrival. “We need the stormoid.”

“What for?” Julian asked.

“To train a new villain, of course!” Blazar laughed. “Can you imagine if we had someone with Storm Warning’s power on our side? We’d be unstoppable.”

Of course it hadn’t been enough to defeat the seemingly invincible hero. Of course Blazar would find some way to be disappointed in Julian’s success.

Julian shook his head as if to shed his growing dismay. “Well, it must still be in his body, right?” he asked. “I can…retrieve it.”

“You’d better hope you can,” Blazar said. “We need to scare off any heroes who think they can take his place.”

“I’ll get it,” Julian promised. After a moment’s hesitation, he asked, “Where do you plan to find someone else to train?”

“Don’t worry about that. I’ll find us some candidates,” Blazar replied. “Now, I’m off to work. You get this taken care of.”

Julian stepped aside so Blazar could pass him and leave the Complex. While the elevator door slid shut behind him, he turned his attention to Lord Saturn and Damselfly.

Out of costume, Lord Saturn—or Sophia Novak, as she was known at the car manufacturer where she worked as an engineer—was a woman in her mid-thirties with light skin and dark red-orange hair kept up in a bun. It was as striking as natural red hair could get. “I’m surprised Blazar wasn’t more pissed,” she said. Her arms folded, rustling the fabric of her dark red button-up. “He’s wanted to get his hands on the stormoid since we figured out it existed.”

Julian crossed the living room to stand in front of her and Damselfly. “No one ever mentioned it to me.” 

Saturn shrugged. “I picked it up after I started taking full-body scans of heroes in fights. Blazar said he’d mention it to you.” Over the years, she’d been able to implement tech into her helmet to run x-rays, thermal scans, and night vision. There was probably more, but Julian had a hard time following her when she explained her inventions. Still, he was fairly certain she’d been taking those full body scans for a few years now.

“Guess he forgot.” Damselfly took a handful of popcorn out of the bag she was holding and shoved it into her mouth. The oversized t-shirt she wore displayed a cartoon crow with a knife in its beak, an odd pairing with her hot pink sweatpants. 

“He’s not like you, Damselfly,” Saturn said. “He doesn’t forget things.”

Julian turned around to face the elevator. No point sticking around, especially if all the other two had to offer was bickering. He had a job to do.

“Where are you going?” Damselfly protested through her mouthful of popcorn. She swallowed. “I was going to make all of us pasta for lunch.”

“I’ll be back soon,” Julian said as he started toward the elevator. Not that he wanted to eat Damselfly’s cooking. “I’m going to go find Storm Warning’s body.”

“City’s taken it,” Saturn said. “They’ve already announced a funeral.”

Julian paused. Damn it. “When?”

“Tonight, at seven.” 

“Then I’m going to my apartment for a few hours.” Julian sighed. “Guess I have a funeral to get ready for.”

“Wait!” Damselfly took to the air and flew into Julian’s path, wings fluttering. She dropped to the ground in front of him. “We should tell you what we know about the stormoid.” Her gaze darted expectantly to Saturn, and Julian got the feeling she didn’t actually know much at all. 

Before Saturn had the chance to help Damselfly out, Julian glanced back at her. “Saturn can just email me the information, right?” 

“Sure.” Saturn walked toward them, grabbing her suit jacket off the back of the couch as she passed. “You should also take this scanner.” She pulled a small electronic device from one of the jacket’s pockets and held it out to Julian. It was a bit smaller than the average phone, and a screen took up its entire surface. “Point it at Storm Warning’s body and turn it on, and it will show you the stormoid.”

Julian slid the scanner into his pocket. “Thanks.”

“I’ll send you my files on the stormoid when I get back to my apartment,” Saturn added.

Damselfly huffed. “Fine. Screw you guys. More pasta for me, then.” She flew into the kitchen.

Julian felt a twinge of guilt as he resumed his walk to the elevator. Damselfly was the only one who didn’t have a home outside the Complex, or another identity to use. Her wings couldn’t bend or fold, so it simply wasn’t possible for her to hide them.  

He let Saturn enter the elevator first. As he followed, he hit the button for the ground floor. The only button.

The door slid shut, leaving them in silence. After a long moment, Julian asked, “Did you see the fight?” 

“I saw the highlights on the news,” Saturn answered, sounding a little distracted. “Work ran late for me last night. But it looked like you did great.”

“Thanks.”

They were quiet the rest of the way down. When they stepped out of the alley, they went separate ways. Saturn headed toward the nearest subway station, and Julian started the walk to his apartment. It would take nearly half an hour, but he found the stroll enjoyable in the spring weather. 

He took an even longer route today, one that would take him past the scene of last night’s fight. The city had brought in equipment to dismantle the walls he’d left up. Julian had taken a few sections down before disappearing the night before, not seeing any point in keeping everyone hostage after accomplishing his goal. But he’d been too exhausted to deal with all of them. 

Back at his apartment, with plenty of time to kill before the funeral, he found himself checking the news frequently. He was concerned when he heard heroes had come in from New York to help with funeral preparations, but it sounded like they were gone by the afternoon. Good. More heroes were the last thing they needed in New Atlas. 

Well, the last thing Julian needed.

Finally, the time came for him to leave. For attire, he went with a simple suit. He’d briefly considered showing up as Citadel but decided the better option would be to assess the scene without drawing attention. He doubted Blazar wanted the public knowing about the stormoid, anyway. 

So, Julian told himself, he was simply going to the funeral see where they buried Storm Warning. He would return once it was dark. The Fallen Heroes Cemetery had guards, of course, but they were to keep out civilians. Not him. He could get in and out without anyone ever knowing he was there.

It was a long walk to the cemetery, but crowded sidewalks were more tolerable than a crowded subway. Julian followed the masses through a tall iron gate. He’d never been here before, and as he passed statues of heroes who’d died long before his time—before Blazar even—a discomfort he couldn’t shake settled over him. He didn’t belong here.

Was he the only villain to ever visit? Or had others come to watch heroes they’d killed be put in the earth?

Julian found a spot near the edge of the crowd where he could see the casket from. Ropes blocked off the area around the burial site, and the only people allowed in were cemetery guards, police, a few reporters, and the mayor.

Location was good. A feel for the area would be even better. Julian closed his eyes, letting the earth below steady him for a moment before he sent his senses rolling through the dirt. Good. It wouldn’t be difficult to manipulate the ground here.

When he opened his eyes, Julian caught a glimpse of blue moving through the crowd. Blue hair, pulled back in a braid. Even though she was facing away from him, he recognized the girl from the cafe. 

The girl who’d approached Storm Warning’s body after his death.

She was different. Noticeably different. Taller, for starters. And she looked like she’d somehow packed a six-month gym routine into a day. Even the long sleeves of her black dress couldn’t completely hide that. Someone walked next to her, a person in a suit with blonde hair up in a ponytail.

Julian followed the two through the crowd. He tried to keep his distance, but it was difficult to avoid losing them with so many people around. He was forced to move closer, to shrink the space between them. 

When the two finally stopped in a thinner part of the crowd, the girl’s friend turned his head and noticed Julian watching. Julian looked away, but when he dared to glance back, the man was elbowing the blue-haired girl. He jutted a thumb toward Julian, and the girl looked his way. Their eyes met.

And then she was walking toward him.

Julian only had seconds to think up an excuse for following her. “I owe you a dollar.” He reached into his pocket, praying he had a bill on him somewhere.

She laughed. “I don’t want you to pay me back.”

Julian paused. “No?”

“It’s a dollar! I don’t need it.”

Julian wondered if he should bring up the height thing. There might be another explanation, the timing only a coincidence, but…could she have the stormoid?

She had approached Storm Warning’s body. But how would she have taken it? Or even known it existed? Intuition could only be trusted so far, but she didn’t strike Julian as the type of person to pursue a source of power like that.

Before Julian could decide where to take the conversation, she held out a hand. “I’m Charlotte, by the way.”

“Julian.” Julian pulled his hand from his jacket pocket to shake hers. Electricity jumped between them, making him flinch.

“Sorry!” Charlotte yanked her hand back. “Static electricity, I guess.”

A small smile touched Julian’s lips. He decided not to mention that there was no way she could have built up a charge out here on the grass.

“Charlie!” Charlotte’s friend walked up to join them. There was something in his expression that Julian suspected was amusement. Oddly, it put him on edge. He flexed the hand Charlotte had shocked and slid it into the pocket of his suit jacket. 

“Oh, uh, this is Spencer,” Charlotte told Julian. “He’s my cousin. And roommate.”

“Nice to meet you.” Spencer gave Julian a quick nod before glancing at Charlotte. “They’re about to start the service.” 

As the words left his mouth, a hush fell over the crowd. Charlotte nodded, waved goodbye to Julian, and followed Spencer back to the spot the two had picked out. Julian remained where he was, turning his attention to the casket carrying the fallen hero. 

A microphone had been set up in front of the casket. Mayor Song stood in front of the mic, and once the cemetery quieted, he spoke. “For the past decade, New Atlas has been beyond fortunate to have a hero as great as Storm Warning as our protector and guardian.”

Julian spent the next few minutes unable to take his eyes off the casket, barely processing the mayor’s eulogy. Had he really caused all of this?

Time passed in a blur. 

Finally, the mayor’s speech drew to a close. “I cannot tell you what will come next,” Mayor Song said. “I can only promise that I will do my best to keep New Atlas a city that Storm Warning—that any hero—would be proud to serve.”

The casket was lowered into the earth. Dirt filled in the hole. As soon as they were allowed to approach, civilians crowded the plot, tossing flowers onto the freshly disturbed dirt.

Julian sat on a bench along one of the cemetery’s paths and watched the crowd thin. People streamed past him, talking quietly as they headed for the gate. After half an hour, a few still lingered, but they’d moved on to looking at memorials for other heroes. They couldn’t stick around much longer. The place closed at sundown, and the red sky was darkening quickly.

And then Julian could do what he had to do. Maybe the stormoid had been taken from Storm Warning’s body already, but he had to be sure. 

He supposed he should leave now and come back once it was dark. He rose to his feet. But instead of heading directly for the gate, he walked to the headstone over Storm Warning’s grave.

Julian shoved his hands in his pockets and stared at the hero’s name carved into the stone. He had to admit that some part of him would miss fighting Storm. Their battles hadn’t always ended with broken ribs and bleeding wounds. Julian often got away before things got too messy, and sometimes he even escaped with whatever money or prize he’d been after.

And Storm Warning, to his credit, was a fun opponent. He was clever, kept Julian sharp, and occasionally managed a decent joke or two between
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