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CHAPTER ONE


My first day at school was pretty normal. Met my teachers, introduced myself to my classmates, fell for a cute guy who was totally out of my league, and learned that I have an archenemy for life who wants to kill me because my dad killed his dad before I was born. 
Maybe I should back up a bit. My name is Ashley Carrie Jason, I am sixteen-years-old, and I am the daughter of the superhero Bolt.
I say that like it’s some kind of accomplishment, but it’s really not. Everyone tells me I am really lucky to be the daughter of such a famous and well-respected superhero. Bolt—or Dad, as I always like to think of him—has saved the world so many times it’s practically a running joke in the family. Mom—who you might know better as Blizzard, who was a superhero in her own right when she was my age—is almost as accomplished and famous as he is.
Don’t get me wrong. I’m grateful for both of my parents, who aren’t just famous superheroes, but also great parents in general. I’m not even intimidated by the thought of living up to their legacy of success and fame.
Mostly because I don’t expect to live long enough to become the next Bolt or Blizzard.
Wait. That sounds bad. Like I’m suicidal or something. If my best friend, Cora, was reading this, she’d probably tell me to be clearer about what I meant and stop being so depressing.
Besides, I didn’t start this journal to make myself feel worse. I started it to get my thoughts onto the page and make sense of my life, which can be a little confusing at times, to put it mildly.
So let me back up one more time, to the morning of my first day at the Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans. Hopefully, that will make me look less suicidal, although I doubt it will make me look very smart …
-

Monday, September 17th, 2035, 7:55 AM …
“We’re here!”
I started, accidentally knocking my head against the handle overhead. Groaning, I rubbed my forehead and said, “We’re what?”
My dad, sitting in the driver’s seat of the car, turned around and smiled at me. “The Academy, of course. Look out the window. The facilities are amazing.”
I blinked and looked out the car window. Although not the first time I’d visited the campus of the Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans, this was my first time looking at it as a student.
The Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans was spread out before us. We were parked on the hill overlooking the school, allowing me to see the sprawling, five-mile wide campus. The Auditorium in the heart of the campus rose above all of the other buildings, looking kind of like an oversized chicken egg. Even from a distance, I could see the statue of a superhero who looked familiar to me standing in front of it, gleaming even under the dark clouds overhead.
A huge track field stood off to the west, next to an old abandoned building that I recognized as the Academy’s Old Library from my research. Over on the east side of campus, the classroom buildings were scattered in a neat and orderly fashion, with the current Library—the second largest building on campus—and the Gymnasium standing not far away from them. They reminded me of bodyguards, as if those two buildings were responsible for protecting the students. To the north, the shiny new dorm buildings could be seen next to the cafeteria, while the south end of the campus had the teachers’ dorms on the east side of the road leading to the Auditorium. A tall metal fence protected the entire campus, although from what Dad told me, the Academy had far more defenses than a simple chain link fence. There were quite a few other buildings as well, but I didn’t recognize most of them.
My younger brother, who sat next to me, leaned across my lap to look out of my window. “Finally! I thought we’d never get here.”
Annoyed, I pushed my younger brother back onto his seat and snapped, “We’ve already seen the campus, Jake. No need to crawl all over me to see it. It’s not that exciting.”
My thirteen-year-old brother, Jake, sat back down in his seat. He was the spitting image of Dad, with the same brown hair, blue eyes, and face. He was just shorter and thinner than Dad, but I’d seen pictures of Dad at Jake’s age and you’d be forgiven for mistaking them for twins. Then again, Mom and I looked an awful lot alike, too, though I think I take more after Dad than Mom physically. I did have my grandmother’s green eyes, though, so I got that from my dad’s side of the family, at least.
“I’m just excited we’re here,” said Jake. He looked at Dad and frowned. “Why did we have to drive here like a bunch of normals? Why couldn’t we fly? Or even better, run? That would have been a lot more fun than driving in a freaking car.”
Mom, who sat in the passenger’s seat up front next to Dad, gave Jake a warning look. “Jake, don’t talk about ‘normals’ like that. Remember, your grandparents are normals and there’s nothing wrong with that.”
Jake shrugged. “Whatever, Mom. I just think cars are boring and slow. Running is faster.”
“Says the speedster,” I said with a roll of my eyes. “Not all of us can run at the speed of light, bro.”
“It’s the speed of sound,” Jake corrected, “although I am getting faster and I would like to run at the speed of light someday.”
“Your sister has a point, Jake,” said Dad without looking over his shoulder at us. “You and I may have super speed, but your mom and sister don’t. Plus, it really wouldn’t be good on your mom’s body to carry her while running at the speed of sound.”
Dad said that while glancing at Mom’s bulging belly. He reached over and patted her belly with one hand, a smile on his face. “Don’t want to risk harming your new sibling, after all.”
Jake and I nodded. Mom was about five months pregnant with our new baby sibling (who I was hoping was going to be a baby sister, but we still didn’t know its gender yet). That was the main reason why we had flown in an airplane from Texas to Washington, D.C., where the Academy is located, and then rented a car to go the rest of the way. The plan was for Mom and Dad to drop us off at the Academy, where Jake and I would spend the next year until we went home for the summer. That didn’t include visiting during the holidays and such, of course.
“Mom could have stayed home,” Jake said, folding his arms across his chest. “It’s not like she needed to come.”
“Yes, but I wanted to come,” Mom said. “I’m your mother. Of course I want to see you two off on your first day at the Academy. This might be the last time I see y’all in a year. Plus, I’m not so pregnant that I can’t make a quick trip to D.C., even if I can’t do any superhero work at the moment.”
That was true. Mom and Dad were both members of the Neohero Alliance, the largest superhero organization in the country, which was also their employer. Due to Mom’s pregnancy, however, she had decided to take time off from her superhero work to get ready for the arrival of the new baby. As you might imagine, superhero work isn’t exactly the safest line of work for a five-month-pregnant woman, super or otherwise.
“Also, this is good family time together,” said Dad. “Can’t have family fun and conversations when you’re running at a hundred miles an hour, right?”
Jake slumped in his seat. “I guess, but I’m still bored.”
“You’re in luck,” said Dad, “because we’re almost at the gates.”
Dad was right. The front gates of the Academy loomed up ahead. We got in line behind three other cars. I didn’t recognize any of the other vehicles, but I saw other teenagers and their parents in the cars. That meant that at least some of those cars held kids who were either returning for another year of school or were about to start their first year at the Academy just like Jake and me.
Jake leaned forward excitedly. “The gates? I heard they’re made of Indestructonium, the only metal in the world that can’t be broken. Is that true?”
“Yes,” said Dad with a nod. He raised a fist and mocked punching the gates. “Even I couldn’t break the gates, that’s how tough they are. The fence is also made of the same material, so it should keep both of you safe while you’re at school.”
I gulped and ran my hand through my hair. Despite knowing for over a year now that Jake and I were going to the Academy, it just hit me that Jake and I were going to spend the next four years of our life with over a thousand other super students. And no, I wasn’t nervous because most of my friends were normals and my experiences with other supers my age was limited.
Mostly, I was nervous about what would happen if the other students found out my secret. If they knew what I was, or rather, what I was born with, would they even let me into the school at all?
I shook my head. Dad had already extensively discussed my unique situation with the Academy’s Headmaster and the Academy Board. The faculty were already aware of my condition, especially Professor Hernandez. If my condition was going to be a problem for the Academy, the faculty would have let me know ahead of time.
But really, it wasn’t the faculty or staff I was worried about. It was my fellow students. Over a thousand students from all across the United States, plus a handful of foreign exchange students, attended the Academy. Each and every student was a super, meaning they had been born with some kind of superpower. They weren’t like the normals I had gone to high school with. I didn’t have much experience with other supers my age aside from my younger brother and my cousin, plus the kids of some of our parents’ superhero friends.
“It will be all right, Ashley,” Dad had told me before we left the house. “So long as you are your usual friendly self, you should have no trouble making friends.”
I snorted at the memory of Dad’s words as our car inched closer and closer to the gates. Me, friendly. I knew Dad was just trying to be supportive and encouraging, but he didn’t seem to understand that I didn’t want or need very many friends. Even back in John Smith High School, I only really had one normal friend. And unfortunately, normals were not allowed to attend the Academy, so I wouldn’t be able to see her, either.
Being the new kid was always stressful. But if the other kids knew about my condition … I shuddered at the thought.
“Cold?” said Jake, looking at me in confusion. He waved a hand in his face fast enough to create a small gust of wind. “I’m hot.”
“No,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m not cold. Just thinking about school.”
“I’m sure you’ll do fine, honey,” said Mom, looking over her shoulder at me. She reached over and patted my knee. “I’m sure you and your brother will fit in and find friends in no time.”
I smiled at Mom, but it was a weak smile. Again, like Dad, I knew Mom was just trying to be encouraging and make me feel less anxious. But, just like Dad, I felt like she didn’t really understand why I didn’t want any friends, even though she and Dad were both painfully aware of my condition.
“Friends are nice, but I want to become a superhero,” said Jake. He smiled. “Just like you and Dad. I want to wear a costume and get a cool name and go fight bad guys and stuff. Maybe even join the Young Neos.”
Dad laughed. “That’s nice, Jake, but before you can do that, you should focus on completing your homework and graduating from the Academy. You need to put one foot in front of the other to run and the same for becoming a superhero.”
Jake pouted. “Okay, Dad. But four years is, like, forever. I wish I could just skip over the next four years. Would be a lot more efficient than having to sit in a classroom all day listening to some old dude ramble about the First and Second Pokacu Invasion and stuff.”
“I think you’ll find the classes at the Academy much more interesting than the classes at your old school,” said Dad, “at least, if what the teachers told me is true.”
I tilted my head to the side. Mom and Dad had established their superhero careers before the Academy was founded, so they had never been students there. That made me wonder how Dad could know if the classes were interesting or not. Then again, I remember Dad mentioning that he audited some of the classes over the summer, so that’s probably where he got his info from.
Not that I cared. Unlike Jake, I wasn’t going to the Academy because I wanted to be a superhero.
I was going to the Academy because I wanted to be normal. Not ‘normal’ as in losing my powers, but normal as in no longer having to live with my condition. Truthfully, if I could have gotten treated without having to go to superhero school, I absolutely would have, but circumstances just didn’t make that practical.
I had nothing against superheroes. Really. It was just that the idea of putting on a costume and risking your life fighting bad guys on the streets was not my idea of a good life. My parents and Jake loved it, but I was hoping for something a bit more normal, I suppose you could say.
Of course, if I couldn’t get my condition treated, then I wouldn’t live long enough to deal with my future as an adult. I still liked to think about it, though, if only because it was preferable to the alternative.
We pulled up to the front gates. Through the windows, I saw one of the guards—a fat African-American man in a blue-and-black security uniform—step away from the tollbooth up to the driver’s side. Dad rolled down the windows and began chatting with the guard, showing him our identification papers and engaging in small talk with him. I didn’t pay much attention to their conversation, though, mostly because I was twirling one of my brown hairs nervously and just wishing we could go through the gates already. Jake, sitting next to me, was playing a game on his phone, his legs wagging up and down like they always did whenever he was bored sitting down.
“… You’re Kevin Jason?” said the guard loud enough that I could hear him clearly. “As in, Kevin ‘Bolt’ Jason? The famous superhero?”
“Yep,” said Dad, who sounded a bit embarrassed. “I take it you’ve heard of me.”
“ ‘Course I have,” said the guard with a chuckle. “This place was named after your dad, right? And you’re so famous, too. Your kids going to be attending here?”
“Yep,” said Dad. “Both of ‘em. Ashley and Jake.”
The guard glanced behind Dad. He smiled when he saw Jake playing on his phone, but when his eyes fell on me, a strange look of pity and worry crossed his features. That made me wonder if I had something on my face.
“Ashley?” said the guard slowly, looking at Dad again. “She’s your daughter, right?”
“Of course,” said Dad proudly. “I’m surprised you’ve heard of her.”
The guard pursed his lips, his eyes darting back and forth. “I’ve definitely heard a lot about her. Her name’s been thrown around the campus for a few days now.”
Now I was listening more closely. Who was talking about me and why? I hoped it was nothing bad, but the guard’s expression and tone made me think otherwise.
Dad seemed to sense that, too, because he said, in a slightly more tense voice than before, “Oh? What are they saying about her?”
“Just …” the guard looked at Dad. “It’s nothing. Just rumors. You don’t want to—”
“I do, actually,” Dad interrupted. “Tell me again: What are they saying about my daughter?”
The guard gulped. Couldn’t blame him. Despite looking like a normal dad, Dad could look really scary when he got angry. It didn’t help that red electricity sparked off his fingers, which was never a good sign. It made me worried that Dad might lose control of his powers if he got too upset.
The guard seemed to realize that, too. Sweat appeared on his forehead, which he dabbed away with a handkerchief from his uniform’s breast pocket.
“They’re saying a lot of things about your daughter,” said the guard, “but the most persistent rumor I keep hearing is that she’s got an infectious disease that only affects—and kills—supers. Any truth to—”
The guard was cut off when Dad rolled up the windows and slammed his foot on the acceleration, causing our car to zoom through the open gates just as they finished opening fully. The guard on the other side of the gates even jumped out of the way to avoid getting hit by Dad’s car.
But I didn’t pay attention to what was happening outside. My mind was fixed solely on the rumor that the guard had shared with us. My nerves, anxiety, worries, and fears swirled around in my head like a maelstrom, making it almost impossible to think straight.
One question did echo clearly in my mind, though, rising above my emotions and forming into words:
How did anyone know my secret?




CHAPTER TWO


Dad eventually slowed down the car to a more reasonable speed, especially as we pulled up to the Auditorium parking lot. We kind of had to because the roads leading into and out of the Academy campus were very narrow and had really strict speed limits. We almost tail-gated one of the cars that had entered ahead of us until Dad snapped to his senses and hit the brakes. 
That was unusual. Dad was normally a good, calm driver. But now he was angry, angrier than I’d seen him in a long time. He gripped the steering wheel tighter than was necessary, to the point where he was in danger of breaking it. He didn’t say a word as we pulled up into the Auditorium parking lot, parking on the far end of the parking lot because it was closer than the front end.
To be fair, none of us spoke during the short drive from the gates to the parking lot, either. I didn’t talk because, like I said, the guard’s comment made my emotions go crazy. I suspected Mom and Jake stayed quiet because they didn’t want to distract Dad. That was probably a smart move. When Dad was strong enough to lift skyscrapers, it was usually a good idea not to annoy him more than he already was.
When Dad parked the car, however, and cut the engine, Mom leaned over and patted him on the shoulder. “Honey, I hope you’re not too angry at that guard. He obviously didn’t mean anything by it.”
Dad sighed. Without taking his hands off the steering wheel, he said, “I know. But … it was supposed to be a secret. Night Soldier promised me—”
“But Ashley’s condition isn’t actually infectious, though,” said Jake, glancing at me. “Otherwise I would have gotten it by now, right? So the rumor isn’t even accurate.”
“It doesn’t matter if it’s accurate or not, Jake,” said Dad with a shake of his head. “False rumors often do far more damage to a person’s reputation than the truth ever could. And this one has been floating around campus for days.”
“I’m as upset as you are, dear, but again, you need to calm down,” said Mom. “The guard wasn’t trying to offend us. You’ll have to apologize to him after we drop the kids off.”
Dad sighed again, but said, “You’re right, honey. I’ll apologize to him. Like you said, he didn’t know. I’m just worried what this means for Ashley.”
Mom looked over at me. “Ashley, how do you feel about that?”
I didn’t respond right away. I was still shocked by the fact that rumors of my condition had already spread on campus and I hadn’t even set foot there yet. If even the freaking guards knew about it, then I bet every student in the Academy had to know it by now. And I knew almost nothing about them. Life really could be unfair sometimes.
But I didn’t want to worry Mom, so I said, “I’m fine, Mom. It’s just a dumb rumor. I doubt any of the other students are stupid enough to believe it. I’m not bothered by Dad’s reaction.”
I was telling the truth with that last line. Dad’s reaction, although maybe a bit over the top, was probably how I would have reacted if I had been in his shoes. Only I don’t think I would have slowed down or stopped. I would have just kept going or maybe turned around and drove straight back to Texas. Back home. Back where no one knew about my condition or cared if I had it.
“No, Ashley, your mom is right,” said Dad. He rubbed his forehead. “I acted without thinking. It’s just that I was really hoping we could keep your condition under wraps, at least until you started attending classes”
“Are you saying they’ll kick Ashley out because of her condition?” said Jake in surprise. “Can they really do that?”
“Your father isn’t saying anything like that, Jake,” said Mom. “It’s just that, in the superhuman community, people with Ashley’s condition sometimes face ignorance from people who don’t understand them. Ashley will be fine.”
It took a lot of self-control not to snort at Mom’s explanation. She severely underplayed how badly people like me were treated by other supers. I guess she had to, given how Jake was so young and still pretty immature, but the explanation did make me wonder if it really was too late for us to turn around and go home now. But I knew I didn’t have a choice, not if I wanted to be cured of my condition, anyway.
“Your mom’s right,” said Dad with a nod. “Ashley is going to attend the Academy from start to finish alongside you, even if some people would rather she didn’t.”
“Some people?” I looked at Dad anxiously. “What some people? Who are they?”
“It’s not important, dear,” said Dad, giving me a reassuring pat on the knee. “The point is that you and Jake are soon going to become full-time students at the Academy and I am certain both of you will do very well.”
I bit my lower lip but said nothing. I was aware that Dad had talked with the Academy Board and the Headmaster for a very long time before they were willing to accept me and Jake into the Academy. What forced them to accept us, I think, was the fact that our powers manifested at roughly the same time. That meant we needed a lot of training to learn how to use them correctly.
But if Dad was telling the truth, then there was someone—maybe even someone working at the Academy—who was against my admittance at all. Was this person the source of the false rumors about my condition? Or were the rumors started by someone else?
Ugh. I hated not knowing things, but the only way to know for sure how the other students felt about me would be to step out of the car and head into the Auditorium for orientation. Right now, though, staying in the car seemed like the safest thing to do.
“And don’t worry about what the other students might think, Ash,” said Mom, also reaching over and patting me on the shoulder. “Some people will be jerks, but I know you’ll make some good friends in no time. Both of you.”
There was that assurance again, that I would make friends. The problem was that I didn’t come to the Academy to make friends but to get cured. I already had one friend who I could talk to on the phone. Why did I need more, especially ‘friends’ who might dump me as soon as they learn about my condition?
Still, I didn’t want to end what might be my last conversation with my parents for the next several months on a negative note, so I nodded and said, “Okay, Mom. You’re probably right.”
“Speaking of friends, the orientation is starting soon,” said Dad, glancing at his watch. “We need to get you kids unpacked.”
“Wait, we’re taking our bags now?” I said, leaning forward in alarm. “I thought you guys were going to help us move into our dorms.”
“Guess I forgot to tell you,” said Dad, looking at me, “but we were told that we’re just supposed to drop you two off at the Auditorium for orientation. A member of the staff will help move you and your luggage into your dorms, which will be assigned to you guys after orientation.”
“Meaning you’re both leaving already?” said Jake. He pumped his fist. “Awesome! It means we don’t have to wait for you old people to catch up with us.”
“Could you at least act like you’re going to miss us?” asked Dad jokingly. “Making us almost regret dropping y’all off here. If that’s your attitude, maybe we should just take you two back home now.”
I half-smiled at Dad’s joke, but really, that didn’t sound so bad to me. If we went back home, I wouldn’t have to deal with stupid rumors spread by ignorant people anymore.
But unfortunately, I knew that I wouldn’t be leaving the Academy for a long time. So I undid my seatbelt, jumped out of the car with Jake, and unloaded our luggage. We had a couple of duffel bags each, though mine were both bigger and heavier than Jake’s. Even so, I knew we’d have no trouble hauling them across the parking lot pavement to the front doors of the Auditorium, which loomed large even in the distance. The smell of fresh asphalt filled my nostrils, which I didn’t really enjoy.
Dad slammed the trunk of the car shut and looked down at us. “There. Are you sure you two don’t need help with your luggage?”
“No, Dad, I think Jake and I got it,” I said. “Our bags aren’t that heavy.”
“Yeah,” Jake said, hefting both of his duffel bags over his shoulder. “I’m almost as strong as you, Dad, so I don’t need your help hauling these bad boys around.”
“Okay,” said Dad with a chuckle. He rubbed his forehead again and looked at Mom, who stood next to him. “Well, dear, I think it’s time I apologized to the guard.”
“You mean you’re leaving,” I said.
“Yes, we are,” said Mom with a nod. “I’m sorry, Ash, I really am. We would have loved to stick around for the orientation, but we can’t.”
“Plus, it’s not like we need to check it out ourselves,” said Dad. “Your mom and I have already visited this place loads of times and have researched it extensively. We are definitely leaving you two in safe hands. You have nothing to worry about.”
Except for the false rumors designed to destroy my reputation and make the other students hate me, of course. But again, I didn’t say anything because I didn’t want to ruin our last moments with our parents or make things awkward for no reason.
So Jake and I just hugged Mom and Dad goodbye. After that, Mom and Dad hopped back into the car and drove off back toward the gates of the Academy.
Jake and I watched them go. I could already sense Jake’s impatience growing, but I didn’t want to head into the Auditorium just yet. I wanted to keep watching until we could no longer see our parents’ car.
Mostly because until I did, I wouldn’t be convinced that Jake and I were going to be stuck here for the next four years of our lives … among over a thousand people who probably hated my guts.




CHAPTER THREE


They’re gone,” said Jake when Mom and Dad’s car disappeared over the top of the hill beyond the gates. He looked up at me impatiently. “Can we go to the Auditorium now? We’re gonna be late if we just keep standing here.” 
Snapping out of my thoughts, I looked at Jake in surprise. “Since when have you ever cared about being on time for anything?”
“I just don’t want to miss orientation,” said Jake. “If we miss orientation, they might not assign us our dorms. They might even send us home or something.”
That sounded good to me, but I shook my head and said, “Jake, I doubt they’d send us home just because we missed orientation. Still, you’ve got a point. Might as well head into the Auditorium now. Plus, it looks like it’s about to rain.”
I was right about that. Thick, dark gray clouds covered the sky for as far as the eye could see in every direction. It had been that way since we flew into D.C. earlier and my phone’s weather app had said there was a 90% chance of rain today, but it hadn’t actually rained yet. Even so, the ominous roll of thunder in the sky and the increasingly powerful wind told me that we’d better find shelter quick, especially because neither of us had packed an umbrella. It was already starting to smell like rain, too.
So we trudged across the parking lot toward the Auditorium all by ourselves. Jake wanted to ‘race’ me to the front doors—Jake always wanted to race me, because Jake’s powers meant he could always beat me in a race—but I didn’t fall for his bait. Until we got assigned to our respective dorms, I was not going to let Jake out of my sight. He may have been the most annoying younger brother on the planet, but he was still my younger brother and taking care of him was my responsibility until we went home again. Jake probably wouldn’t have agreed with that, but I didn’t care. I was his older sister and that was how I felt about him.
That was why I noticed Jake wasn’t with me. I immediately stopped and looked around the parking lot in worry, wondering if he had somehow wandered off without me noticing until I saw him standing a few feet behind me. He was looking up at something, his mouth hanging open and his eyes wide with surprise.
“Jake, what are you doing?” I said, turning around to face him. I followed his gaze. “What are you looking—”
I stopped speaking when I saw what had stopped him in his tracks.
A huge metal statue stood in front of the Auditorium. It was a statue of a well-built, muscular man with the letter ‘O’ on his chest and a cape flowing out behind him. The superhero’s arms were folded in front of his chest and his steely gaze stared into the distance as if he was confronting some unseen supervillain that was in the middle of committing a terrible crime. The statue was almost lifelike, complete with joints that looked like they could bend, though it was probably just detail added by the sculptor.
“Who is that?” I said, staring at the statue in awe.
“That’s Omega Man,” said Jake. He finally tore his eyes off from the statue to look at me. “The strongest superhero in the world and the former leader of the Neohero Alliance’s Leadership Council. Haven’t you heard about him?”
I blinked. “No, I haven’t. Is he stronger than Dad?”
“You mean was he stronger than Dad,” Jake corrected, “and maybe. I dunno. He and Dad never fought each other, but Dad says he was. Personally, I think Dad is stronger, but Omega Man was pretty strong, too.”
“What do you mean was?” I said. “Is Omega Man dead?”
“He disappeared ten years ago during the Neo-Plague,” said Jake. “At least, that’s what his Neo Ranks page says. No one’s seen him since.”
I frowned. “Is he one of your idols?”
“Of course!” said Jake. “He helped fight off the First and Second Pokacu Invasions of Earth and even defeated Tsunami in the early 2020s. Next to Dad, I want to be just like Omega Man when I grow up.”
I looked at the statue again, frowning deeper. “He does look familiar. I think Dad must have invited him over to our house one time when I was really little, but I’m not sure.”
“If Dad did, he’s never told me about it,” said Jake. He shook his head. “But seriously, sis, how do you not know who Omega Man is? Every super in the world knows his name. He’s even more famous than Dad.”
I shrugged. “I guess I’m just not as big a superhero geek as you are.”
“I’m not a geek,” Jake insisted. “I am a fan. Big difference.”
I rolled my eyes but had nothing to say to that witty comeback. Unlike me, Jake was a huge superhero nerd. Although he was far from what I’d call a bookworm, Jake’s interest in superheroes meant he knew way more about the history and culture of superheroes than I did. Seeing as his dream was to follow in Dad’s footsteps, having that knowledge would probably help him in school.
I, on the other hand, did not want to become a superhero, so I didn’t see the value in knowing more than the bare minimum they teach you about superhero history in high school. Besides, if I ever needed info on a particular superhero or villain, I could always ask Jake anyway rather than do the research myself.
“You can admire the statue later,” I said, turning around to resume walking toward the Auditorium. “We’re going to be late for the orientation if we don’t leave right—”
Abruptly, I walked into someone hard enough to send me sprawling to the pavement. I dropped my duffel bags, which fortunately didn’t burst open, although I, unfortunately, did not land on them, meaning that I ended up scraping my hands on the rough asphalt of the parking lot.
“Ow!” I said, rubbing my behind. “That hurt.”
“Sis, are you okay?” said Jake, zipping over to my side. “That looked like a nasty fall.”
“Hope I didn’t harm you,” said a soft but quite masculine voice before me. “I wasn’t watching where I was going.”
Rubbing my back, I was about to yell at the idiot for walking into me. Then I actually saw the ‘idiot’ in question and my jaw fell open.
Sitting opposite me was the most handsome man I’d ever had the pleasure of laying eyes on in my life. His close-cropped brown hair somehow brought out his black eyes, which were full of soulful emotion. His muscles were obvious even underneath the loose red t-shirt he wore and his jeans couldn’t hide his obviously huge legs. He was also tall, even sitting down, and had biceps that looked more like carefully carved marble than muscle. The only problem was the tiny scar above his upper lip, but even that gave him some roguish charm. He also smelled vaguely of coconut and strawberry, two of my favorite fruits.
“Uh …” I said. “Uh … uhhhh … hi?”
The guy stared at me with a mixture of confusion and worry. “Er, hello? Are you okay? I hope I didn’t hit you on the head somehow.”
“What?” I said. I shook my head quickly. “N-No. I’m fine. I just scraped my hands a little. That’s all. You really didn’t hurt me.”
I wanted to add “Even though you could with those big, meaty hands of yours,” but I thought that might creep him out a little too much. Best to stick with awkward stuttering for now.
“Okay,” said the guy. He stood up and held his hand out. “Let me at least help you up, if nothing else.”
Maybe a little too quickly, I reached up and took his hand. With a firm grip, the guy helped me to my feet and I was way more disappointed than I would ever admit when he let go of my hand. That’s when I realized he was also a lot taller than me, like at least a head taller than me. Not that I was complaining, though.
“Thanks,” I said, feeling grateful that I wasn’t stuttering anymore.
“No problem,” said the guy with a perfectly white-toothed smile. “Honestly, it’s my fault. I wasn’t looking where I was going. Here, let me help get your bags for you.”
The guy picked up both of my duffel bags with ease and said, “If you want, I could even carry them for—”
“No, no, that’s fine,” I said hastily, taking my bags from him quickly. “I can carry them myself. But thank you.”
The guy smiled again and I wanted to melt on the spot. “If you insist.”
I nodded. “I-I, uh, I do.”
I immediately wanted to kick myself. How could I say something so stupid in front of such a handsome guy? He was probably going to think I was an idiot and he didn’t even know about my condition yet.
Luckily, the guy must have either been really nice or really polite because he just said, “So, are you two new here? Don’t think I’ve seen either of you around before, though you look familiar.”
“Yeah, we just got here,” Jake piped up. He hefted his bags and nodded at the Auditorium. “We were heading to orientation before big sis walked into you.”
“I walked into her,” the guy corrected, “but that makes sense. Yes, orientation is starting soon. I was just heading there myself.”
“Oh?” I said, almost choked on that word. “Are you new, too?”
“No,” said the guy, shaking his head. “I’m a fourth-year student. Name’s Joseph, but you can call me Joey. Yours?”
“My what?” I said.
“Your name,” said Joey, looking at me with a little concern. “What’s your name?”
Once again, I felt like an idiot and found myself wishing I could just sink into the asphalt. “Uh, Ashley.”
“And I’m Jake,” said Jake with a wave. “Nice to meet you, Joey.”
“Nice to meet both of you as well,” said Joey. He looked over his shoulder. “Unfortunately, I need to get going. All Top Students are supposed to be backstage at the Auditorium. So I can’t walk you two there myself, even though I would like to.”
Disappointment filled my soul like water in a pit, but I nodded and said, “No problem. We can find our way there ourselves. See you later?”
Joey smiled, once again showing off his perfect teeth. “Sure. Hope you have fun at the Academy. It’s a great place, the best superhero school in the country. Although you might find orientation … different.”
“Different?” I said. “Different how?”
Joey chuckled. “You’ll see. I don’t want to ruin the surprise. Bye!”
Joey turned and ran off toward the Auditorium. I was amazed at how fast he ran. He wasn’t quite as fast as Jake or Dad, of course, but he crossed the gap between the statue and Auditorium in less than a minute, if that. He disappeared inside the front doors of the Auditorium faster than my eyes could follow.
All of a sudden, Jake started snickering, causing me to snap out of my reverie and look at him in confusion. “What are you laughing about?”
“Nothing,” said Jake in a fake innocent tone, though he still snickered every now and then. “It’s just that I’ve never seen you look at a guy like that before.”
I scowled. “I just think Joey is a nice guy. He’s obviously very polite, a real gentleman, unlike you.”
“Uh-huh,” said Jake, grinning at me. “Is that why you kept stuttering at him like a busted exhaust pipe?”
My scowl deepened. “Jake—”
“Whatever, sis,” said Jake with a shrug. “I think Joey’s cool, too, but I’m not gonna ogle him like you. Last one to orientation is a rotten egg!”
Jake ran toward the Auditorium’s front steps. He wasn’t quite going at full speed, but he was definitely using at least a bit of his super-speed to give him a head start on me. Annoyed, I ran after him, not trying to beat him so much as trying to make sure he didn’t escape my sights.
As we ran, however, I couldn’t stop thinking about Joey. Despite my reaction to Jake’s teasing, I had to admit that Joey was definitely a nice guy to look at. He wasn’t the first boy I’d ever fancied, but if he was an example of what the guys were like here at the Academy, then maybe this place wasn’t going to be so bad after all.
Then again, Joey didn’t know my condition yet. Would he have been so polite if he knew what I was? Or would he have run away from me much sooner than he did?
I didn’t know the answer to that question. And frankly, I was afraid to find out.




CHAPTER FOUR


If the Auditorium was big on the outside, it was somehow even bigger on the inside. It dwarfed the auditorium at my old high school in Silvers significantly. The ceiling arched overhead, high enough that you could conceivably fly around in here if you had flight powers. In fact, I actually saw someone—maybe one of the janitors or staff workers—floating near the ceiling, working on one of the spotlights focused on the stage. 
Speaking of the stage, it was huge, about half the size of a football field, or so it looked from up here. Six empty chairs stood behind a microphone and podium, while heavy red curtains hung from either side of the stage. Bright spotlights shone down on the empty stage, brilliantly illuminating it.
But it was the people that really drew my attention. Hundreds and hundreds of students sat in every seat in the Auditorium. The chatter of hundreds of teenagers, combined with the sounds of movement and creaking chairs, was almost overwhelming to me. It didn’t help that some of the students were practicing their powers, such as one guy juggling fireballs in his hands while a girl sitting a couple of rows down was apparently changing the colors of her skin for the amusement of her friends.
Uniformed men, who I assumed were the staff, walked up and down the rows of students, yelling at them to sit down or keep quiet. Their efforts to impose some sort of order on the kids was admirable, but I didn’t think they were having too much luck. Made me glad we left our bags with the security guards at the entrance because there was no room for us to put them anywhere in the Auditorium itself.
“Whoa,” said Jake, standing beside me, his eyes wide. “I know this school is supposed to be big, but I didn’t expect it to be this big. It would take me, like, three point four seconds to run around the perimeter of this place with my super speed.”
I looked at Jake in confusion. “Did you just do that math on the spot?”
“Yep,” said Jake. “I’m not as much a bookworm as you, but I can do math.”
I shook my head. The fact was that while I was more intellectual than Jake, he wasn’t necessarily an idiot. He was much better at math than I was, for one, and could think a lot faster than me. If he thought it would take him 3.4 seconds to run the perimeter of the Auditorium, he was probably right. In any case, I’d never won an argument with him before even when I was right and I was too overwhelmed by all of these people to debate with him anyway.
“I’m just trying to figure out where we should sit,” I said, looking around the Auditorium. “Seems like every seat is taken. Plus, we don’t know anyone.”
“We know Joey,” said Jake, his eyes scanning the Auditorium as well. “Maybe he’ll let us sit by him. I know you’d like that.”
I rolled my eyes. “I don’t see Joey anywhere, but to be frank, I’m not sure where the fourth-years are. Given how we’re first-years, I imagine we’d have to find other first-years to—”
“Hey!” a man’s loud voice called out. “You two look lost!”
Startled, Jake and I looked down the main aisle of the Auditorium and saw a huge, fat man walking toward us. He wore a clean gray uniform with the Academy symbol on his right breast, the buttons bulging against his huge stomach as he walked toward us. He looked a little out of place among the casually-dressed students, but I noticed that none of the students seemed eager to catch his attention.
“Uh …” I looked at the fat man uncertainly. “I guess you could say that. We’re new.”
“Gotcha,” the man said with a nod. “I’ve been working here at this school long enough to tell when someone’s new. You two look green as shoots.”
Unsure whether to be offended or not, I said, “Um—”
“What are your names?” the fat man said.
“I’m Ashley and this is my younger brother, Jake,” I said, pointing at Jake. “We just got here a few minutes ago.”
“Nice to meet you, Ashley, Jake,” said the fat man. “My name is Barney. I’m the Head of Security here at the Academy. Been working here for over ten years.”
I gulped. “Head of Security? We’re not in trouble, are we?”
Barney laughed, a sound as loud as a cannon blast. “Ha! Of course not. I just remember what it was like to be the new kid at school and love helping kids like you find a place to sit. You two aren’t the only nervous first-years who don’t know anyone here, you know.”
I smiled slightly. Barney seemed like a nice guy, but again, I couldn’t help but wonder if he was only nice because, like Joey, he didn’t know about my condition yet. “That would be nice. Where should we—”
Barney pointed to the right. “You can sit over here by this guy. Barrett, you aren’t saving those seats for anyone in particular, are you?”
Barney was speaking to a student sitting in the back row that I hadn’t even noticed. He sat all by himself at the very end of the back row, a notebook and pencil in his hands like he was already taking notes. When Barney spoke to him, he looked over at us in surprise. He was a bit shorter and stouter than Joey, but still quite handsome, I thought. His hair was even darker than mine while his skin was so pale it looked like snow. His hair was longer than Joey’s, too, going down to his shoulders. I couldn’t help but find him a bit cute.
“Hmm?” said the guy. “Oh, no. I’m not saving these seats for anyone.”
Hmm. His accent was kind of weird. I wanted to say it was British or Australian, but it was different from those, too. It was the way he pronounced ‘seats.’ He said it like ‘sits,’ which was a little weird, but I loved British and Australian accents, so if this guy was British or Australian, I figured we’d get along just fine.
“Okay,” said Barney. “You two can sit with Barrett. Now I gotta go. Orientation is starting soon and there are still too many first-years who don’t have friends standing around awkwardly. Have fun!”
Barney rushed past us toward another pair of first-year students, who looked like twin sisters, standing near the doors with uncertain expressions on their faces. Their uncertainty was replaced with fear, though, when Barney barreled toward them like a train and then began giving them the same speech he gave me and Jake.
“Barney’s kind of weird, isn’t he?” Jake muttered under his breath as we took our seats next to Barrett.
“Yeah, definitely,” I said. “Fortunately, I think he’s going to leave us alone for now.”
“Hope so,” said Jake. He frowned. “But I wish we had gotten seats a little closer to the front. I can’t see anything from here.”
“That’s because you’re short,” I said. “Maybe if you’re lucky, puberty will kick in and you’ll get a growth spurt before orientation starts.”
“Whatever, sis,” said Jake. He pulled out his phone. “I’ve got aliens to destroy, anyway.”
Jake then began playing his phone game again. Couldn’t blame him. We still had five minutes before orientation started and there wasn’t much else to do other than try not to murder all of the screaming kids.
“It certainly is loud in here, is it not?” said Barrett to me.
I looked at Barrett, who sat to my right. “Huh? Oh, yeah. Way too loud for my tastes.”
Barrett nodded. “Are all American students this loud or are the students here just crazy?”
I shrugged. “I honestly don’t know. I came from a much smaller normal school than this, although it could get pretty loud at times.”
Barrett nodded again. He looked at the assembled students with a bit of distaste in his eyes. “Too loud. This school does not seem to value discipline very much.”
I tilted my head to the side. “Say, Barrett, where are you from, anyway? I figured you weren’t from America based on your accent, but I can’t tell what it is. British? Australian?”
Barrett tensed when I asked him that question, making me wonder if I accidentally offended him somehow. Then he relaxed and said, “Neither, actually. I am from Superbia.”
My eyes widened in shock. “You’re from Superbia? Really?”
Superbia was a fairly new country, being the first—and so far, only—superhuman country in the world. I didn’t know much about it other than it was located on an island chain somewhere off the west coast of Canada, but it seemed like Superbia and its president, Franklin Marcus, were always on the news in my family’s house.
“Yes,” said Barrett, again nodding. “I was born and raised in Superbia. I assume you are American?”
“Yes,” I said. I leaned toward Barrett slightly, but not enough to get into his personal space. “If you’re from Superbia, how did you get here? I thought Superbia had its own superhuman school.”
“It does,” Barrett said in agreement. “Technically, I am a student of the Superbian Institute of Superhuman Education. I am here in America as part of the Academy and Institute’s foreign exchange student program.”
“That’s so cool,” I said. “I’ve always wanted to visit Superbia. What’s it like?”
“Amazing,” said Barrett. “The best country on the planet. I hope I do not offend you too much by saying that because America is nice, at least what little I’ve seen of it so far.”
“No problem,” I said with a wave of my hand. “I like America, too, but I’ve always wanted to travel to other countries. Superbia, in particular, has always been high on my list.”
“Oh?” said Barrett. “Why?”
I shrugged. “It’s the only superhuman country in the world. I think that’s pretty interesting, though I wouldn’t want to live there. I’m afraid I’d have to become like, a superhero or something if I lived there.”
“Do not worry,” said Barrett. “Most Superbian citizens are ordinary people with ordinary jobs, even if they do have powers. If you ever do move there someday, you wouldn’t need to become a superhero if you don’t want to.”
I nodded. “That’s nice to hear. I’ve heard so much about Superbia that I really don’t know what’s true and what isn’t.”
Barrett tapped his chin. “Then it’s a good thing you’ve met me because I can answer all of your questions about my home. But I want to know who you are. What’s your name?”
“Oh, sorry,” I said sheepishly. “Forgot to introduce myself. I’m Ashley Jason and this is my younger brother, Jake.”
I wasn’t sure what I said, but Barrett tensed again when I said my name. He looked at me far more intently, seeming to forget all about the notebook in his lap. He stared at me as if I was a unicorn, which made me both uncomfortable and yet excited. Can’t say I’d ever had a handsome foreign dude look at me that way before.
“Your name is Ashley Jason?” Barrett questioned. “Forgive me for asking, but your father would not happen to be Kevin Jason? That is, the famous American superhero known as Bolt?”
I bit my lower lip. I didn’t like the way Barrett leaned into my personal space, but at the same time, I didn’t sense any malice or danger from him. He just seemed really, really curious for some reason. “Yes, Bolt is our dad. Why do you ask? Have you heard of him?”
“Yes,” said Barrett with a swift nod. “My father speaks of him often and he is a very famous superhero even in Superbia. I knew he had a daughter and son, but I didn’t realize you were his children.”
“Yep,” said Jake without looking up from his phone. “Our dad is pretty famous. But I’m going to be even more famous, so you can tell everyone you knew me before I was big.”
Ignoring Jake’s comment, I said, “It’s not something we try to parade around, but we’re not really proud of it, either. I mean—”
“Don’t worry,” said Barrett, flashing me a quick but handsome smile. “I get it. I know what it’s like to be the child of someone famous and powerful. I won’t badger you about it. I was just surprised to learn that you two are Bolt’s kids. I won’t treat you any differently because of that.”
I had to admit that Barrett, although a bit less handsome than Joey, had a very winning smile that comforted me a great deal. Still, his statement caused me to say, “Who’s your dad? Is he famous?”
Barrett’s friendly smile suddenly disappeared. He pulled away from me and averted his gaze from me. “You could say that, yes.”
Weird. Why was Barrett suddenly acting so coy? Did he and his dad not get along or something?
Before I could ask Barrett about his dad further, Jake suddenly looked up and said, “Hey, sis. It looks like orientation is starting.”
Jake was right. Down on the stage below, a man wearing a black spandex costume with a blue jacket strewn over his shoulders stood behind the podium. It was impossible to see his face because he also wore a mask and goggles, which made him look like he was on a SWAT team or something.
I had no trouble recognizing the guy, but the six students seated behind him were unfamiliar to me. Except Joey, who sat in the middle chair with his hands folded in his lap. I smiled and waved at him, but he seemed too busy talking to a pretty athletic girl next to him to notice me. A twinge of jealousy ran through me when I saw him talking to that girl, but I told myself Joey probably just didn’t see me since I was all the way in the back and he was at the front.
The man standing at the podium cleared his throat loudly, the sound magnified by his microphone, and said, in a deep but reassuring voice, “Welcome, students, both old and new, to the Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans! I am Roger Tanaka, the Headmaster of the Academy, but some of you might know me better as Night Soldier.”
“Night Soldier?” Jake repeated under his breath, his eyes widening. “That’s him? I’ve only ever seen him in pictures. He’s so cool.”
I already knew who Night Soldier was, having met him before when I applied to attend the Academy. Like the rest of the faculty, he knew about my condition, though I doubted he could see me from all the way down there. It was nice to see a familiar face here, though, even if only from a distance.
Night Soldier continued his speech, saying, “To new students, I say welcome, and to old students, I say welcome back. For over seventeen years, the Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans has educated thousands of young superhumans from all over the country and even the world. Among our alumni are members of the Neohero Alliance, the Independent Neoheroes for Justice, the Neohero League, the G-Men, and even some international superhero organizations. Our faculty is comprised of some of the most experienced and trusted superheroes in the world. You are all but assured to receive an excellent education here, especially if you apply yourself to your studies.”
Night Soldier gestured at the students behind him. “As is tradition, we have invited the top six fourth-year students onto this stage to represent the student body as a whole. Each one of these fourth-years represents the best of the best from each Team. Please applaud the Top Six!”
The students began clapping and calling out the names of the different Top Six students. Not knowing who any of them were other than Joey, I just clapped as loudly as I could, while Jake whistled. I had to admit I was a bit surprised to see Joey up there, but I was also pleased. Not only was he a true gentleman, but he was also, apparently, one of the best students in the school. Barrett, however, was not clapping or whistling for anyone and looked more confused than anything, which I suppose was because he was a Superbian. Perhaps he was still suffering from culture shock.
Night Soldier waved his hands. “Okay, okay, everyone, calm down. I think the Top Six know how much you all appreciate them. But, while it’s easy to say they’re some of the best students, I think it is much more impressive to show you how good they are. And I think you all know what that means, especially second, third, and fourth-years.”
“Duel!” a random student in the middle rows shouted so loud that I almost jumped out of my seat. “Neo-Duel! Heck yeah!”
Neo-Duel? I looked at Jake and Barrett, but they looked as confused as I was.
“Yes, Neo-Duel, Shriek,” said Night Soldier with an amused smile. He looked out across the students. “One of our most enduring traditions is the yearly Neo-Duel. At the start of every school year, one fourth-year student and one first-year student are randomly chosen to duel each other on this very stage in front of everyone in the Auditorium.”
“Wait, they start every year with a duel between a fourth-year and a first-year?” I said. “That’s weird. And a little worrisome.”
“But interesting,” said Barrett, stroking his chin. “Reminds me of the drill exercises we do back at the Institute. I hope I am picked. I haven’t gotten to stretch my wings in a while.”
Before I could ask Barrett what he meant by that, Night Soldier continued. “Before you get worried, rest assured that Neo-Duels are not to the death. Nor will you even be seriously injured. The faculty and I will be closely monitoring the duel every step of the way. Should it get too dangerous, we will step in and put an end to it before anyone gets hurt. This is simply a way for first-years to get an idea of how much they need to learn and where they will be after four years of study at the Academy.”
Excited and nervous whispers spread across the student body like wildfire. Most of the whispers seemed to come from the first-years, who were all worried that they might get picked. Most of the older students didn’t seem worried, but then again, none of them were at risk of getting beaten by an experienced fourth-year student in front of the whole student body.
Jake bounced up and down in his seat while muttering, “Pick me
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