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  Content & Trigger Warnings


The Phoenix Will Rise – Adult Edition 
This novel content is intended for mature readers

Themes and depictions include:
Explicit consensual sexual content
Graphic violence and detailed injury
Death and grief
Torture and coercion
Abuse of power
Psychological manipulation
Trauma responses and PTSD
Strong language
War-like conflict and mass casualty events
Morally grey characters and ethically complex choices

This story explores the consequences of power, survival, and desire in a dangerous world. Reader discretion is advised.
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 Ancient Sealed Scroll – Fragment I
 “When the fire wakes within the unchosen, the world will mistake terror for evil and wonder for sin.” 


“And now, for my last trick of the night, I require a volunteer from the crowd…” the flamboyantly dressed show clown called into his eagerly awaiting audience with a sultry smile curling at his black painted lips. The subtle movement from his otherwise stoic interpretation of a Pierrot clown poignantly cracked the white makeup on his cheeks as his smile then rose to meet his deep brown eyes. The black triangular paint above his brows and below his eyes remained, though, evidently not as thick as the white so that it’d stay put when he finally moved his facial muscles. 
He was so poised. Every movement was entirely purposeful. And the cracking of his painted masque was a foreshadowing the crowd didn’t even realise showed that the evening’s event was almost over. 
Hands shot up across the first few rows of his awaiting fans. Most were women, and each had dressed in their finest gothic attire, befitting the theme of the circus well. A place where dreams come true, where there were no such things on display as an oddity or a freak, or so their marketing had said. Instead, it was a place to find oneself. To embrace your demons rather than fight them. A travelling crew of misfits and outcasts, they found their community wherever they set up camp and performed. 
The women who’d been so keen to volunteer bounced with visible excitement as his gaze swept over them, and yet the clown did not yet choose his next willing victim. He took his time. Made them wait. Made them want it. Some yearned to be picked and didn’t hide it. To share in the spotlight for a few moments, perhaps. Or maybe just to have the opportunity to get close to their enigmatic host. 
Either way, silence descended as his eyes scanned the crowd. “But wait… I must warn you not to take up this position lightly,” he counselled as the house lights died and a spotlight focussed solely on his bright face, the rest of the theatre suddenly bathed in shadow. “You must be ready to risk it all if you are to step upon my stage. Some leave here disfigured. Others having left an offering in blood. But there have been some who did not leave at all. Those who paid the ultimate price and gave their lives in furtherment of my art.”
Nothing but tense silence answered him. No more whimsical sighing. No more bouncing pleas. 
The macabre clown had commanded the crowd well. Kept them on the edge of their seats and always wanting more. And now was his chance to give it to the collective before him. More than half of the hands that’d been readily raised lowered at his warning, and rightly so, but a few remained, and he stared into their eyes one by one. 
With a grand flourish, the showman opened his arms out towards his audience like a lover awaiting an embrace. “Death waits for no man,” he then bellowed, before wrapping those same arms around himself with a sly smile. The clown then dropped to his knees and stretched an arm out into the crowd. “Will you put your life in my hands, ma cherie?” he whispered, yet somehow his voice reached everyone in their intimate setting. The lights returned, illuminating the woman he had chosen. 
The wait felt palpable, but eventually the modest beauty who’d been sitting in the middle of the front row was revealed. She’d raised her hand timidly compared to the others, and her cheeks flushed when she realised he’d chosen her. 
Valour watched with intrigue from his seat towards the back as the clown yet again successfully wowed an audience of hundreds beneath the canopy of his traditional circus tent. His event sold out nightly thanks to his skills and reputation as a showman, and even the seasoned hero had to admit he’d enjoyed the thrill of watching the man work. Plus, the abundance of female gazes staring at the clown adoringly from his onlookers signalled that Valour wasn’t the only one mesmerised by the clown’s routine, so he was doing something else right there, too. 
It was truly an entertaining display. As cliché and as outdated as some might consider the performance to be given the new world in which they lived, Valour had watched the show a handful of times already, and every night this tent had been packed. The seats were always full, and latecomers stood in every available space around the edges. The people wanted to see this. Wanted to feel the thrill this clown could offer them. They craved that spark of danger. That momentary flash of fear that speared in their gut and then turned into pleasure. 
No matter the forces of evil Valour fought for them, or the villains he had single-handedly removed from society, there would always be something about the darkness that delivered a warm welcome to the people he served. A promise of excitement. An allure. 
Not all in the dark were lost, after all. Some were home.
The clown’s sparkly dressed stage-hand quickly ushered the woman he’d chosen to the stage and told her where to stand. This person was an assistant of sorts, but someone who hadn’t really been doing all that much besides looking pretty and throwing the odd accessory the clown’s way. A strange role, Valour thought, given that the showman had plucked an alternative from the crowd rather than use her for his finale. 
But it wasn’t the assistant everyone’s gaze was drawn to. It was the newcomer to the stage. His willing victim. Her raven hair shone with just the slightest hint of red to it under the bright stage lights and her pale skin was almost a match for the clown’s but in a natural, subtle way. But that wasn’t what drew Valour’s gaze. It was her eyes. He had never seen eyes so dark brown before, they were nearly as black as her hair, and red shadows painted her lids, resembling flames that danced around her lids and onto her cheekbones. Mesmerising. She wore all black and a fitted red jacket with a silver trim and flame details on the cuffs. Embroidery, potentially a bird, adorned the lapels, but Valour struggled to identify it from his position. Despite her timid nature and modest stance, this woman was every inch the gothic beauty, and Valour didn’t fail to notice that his weren’t the only eyes on her.
While the young woman received her instructions from the assistant, the clown entertained the crowd by juggling five huge blades, each one glinting beneath the bright stage lights as he spun them up into the air and caught the handles again in perfect synchronicity. “I bet you’re dying to see what I have planned next,” he told the eager onlookers, clearly relishing in the audience’s gasps when he then surprisingly let the blades fall, each landing sharp side down mere inches from his feet. 
Valour leaned in closer as he continued to watch the show from the back of the crowd, trying his best to blend in with the other audience members. His infamy was both a blessing and a curse at times, but tonight, none of his incognito efforts even mattered, as it appeared all eyes were on the enigmatic clown and his alluring performance. The act seemed relaxed and almost improvised in places, but in fact Valour had seen it more than enough times to know the choreographed performance never really changed from one night to the next. The clown had a set method. A strategic, rehearsed plan for how the night always went. 
But it didn’t show. Didn’t feel in any way stale or staged. 
It wasn’t like Valour was a stalker or a big fan though, no. He was merely a stickler for the rules his organisation had set out for these kinds of occasions. Rules he himself had helped write when the Elite Guardians were created. Officially, he’d need to complete at least three reconnaissance missions before so much as considering approaching his target. He’d watched the show more than that, however he still had questions. Everything was in place. He was already prepared to make them an offer, but there was one final piece of the puzzle he needed to solve before he could make his move. In all honesty, that final piece was, in fact, the most important. The do or die moment that would determine whether he was to recruit his team a new apprentice or not. 
The clown finally turned to his willing victim. “Young lady, if you’ll follow me…” he was saying as he took his makeshift assistant’s hand and made a show of spinning her around, dancing his way towards a part of the stage that’d been cloaked in shadow until now. 
As they reached it, the showman yanked at a piece of black cloth covering some sort of equipment, which then tumbled to the floor, revealing a huge circular contraption beneath. A human spinning wheel. A wheel of death, some called it. The wheel was made of wood and had been painted in bright reds and oranges, some old pattern from decades past. A nod to the old world. The world before the human race’s powers had manifested and the new age of man had begun. 
The crowd gasped collectively again as he revealed the vintage contraption, only fuelling the clown’s ego, it seemed. While his once so willing helper eyed up the wheel and then hesitated, he drummed up support with the crowd, egging her onwards. Urging her to trust him and put her life in his hands, to follow his commands and believe in his words. He then lured her closer and closer, his smile and eyes wide, while the poor thing appeared terrified. 
The audience was on the edge of their seats, watching as their host coaxed the woman closer. It was obvious what he wanted, but would she do it? Could she overcome her fear and step onto the wheel? 
The crowd roared as the woman gave in to the peer pressure and finally stepped forward, cheering for her as she climbed onto the small ledge at the base, turned to face the audience, and then allowed herself to be strapped in at the wrists and ankles. 
Valour watched as the fingers she had wrapped around the twin metal hooks on either side of her grew white because she was clinging onto them so hard. He also didn’t fail to notice the quiver to her lips as she attempted a smile towards the man who now quite literally appeared to hold her life in his hands. 
He was enthralled. They all were.
The clown checked his work, gave her a split second to compose herself, and then pulled down on the wheel. 
Once. 
Twice. 
A third time, and he was done. 
The woman was hurtling around and around at an incredible pace, moving so fast Valour could only just about see that she’d closed her eyes. Probably a good idea, given how fast she was going. And also because the clown was back on his spot at the front of the stage, collecting the blades that had been standing to attention there patiently in wait. 
He threw the first one without any warning, drawing a gasp from his onlookers, and the blade buried itself in the wood mere inches from the woman’s cheek. She gave out a squeal, but kept her eyes closed. 
Another blade landed, and a third, followed quickly by the fourth on the woman’s next turn around the wheel. Every blade landed with a loud thump that echoed around the tent. Filling the tense silence with apprehension doused with fear. Each one hit the wood precisely a quarter of an inch inside the last, creating a line of knives edging closer and closer to the woman’s now pale face. 
It was intense. There was hardly any space for the fifth to fit against her cheek, but the clown had worked his crowd well. So well that some were on their feet as he plucked the final blade from the ground and twirled it around his lithe fingers. 
Valour also felt that spear of excited angst in his gut. No matter how many times he’d seen the routine now, this part always got him. There wasn’t enough room for the final blade to fit beside the woman’s cheek. Surely the clown couldn’t do it. Anticipation and a kind of dark curiosity swept over the onlookers. Would he be able to complete the task? Would the woman come away unscathed, or would he fail, and she be forever scarred thanks to the experience she herself had volunteered for? 
The clown readied himself for the final throw by taking a deep breath. Feet perched, the woman still spinning on the wheel, he offered one last look back at the crowd and even a cheeky wink for good measure. And then he sent the blade flying from his hand. But as he did so, his dominant foot seemed to skid on something, making the performer stumble just as he thrust his power into the throw. 
The blade flew towards the wheel far narrower than the others had done. It was a good few inches off target in the wrong direction. A direction that could mean death for the poor woman on the wheel.
People screamed from within the crowd, hollering at her to let go of the wheel or to turn her head away if she could. The knife was hurtling directly towards her face, and at the sounds from the audience, the woman finally opened her eyes in fear. 
Time seemed to slow for them all. 
The clown had his hands over his mouth in shock. 
The crowd was shouting and screaming with horror at what they were about to see. 
And the woman on the wheel could do nothing but stare as fate hurtled towards her. 
No one moved a muscle. No one could run to her aid in time. And so, the carnival owners seemed to make a split-second decision to save the onlookers from an awful sight. 
All the lights went out. 
Stage lights. 
House lights. 
Even the emergency exit signs. 
Not a single thing could be seen, but in the silence came a loud thud, followed by a gentle sigh and some sort of commotion up on the stage. 
The audience members waited with bated breath for the news. Had the woman been killed? Would she survive, but with injuries? Perhaps a missing eye or ear? 
But when the lights suddenly returned, cries of glee erupted as the clown and his apparently unscathed volunteer each both stood before them grinning with elation and pride. 
She was completely unharmed. By some miracle the woman hadn’t been hurt, and as they both took a bow, the audience threw mock hate at the clown for having fooled them so well. Even Valour cheered, standing with the others as the crowd clapped for their showman, a job well done once again. 
And then they were gone. Ushered off stage and back to the carnie workers that awaited them. Over and done with, the show ceased, and the audience finished their clapping and began to disperse. Another successful evening, and another happy crowd all leaving the tent while discussing at length how amazing it was, while trying to figure out just how they’d done it. How the clown and his crew had them all so well fooled.  
Valour wondered if the others in the crowd had realised the woman was just another part of the act. Or did it take for her being included in that final bow for them to finally see the duo had duped them all along? Such a classic act. An old cliché, but one that still wowed crowds the world over, it seemed. 
It struck him again how strange it was to still cling to these old entertainments. Anyone would think that living in a world where every human now had some sort of powerful gift bestowed on them, people wouldn’t be fooled by such things. They’d realise that a power was at play here. But a true entertainer could work their crowd in whatever way fit the bill, and that’s exactly what the clown was. An entertainer. 
But Valour wasn’t there for the clown. He was there for the woman. 
Callie King. The doe-eyed helper Valour had seen evade death over and over again. He’d researched her gift and knew that on paper it was an invaluable one, but in reality, it was magnificent. Yes, she seemed to blend into a crowd or stand out at will, but that wasn’t her true power. It wasn’t an explanation for how she came away unscathed time and again from the clown’s wheel of death. No, it was her gift that had saved her every time. Not the skills of the knife wielding showman. Callie had been gifted with invulnerability. She had an imperviousness to death, severe pain, or even harm. 
Callie had a cellular class gift, or Cellix as they’d been named, the same classification as Valour’s. On that fateful day fifteen years ago, when their gifts had all manifested (commonly referred to as Day One), her body had been given a power that had altered her from the inside out. Transformed Callie on a cellular level, hence the classification. This gift wasn’t something she had to consciously conjure or focus on using. It was simply part of her now and would remain so forevermore. There were many others like her, those with cellular style gifts such as his number two, Silver Shadow, who had super speed and agility. In fact, most of the hero types were Cellix, given their traits often centred around being resilient, practical, and selfless. Their powers were the ideal combination of forces that, if aligned with the right ethics, led to them becoming fantastic protectors of their world.
And of course there were other types of power, too. Each named after from where or how their powers manifested. There was mythical, or Mythix, who drew their gifts from ancient gods or supernatural sources and had physical traits to match. Valour had found these types were often reclusive or mysterious. They were typically altered in a visual way and therefore stood out among the crowds, whether they wanted to or not. Mythix usually stuck together and sought one another out in a desire for belonging, often forming entire factions rather than remain with their blooded families. 
Then there were elementals, Elemix, who held dominion over the earth, air, fire, or water. They were often passionate and unpredictable, especially fire types, and could be forces of nature if left unchecked. Like his number three hero, Flare, who used her fire power for good and wouldn’t think twice about diving headlong into danger to save others. 
And finally, there were mental powers, Mentix, who could use their minds to control people or things to do their bidding. They were usually intelligent and calculating and could be valuable strategists if they followed the path of good over evil. 
Each power type had their strengths and weaknesses. Their villains and their heroes. But with this new world, also came new leaders. And one man was at the top of that heroic leaderboard, Valour. His own cellular gift had been super strength. So much strength that he had yet to find something heavy enough he couldn’t lift it, or a fighter he hadn’t easily won against. There was no match for him. No equal. But his strength also ran deep, meaning hardly anyone could cause weakness in his body or mind using their own powers. No mind control. No poisons or curses. It was the perfect power that served only to sharpen him as the instrument of goodness. 
He was truly the most elite fighter, soldier, leader, and man. And even before receiving their gifts, Valour had adopted an ever-present sense of goodness and morality as a regular member of society. It was often said that their powers didn’t reflect the person within, but even as a normal guy, he’d sought out justice for those who had been wronged. Valour had fought side by side with others who’d shared his ideals for creating a better world in the face of so much darkness. Hence why when their powers had manifested and his righteousness had only grown, he’d risen in the ranks of the world’s protectors to become the number one hero following the events of Day One. A day marked in history as a turning point for all mankind. Everyone on Earth had received their power at the same time across the globe. It didn’t matter whether you were in bed, driving a car, or lounging by a pool. At the exact same moment, something had ignited within the human DNA, releasing a previously untapped resource among the race’s collective. 
Evolution in the flesh.
And this had changed the world forever. 
Some powers were of course seen as inherently good, like Valour’s, while others were considered evil thanks to their disastrous or damaging effects. Whether on themselves or towards others, if a person were given a power detrimental to humanity, it stood to reason others might be fearful of them. Often resulting in those with darker powers being ostracised by their entire families or communities. It had meant scrutiny for everyone. 
People were lost in the aftermath of Day One. No one had seen it coming. Even the world’s top scientists had been too busy looking at the potential for space travel and reversing climate change to notice the next stage in human evolution was about to take place. 
And so it came with a bang. By force and without prejudice. One person could be given the power to bend time itself, while their sibling might simply be able to conjure a rubber duck in their palm. There was no rhyme or reason to it. No pattern. Just a wave of powers brought about without a care for those affected by them. Some people’s bodies were too feeble for the change, and they spontaneously combusted on the spot. Others were in charge of important machinery such as buses or even planes, such as one pilot who teleported halfway across the world, leaving their full plane without a captain and a co-pilot left trying to land safely while figuring out what the hell had just happened. 
It had been chaos. Pure and utter anarchy.
The world desperately needed proper leadership and guidance, and it wasn’t long before things descended into turmoil. But one person’s word soon echoed across the globe. His teachings struck a collective chord, and soon people began to hear of a doctor who had been gifted with the power of ultimate knowledge. He knew everything about everything, including what had happened to humanity and why. Dr Jordan ‘Onyx’ Black knew it all, literally, and he became the father of their new world. Their go-to on all things both obvious and natural, or the weird and incomprehensible. He had the answers they all sought. No gimmicks and no price to pay. A true and divine, benevolent leader. 
Onyx provided a basis of understanding to the world about how and why these powers had manifested. His word became the backbone of the fundamental ideas that then led to the creation of their new laws and other basic principles on the regulations and classification behind powers. Like with how the gifts were now sectioned into categories based on their type and then renamed with the ‘ix’ ending in honour of their creator. 
They’d quickly discovered how the gifts didn’t run in families and had nothing to do with personalities or a person’s history. It was all at random, and Onyx’s teachings quickly became like a gospel to the masses who were lost and afraid and in need of knowledge. Especially those who were so different to their families and friends. He was their only hope and a sort of messiah, bringing much needed answers and order to what could’ve easily been madness. 
Valour, his hero name at first and then legally changed since accepting the position Onyx himself had bestowed upon him, was the leader of the Elite Guardians and had adapted quickly after receiving his gift of strength. He now oversaw the hero world, particularly via his own team of specially chosen humans whose gifts surpassed all others. Elite by name and by nature. Thousands of people tried out every year for a place in his team, yet few ever made it, hence them being referred to as the Elites. For this particular group, the majority of candidates were chosen. Hand-picked after meticulous research, planning, and reconnaissance. 
People like Callie, who from the evidence Valour had seen, was gifted with a higher class of invulnerability than he’d ever seen before in recruits of a similar power type. He’d watched for himself during the past half-a-dozen shows how it was never that the blades missed her on that wheel, but that they hit and never actually harmed her. Valour had activated his night vision glasses every time the lights had gone down and watched as the blades struck her in the face, shoulder, or even in the heart. And yet every time she’d plucked it out without a care before stepping down off the wheel and joining the clown on stage again. No blood and seemingly no pain. And certainly, no damage. It wasn’t merely that she healed fast or could withstand pain. More like she barely felt it at all.
Often, Valour watched as Callie gave the showman a kiss before the lights came back up, perhaps merely to show her adoration for the performer who was clearly her lover, or maybe to reassure him that all was well. Valour liked to assume the latter. She seemed the sort to be kind enough for that. To offer support amid chaos. Just another reason why he was sure Callie should be his newest recruit. 

      ***Callie was buzzing as she came off stage, hand in hand with her showman. The thrill never failed to amaze her. The lights and the adoration the crowd always so readily offered to her skilled boyfriend were intoxicating. Something they both felt when the lights went down. 
And Jay was always such a fantastic showman. He never missed a beat. Never failed and never flustered. Every moment of the show was so perfectly choreographed that she knew just how much her beau put into his craft. 
Plus, she adored how he always managed to make her set aside her fear and simply enjoy the show along with the masses watching from the crowd. She could forget everything and be in the sublime moment. Be the person she’d always wanted to be. Callie enjoyed playing the role of the timid newcomer or the sultry secretive beauty up on that stage. She didn’t need to worry about being herself, as she could hide behind the mask she’d adopted for the evening. 
It had been the perfect place to isolate. A simple carnival. A travelling circus filled with those who had welcomed her with open arms when she’d need a place to hide away from the world. Being with Jay the last few months had made her forget all about the awful past that’d led her here. The past that she’d run from in abject terror, but that always felt just a small step behind her. However, Callie was determined not to repeat it. Not to lose her firm grasp on both herself and of those she let get close. 
No one had lasted this long in her life. None had withstood her allure and not let it fuck with their heads like he could. And no one had helped her keep that box locked up tightly enough to survive without her power exploding out of her and accidentally fucking it all up again. 
This time, things felt different with Jay. He was super chilled, so relaxed he was almost horizontal, and Callie felt calm with him. Safer than ever, no matter that his power included being a skilled swordsman and knife wielder, and how one of their nightly escapades included him hurling the latter directly at her head. 
Her mind was clearer with him and her strength had held out. Her power was at bay. Forced down, caged, and locked tight. But she always feared what would inevitably happen should those binds falter for even a moment. 
After all, Callie had wants and needs much like anyone. She wanted to relax herself and fully be at ease with the man she cared for, but thanks to her gifts still being more than she could handle, she had to keep a firm grip on them day and night. After all, there was far more to her power than simple invulnerability. 
It was exhausting pushing part of her power down all the time, though. Consciously forcing herself to remain calm and emotionless no matter what was going on around her. No outbursts of anger or outpouring of emotion. Nothing but stoicism and fear. And all because, for whatever reason, she had been given a gift of two halves on Day One. 
Callie had never quite figured it out, but there were definitely more than one power at her disposal. She was definitely a power type of the Cellix category and so she’d hidden one behind the other. Focussing all attention on her invulnerability power so as never to arouse suspicion or elicit questions from friends, family or, more importantly, the heroes who ruled and governed their new world. 
And she couldn’t deny, her invulnerability gift was easy to maintain. It was simply part of her genetic makeup now and had come in handy numerous times over the past fifteen years when anything from mishaps to the macabre had tried and failed to break her. She’d once naïvely hoped she might never need to use it in self-defence. In this world of heroes who maintained peace and relative tranquillity, it almost seemed possible, but Callie had sadly been forced to rely on her gift more times than she cared to remember. At least more recently this ability was used for something far less sinister, especially after she’d met Jay and agreed to be a part of his act. 
As the pair reached the very back of the stage, she thought about some of the people who’d been sitting around her in the crowd that night. Like most nights, she’d waited in her seat for the finale and often liked to listen in as those nearby talked, usually about themselves. It was always the same. Most people loved to shout about their powers, to show them off whenever they could. But generally, it was because they had showy gifts or were the sort who wanted an audience’s validation. 
Callie had only ever spoken of her invulnerability when challenged by others who were so desperate to know what her power was. It was always a common talking point, but she hated that it was such a huge part of people’s lives. If she could, she’d never speak of them again. Especially when it came to talk of her second gift. Because how on earth could she try to explain the other one? Some kind of pheromone? A sort of essence she emitted that created an allure in some way? Usually with lust or a desire to get closer to her, but Callie knew those effects could turn disastrous. What might seem like fun was genuinely awful in her experience. She’d had to fend off suitors in her younger years, literally fighting for her life while people became addicted to her somehow. They’d stalked her. Become enslaved by their addictions and ruined their lives thanks to some kind of chemical reaction to her power. It’d been terrifying. 
And so now, Callie kept that part of herself locked down. But it meant walking through life like a robot. Never letting herself feel. Never giving in to her own wants or needs. Except on the odd night. Nights like tonight when she was giving Jay a look which he knew meant he was going to get lucky. But in order to do so, they had to follow a detailed plan of Callie’s. One that would keep them both safe. 
They started by driving out into what some might assume was the middle of nowhere. To a construction site Jay’s friend had worked on before the company building the apartments there had gone bust. The workers had dropped their tools and left, leaving the site in disarray, but Jay had taken a job as a night watchman in the aftermath. None of the half-built condos were fit to live in, but they could serve a purpose for sure. 
Some of the security guards took money from rich kids who’d wanted derelict themed parties, while others turned the other cheek as more sordid parties ensued. But not Jay. His nights on the clock had been dedicated to creating the perfect safe spot for him and Callie to be alone together. With no one else around for miles, she could finally let go of the tight leash she had on her power and be with Jay in the ways a couple were meant to be. 
She could be her true self at last and show him how much she adored him. 
The only problem with that was poor Jay would be affected by her intense power the moment she let go of her hold on it, but thanks to some ingenuity on their part they had some workarounds which meant the pair could enjoy some alone time. 
“It’s okay, baby,” Jay told her as Callie tied his binds on the specially reinforced steel headboard he’d made them. 
Callie tried to smile. Tried to reassure him that she knew all of this was odd, but instead she simply nodded, counting the twists and knots to make sure she’d hit the perfect mark. These binds wouldn’t take Jay long to get out of, but it’d give them long enough to have their fun and for her to get far enough away from him to get their emotions back in check. And for Jay to comedown from the frenzy her power would cause him. 
A spear of anxiety hit her gut just thinking of all the times she’d got this wrong with men in the past. Jay saw it, but as always, he just smiled softly. “I adore you, Callie. I won’t hurt you.” 
“I know,” she whispered, and checked the binds again before closing her eyes and taking a gentle, deep breath. 
And then she let go of her own binds. The internal leash keeping her gift dulled down was gone, and within seconds, she and Jay were both riding the high it so readily gave them. 

      ***






  
  TWO
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 Day One Herald – Special Edition
 “Experts insist the phenomenon is random. Do not fear those who have changed dramatically.” 


Valour watched as Callie and her beau disappeared inside the otherwise empty makeshift safe-house. It was a clever choice on their part, or so the powerful hero thought. He’d interviewed some of the people from Callie’s past himself to gain some understanding of this second power she seemed to have. One of whom, Colin, was still in prison after trying to kill her a year previously. The pair had been a couple prior to that awful night. And just like Callie and Jay were doing, her ex-boyfriend had reported to Valour how precautions always had to be taken before the two could be intimate. 
It’d supposedly worked well until one night when Colin had broken free from the handcuffs they’d used to keep him contained while she unleashed herself. The poor guy had told Valour how he no longer felt like he was remotely himself in that moment. Like his conscious mind was some sort of onlooker, rather than being in control of his body or his actions. And of course, the worst had happened. 
Colin had told Valour how as soon as she’d realised he’d broken free, Callie had retreated, trying to save them both the horror of the moment, but it was already too late. Sensing her pulling back had sent the guy into a jealous rage unlike Valour had ever heard of. 
Knowing about her invulnerability, Colin had snapped her neck as Callie tried to run. And when that hadn’t worked, he had turned to the nearest option. An axe. Callie’s ex-lover had almost decapitated her by the time he’d got to his senses. Once back to himself, he’d watched with relief as she’d healed and come around. He’d been under a dangerous spell and out of his senses, but still the guy had turned himself in. 
At least he’d done right by her. 
And thanks to learning about this power, Valour had discovered just what gift Callie was holding at bay day today. Something dangerous and untamed. But in the right hands? It was a gift that could be invaluable for the Elite Guardians if used correctly. The possibilities were endless. Callie could be a fantastic interrogator if she honed her skills enough. She could be a tremendous leader. Others would follow her without question and do everything she asked. And of course, with her at his side, they could turn those from the darkness towards the light. 
He knew he could help her tame it. He’d done it with others who had pheromone style gifts, so he was sure the same could be done with hers. Valour just needed one final piece of information first. Before approaching Callie to ask her to join him, he had to know if her gift could affect him in the same way it did Jay and all the others. The powerful hero could not allow his mind or body to be altered in such a way as Colin’s had been. If her power drove him to such deeds, none would be safe from him. He needed to be sure whether he could allow Callie safely into his world, and if she had the power to control him, then that was a hard no. 
There was only one person he trusted to bring him down if things went that way. Valour loaded up a text message at the ready. He dropped a pin for his location along with the simple request to his trusted ally – 
COME AND STOP ME 
With his thumb hovering over the send button, he waited. 
But Valour knew it wouldn’t be long now.
Callie’s gift was being unleashed and would reach him soon. And when it did, either he’d have the strength to control himself and get the answer he’d wished for, or he’d hit send and hope Seraphina arrived in time to stop him from doing something he’d later regret. 
Valour knew taking such a risk might seem foolish, but to him, it was just another day at the office. And in a way, given his consistently unmatched fights, times like this were the only excitement he had. 
Right or wrong, it was already too late. 
Valour sensed a change in the air and knew Callie had let down her guards. Her power hit him like a soft and invisible caress, rather than the forceful tide he’d expected. And while he could feel it calling to him, urging devotion and adoration to its bearer, his strength won over, and he fought back. He was more than aware of her power’s presence in the air, but didn’t feel the need to have to obey, and was glad. This meant he could continue with his plan for his next recruit. 
Valour cleared the text and instead slowly walked away from Callie and her lover, making a note of how far her power extended before he finally felt it wane. A good one hundred metre radius. This was certainly going to make for an interesting addition to his team. 

      ***Their fun over, Callie pulled on her clothes and cleaned up. She watched Jay without missing a single moment as he started to come out of his adoring haze. He smiled at her, though it had to be agonising watching her leave. He’d already begun pulling at his binds, but she knew he still had at least thirty minutes or so before he’d get free. 
“I’ll see you tomorrow, baby.” Callie turned to walk away, but halted when she heard Jay sob from behind her. 
She hated this part. 
The comedown wasn’t merely a detox, but complete with withdrawal symptoms too. 
“If you loved me, you’d stay,” he whimpered, but Callie didn’t answer. She knew better than to try to reason or explain. What Jay was experiencing was unlike any heartbreak or rejection normal people went through. It was more like a deep and dark despair. His body physically yearned for what she’d given him, like a drug. And just like with a drug, he needed to go cold turkey.
And so, needing the space in which to recover as well, she left. 
Callie jumped in her car and headed off the building site and straight for the coast. This was her usual routine following nights like this, consisting of both highs and lows. Maybe one day she’d have a normal relationship and not have to contend with all this, but not today. Today, she blasted the radio and drove to the nearest beach to find her peace. 
She arrived just in time to watch the sun rise across the ocean as she sipped her sweet latte and devoured an overpriced croissant. Neither of which she regretted buying in the slightest. Last night had been fun with Jay, and she was famished. Callie knew that despite the darkness, she had to find the enjoyment of those moments together and hold onto them. Because otherwise, what was the point of having them? 
She was still smiling to herself as she climbed out of the car and wandered down the promenade to an awaiting bench overlooking the stone beach.
It was just warm enough that Callie didn’t need a big coat. Spring was springing, and she basked in the warmth of it like the cat she’d once spied at a café, sunning itself with what she’d been sure was a smile. Or whatever version of a smile cats were capable of. 
She was still sitting with her face upturned to the morning sun and her eyes closed when she felt the bench dip on the opposite side. 
“Took you long enough to finally come and say hello,” she said, opening her eyes and taking in the behemoth who had just joined her. The man she’d spied in the crowd at Jay’s show numerous times now. Someone who had been watching them. Watching her. Sometimes, he was brazenly at the centre of the audience, sitting head and shoulders above the rest. And other times, he’d be sitting at the back, bathed in shadows all incognito. But each time, she’d watched him as he’d watched her. Always wondering what his motive might be. And eventually it’d clicked. He was waiting for something in particular. A night like the one before, when her walls finally came down. 
So Callie’s assumptions were right. The heroes were onto her. She’d been found out. But what did this mean? Was her power deemed dangerous and she’d be taken away, or did the heroes want it for their own? 
“Good morning,” was all the big guy said, his eyes on the sunrise. 
“It is indeed. And what an enlightening evening… I take it you finally got what you wanted from me? After all, you’ve been following me for weeks, skulking in the shadows. Must’ve seen the show ten times by now?” she let out a small sigh and shifted in her seat so she could see him better. “I’ve no idea how you managed to blend in with the carnie audiences so well, though. I mean, look at you! Valour, number one gifted hero. Leader of the Earth’s Elite Guardians and most recognised man on the planet. And yet you managed to skulk around this little corner of the world unnoticed?” 
Her guest didn’t so much as flinch at her words. Perhaps he’d known that she was watching him in return. Maybe not. Either way, the guy simply observed the ocean with a gentle smile. 
“A testament to your boyfriend’s showmanship I guess,” was all he replied. 
Well, at least he didn’t deny it. But Callie knew she was right. For whatever reason, one she hoped she might be about to discover at last, Valour had been watching them. She had initially thought Jay might be up to something untoward, or perhaps the Guardians had thought so, but no. Valour had been watching her. Documenting Callie’s movements for some reason. 
She couldn’t be in trouble, surely. Like everyone else in this new world, she knew better than to so much as think about villainous activities. There was always someone out there plotting something sinister, she was sure, but for every bad guy there seemed to be two heroes these days. Being good was ‘in
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