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WILL
BY ADAM REX




Between peeling off his nightclothes and pulling on his school uniform Will examined himself from heel to hairline. Standing in front of the long mirror with a second, smaller mirror in his hand, he checked every inch of his body for marks, moles, growth, shrinkage, changes in color…and made ticks and notes on a long list in his notebook.

If you had read this list you may have found it strange.

Next he pinched himself, held his finger in the flame of a lit match, counted how many jumping jacks he could do in a minute, and timed how long he could hold his breath. When he heard the sound of his older brother moving down the hall Will leaned out the bedroom door and stared at him, squinchy-eyed, until his brother told him to stop.

(This was on the list, too, though you might not have recognized just which item until Will checked it off with a flick of his pencil.)

If you’d been watching through the window you may have thought, at times, that Will was no longer doing anything at all. Just standing there, but with a particularly serious and single-minded look on his face. But each bit of nothing would seem like something when it ended with Will checking another item off his list.

Now he was glaring at a paper clip. What was he trying to do? Was it working? The check mark wouldn’t tell you as much as the look on his face or the shake of his head.

Will returned the list with its ticks and checks to his desk drawer, then marked the passing of another day on his wall calendar with a bright red NO. The calendar was nothing but numbers and nos.

“Happy Birthday to me,” he sighed to himself.

 

There was a time when Will would have begun the school day by counting his classmates. When their numbers dwindled to about seven he found he didn’t need to count anymore—he knew at a glance how many kids remained. Now there were only six, including Will—or there had been, at any rate, last Friday.

Four? he thought as he surveyed the room. There were still twenty-five desks in Ms. Chadwick’s class but only Aidan, Nathan, and Julie sat there—still in the same seats their last names had determined at the start of the school year but now with vast stretches of empty alphabet between them. Only four now. That can’t be right…. Lily and Barry will come in after me, thought Will, though he was nearly late himself. Or maybe they’re just home sick.

Will took his seat, said hi to Aidan when Aidan said hi to him, but he never took his eyes off the classroom door. It opened a moment later, but only Ms. Chadwick entered with a really big cup of coffee.

“Quiet down,” she said, though no one had been talking. “All stand for the Pledge of Allegiance.”

“Where are Lily and Barry?” asked Will without raising his hand.

Ms. Chadwick studied him for a moment, then answered. “Barry found out over the weekend that he’s a wizard,” she said. “He’ll be finishing the year at a wizards’ school upstate.” Her tone suggested, always suggested, that people did not find out they were wizards where she came from. Where she came from they might find out they were, say, dentists—but only after a long and tedious period of self-discovery and dental school. “And Lily…I have no idea why Lily’s gone. How should I know?! I’m only the teacher!”

She reached with trembling fingers to her lips and felt around for some phantom cigarette she’d probably left in the teachers’ lounge. Then she stared at her hand for kind of a long time.

So no Pledge of Allegiance after all. It was just as well. Aidan only pledged his allegiance to Asgard since learning he was the son of Thor, Julie was mute because of some bargain she’d made with a witch or something, and Nathan was a Jehovah’s Witness.

“I bet Lily’s just sick,” Aidan whispered to Will. “There’s a flu going around.”

Will hadn’t heard about any flu, but he nodded and gave Aidan a kind of half-smile. They hadn’t really been friends until recently, but of course neither boy had many choices anymore. And Aidan was nice for a demigod. It seemed to Will that you could really let that sort of thing go to your head.

Ms. Chadwick was still staring at her hand.

She was getting that look on her face, that owl look—big fierce eyes and a strong impression that she could turn her head all the way around if she wanted to.

“POP QUIZ!” she hooted. The class groaned, as classes will, but it sounded feeble. There weren’t even enough kids to get a good groan going anymore. “An essay, in two hundred words or less! Explain what you think will happen to a teacher if all her students keep turning into flipping butterflies! Assume she has only two years’ experience and student loans. Show your work,” she added, and went to hide behind her desk for a while. Usually a screaming teacher was like ice down your back, but Ms. Chadwick had been getting gradually louder since Labor Day.

No one, strictly speaking, had actually turned into a butterfly. Hannah had sprouted wings from touching some sort of meteorite back in November, but everyone agreed they were really more dragonfly wings than anything else. She’d done a science fair project about it before leaving for St. Peppermint’s Fairy Academy over winter break. Nonetheless, Will took out a sheet of paper and wrote, “What’ll Happen to a Teacher If All Her Students Turn into Flipping Butterflies” at the top, and then he thought a moment.


I think if the teacher had our class she wouldn’t have to worry. Because the other seventh-grade teacher, Mrs. Murray, is really old and will probably retire and they’ll still need someone to teach the seventh grade. And Aidan won’t leave because there is no special school for him—he only goes to that Norse god summer camp in Connecticut. Lily’s probably just out sick. I don’t understand Julie’s deal but if she was going to leave she would have left already. And Nathan’s too big a loser to get powers.



Will considered that last sentence. Of course he couldn’t call his classmate a loser in a school paper. But Nathan had always been a dork. Even more this year than last—he’d turned into one of those kids who raised his hand too much and used words like “however” and “approximately.” Still, Will erased a bit and wrote:


And Nathan doesn’t seem like the type to be a vampire or leprechaun or whatever. You can just tell with some people.



Then the point of what he’d written sank in a bit and made him feel small.


And you don’t have to worry about me, either. I’m never going anywhere. I’ll never be a hero or have an adventure. I’ll just become a doctor or a banker like my dad or maybe a scientist that finally figures out what’s up with this school.



Just then one of the classroom walls collapsed. Aidan gave an exasperated little sigh, because they’d only just finished repairing that wall from the last time.

A chalky cloud of pulverized cinder block settled around the ragged remains, and in stepped a beefy man snapped into some kind of flashy exoskeleton. The brushed-steel limbs of the suit whirred and clicked as he moved, and made his legs two feet taller and arms two feet longer. Chrome tubes and something like a plastic sneeze guard folded over his shoulders and head. Like he was wearing a motorcycle. Will hoped he was maybe just here to talk about Wall Safety, but in his heart he knew the guy was a supervillain. You could just tell with some people.

The supervillain frowned at the class and said, “Is this all of you?”

It seemed like sort of an ordinary question to ask after knocking a wall down. Aidan and Will looked at each other. Nathan scrambled to the other side of the room while Ms. Chadwick ducked behind her desk. Julie, of course, said nothing.

The supervillain tried again. “Where’s Lily Landers!?” he roared, in a voice that was sounding more supervillainy until the dust made him cough.

Aha. So Lily was probably a superhero, thought Will. That made sense. She had always been pretty athletic. Maybe her enemies learned her secret identity and she’d gone into hiding. Some kids had all the luck.

“C’mon, guys,” the supervillain said. “I know this is her room; the office told me.”

He really had been to the office. He had a visitor’s badge.

“Lily’s absent today,” Will offered. “Maybe you could, you know, come back tomorrow.”

“Lockdown!” Ms. Chadwick said suddenly, and she popped up from behind her desk with her hands whipping about. “Lockdown! You kids know the drill!”

During Lockdown the school would secure all its doors and gates while the students crouched on the floor with their arms around their heads, and Will felt it was probably something you did before the villain punched a hole in the wall. Anyway, Superjerk or whoever blew the door off its hinges with a yellow energy blast from his arm cannon and effectively took the whole question of locking it out of Ms. Chadwick’s hands. Slightly singed and whimpering, she crawled back to her desk.

A cool breeze entered through the hole-where-the-door-used-to-be and crossed to the hole-where-the-wall-used-to-be. Outside, teachers and a long line of kids hurried past. The school was being evacuated. Soon Will’s class would be all alone with the villain. The police would come, demands would be made. Someone would get hurt.

Will fixed his eyes on Aidan, Son of Thor. Can you do anything? he mouthed.

I don’t have my hammer, Aidan mouthed back. Will nodded. Their school was a Weapon-Free Zone.

The villain tottered over the ruined wall and stumbled into the classroom. His suit’s impressive, but it isn’t all-terrain, thought Will.

“No moving or talking! Everyone get to the front of the room! We’ll wait here until Cheetah Girl hears about it. And comes to save you. Then BOOM! BOOM! Why are there only four students?”

“There’s a flu going around,” said Will as he moved with the other kids to stand in front of the blackboard. He couldn’t see any reason not to lie to a supervillain.

“Waitaminute. This is that school.”

“What school?”

“You know, that school. The one with the kids everyone writes books about.”

Will shrugged.

“Wait, I can check,” said the villain, and he went a little cross-eyed watching a computer display on the inside of his visor. “I can’t…I can’t seem to connect to your school’s wireless. Is there a password?”

“It’s ‘guest,’” said Ms. Chadwick. She sounded a little shell-shocked.

“Man, it’s so slow. I can’t even load my home page.”

“It might be blocked,” said Aidan. “They block a lot of sites.”

“Hold on…here we go,” the villain said. “Oh no.” All over his battlesuit flaps and panels opened and shut. “It is that school. Can you kids…do things?”

Nathan pointed at Aidan. “That boy is super strong.”

Will winced. Even without his hammer Aidan was as strong as three men, but the supervillain didn’t need to know that. And now he was training his gun on Aidan in a serious way.

“I can read minds,” Will said quickly. The other kids looked
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