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CHAPTER ONE


Monday, September 1st, 2036, 12:02 AM … 
I thought I woke up tonight to calm down my crying baby brother. Turned out I actually woke up to protect him from the crazy anti-superhuman murderer in the window. Life is like that sometimes.
Let me back up a bit. My name is Ashley Jason. As of yesterday—August 31st—I am seventeen-years-old and am going to be starting my second-year at the Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans tomorrow (and yes, the Academy was named after my late grandfather, the famous superhero named Genius).
I’m also dying of an incurable genetic disorder that affects one in a million superhumans, but that’s not relevant at the moment. I’m taking medicine to treat it, but I’m not sure there is any medicine you can take to treat getting murdered by a crazy person who hates your guts.
It started at midnight the night of my seventeenth birthday, as I said. Being the early bird that I was, I had already turned into bed long before the rest of my family. It helped that I was dead tired. My seventeenth birthday had been full of excitement, starting with a family visit to a local amusement park, then a birthday party with just me, my family, and my best friend Cora, and finishing off with a trip to see the newest superhero blockbuster movie that recently came out. I could never enjoy these movies when I watched them with Dad, though. Dad was a superhero and he would always complain and nitpick about the inaccuracies in these kinds of movies, especially if they were made by normals.
I managed to enjoy it well enough, though. Bronze Man 3 might not have been a one hundred percent accurate depiction of what life was really like for superheroes nowadays, but it was still a fun action romp. I also learned that one of my teachers—Anna Barrington, or as she is known, the Fashionista—apparently designed the costumes for the movie when I saw her name in the credits. That surprised me, even though I knew that the Fashionista had worked in Hollywood before becoming a real superhero.
So anyway, that night I slept soundly in my bed in my room with the door and windows closed. I didn’t bother to lock either of them. Silvers, Texas was a typical small town where everyone pretty much knew everyone else. Crime wasn’t too high and the worst crime you ever heard of was someone stealing tools from someone’s shed. In all of my seventeen years of living here, no one had ever broken into our house, so I never had reason to suspect that someone would try something that stupid.
I say ‘stupid’ because my parents—Kevin and Emily Jason, better known as the superheroes Bolt and Blizzard—are two of the most well-known supers in the country. Every person in Silvers knew who my parents were and exactly what they could do. Also, my younger brother, Jake, and I were both strong supers in our own right, even if we weren’t quite as powerful as our parents yet.
You’d have to be a complete idiot to try to break into our house when all four of us are home at the same time. Unless you happened to be packing enough powerless gas to take out a whole family of supers, something which this crazed murderer apparently—
I’m getting ahead of myself again. Where was I? Oh, yes. Getting woken up by my baby brother, Ronny, who slept in his own room on the second floor of our house that happened to be adjacent to mine.
I loved Ronny. Really, I did. Ronald Theodore Jason was my nine-month-old younger brother. Little Ronny came into the world on December 25th, 2035, making him a Christmas baby. That was probably why Mom dressed him almost exclusively in red and green baby clothes, had painted the walls of his room those colors, and even found red and green diapers for him. Don’t ask me where. Mom could be so weird sometimes.
But, however happy I was that I had another little brother, it was kind of ruined by the fact that Ronny cried. A lot.
I knew babies cried, but I’d never seen a baby cry as much as Ronny. He practically came out of Mom screaming and never seemed to let up except during nap time. You’d think Ronny would sleep at night, but if anything, his crying seemed to get worse. Or maybe it was just because I was so exhausted that his crying only seemed worse, I don’t know. I swear Jake didn’t cry this much when he was a baby, even though I can barely remember what he was like as a baby. I definitely didn’t, either, no matter how many times Dad insisted I was a huge crier as a baby, to the point where he joked that crying was my superpower.
So when I heard Ronny crying, I just had to get up and calm him down. Yes, I know it was technically my parents’ job to check on Ronny when he was upset, but my parents’ room was on the first floor of the house while my room and Ronny’s room were on the second. Thus, it was usually quicker for me to check on little Ronny at night than it was for them, even taking my dad’s super-speed into consideration. Thus, Mom and I had taken turns checking on baby Ronny all summer long, with Dad occasionally showing Mom mercy and sacrificing his sleep to give her a chance to catch up on her rest some nights.
Jake, naturally, never helped. He always claimed that he was just a really sound sleeper and never heard Ronny, but frankly, I think he just didn’t want to have to help change diapers or lose sleep over a baby. It was annoying, but I knew from experience that trying to get Jake to help with Ronny was a losing proposition. So it was almost always quicker to check on Ronny myself than to try to get Jake to do it, even though his room was just across the hall from mine.
That didn’t leave me in a very good mood, though, when I tossed my blankets off my legs and stood up from my bed. Especially when I realized that Dad must have accidentally turned the air conditioning off or something. It was so hot in my room that I could feel sweat making my old Pink Pony t-shirt stick to my back. Gross. Maybe that was why Ronny was crying.
Regardless, I slipped on my bunny slippers and shuffled down the dark hallway to Ronny’s room. I didn’t bother to turn on any of the lights because Ronny’s room was right next door to mine. Plus, I didn’t want to blind myself, which would put me in an even worse mood than before. In hindsight, though, turning on the lights might have saved me a world of trouble later on.
Anyway, I opened the door to Ronny’s room. That made Ronny’s cries—which had been slightly muted by the walls and door of his room—even louder. I cringed at Ronny’s cries but still entered the room anyway, leaving the door open behind me as I stepped inside.
As I thought, Ronny’s room was just as hot as mine. Poor Ronny lay in his crib crying his head off. By the softly glowing night light next to his crib, I could see that his cute baby face was an ugly red, with tears flooding down his face. He also had a long dribble of snot running down from his nostrils to his chin, but fortunately, I didn’t smell any dirty diapers. If I had, I probably would have started crying, too.
I rubbed my eyes and, walking up to Ronny’s crib, said, in the gentlest voice I could muster on four hours of sleep, “Hey, bro, it’s okay. Big sister is here. It’s fine.”
Ronny, of course, kept crying. Whether it was because he still hadn’t mastered the English language or because he was a literal crybaby, I wasn’t sure. I just knew that I would need to pick him up if I wanted to get him to stop crying.
Sighing, I scooped up Ronny in my arms and began rocking him back and forth, saying, “There, there. It’s okay. Just go to sleep … please stop crying … I need to sleep, too …”
To my surprise, Ronny stopped screaming. His face was still red and his nose was still dribbling snot, but he seemed a lot less upset. That was a veritable miracle. It used to take hours to make Ronny stop crying once he started. Admittedly, he still wasn’t asleep, but at least he wasn’t crying anymore. Maybe he would go to sleep if I rocked him for a few minutes.
First things first, though. I walked over to the dresser next to his crib, grabbed a baby wipe, and began wiping the snot from his nose. Ronny, as usual, didn’t like it when I wiped his nose, trying to turn his head and face away from me so I couldn’t do it.
“Come on, Ronny,” I said, trying—and probably failing—to hide the frustration in my voice. “If I can handle getting up in the middle of the night before my first day of school, then you can tolerate having your nose—”
A loud crack at the window interrupted me. I looked over my shoulder, wondering what had created that noise when something small and round smashed through Ronny’s window and landed on the floor between me and the door. Turning around to look at it, I could barely make out what the object was, other than it was small, round, and appeared to be made out of metal. A red light blinked on top it, bright in the darkness of Ronny’s room.
Then, without warning, the ball let loose a high whining sound and exploded. A huge cloud of powerless gas suddenly filled Ronny’s room, causing me to hack and gasp as the gas entered my lungs. Ronny, of course, immediately started crying, though I couldn’t blame him. The sticky, stinky gas stung my eyes, making them water and making it hard for me to see, especially in the darkness of the room. Couldn’t imagine what it must have felt like for poor Ronny.
“What the—?” I said as Ronny screamed in my arms. “Powerless gas—? Who—?”
Without warning, someone smashed through what remained of Ronny’s window and hit the floor at a roll. The figure rose to his feet and, pulling out a gun, quickly swept it across the room, though he came to a stop when he saw me and Ronny standing beside Ronny’s crib.
Ronny’s night light let me see that he was a man in black tactical gear. Leather bulletproof armor covered his chest, arms, and legs, while his face was hidden behind a large helmet with a silver faceplate. Red lights gleamed from either side of his faceplate, making them look almost like demonic eyes. On his right shoulder, a symbol of what looked like Earth with a human ring formed around it could be seen, though I didn’t recognize it.
The gunman looked as shocked to see me as I was to see him. He lowered his gun and said, in a slightly muffled voice, “Huh? What are you doing here? I was told only the baby was in this room.”
“I’m his older sister,” I said, bringing Ronny closer to my chest. “I should be asking who you are because I’m pretty sure this isn’t your room.”
The gunmen continued to look surprised to see me, but he shook his head and raised his gun again. “Never mind. My orders were to kill the baby, but if I have to kill a mutant freak like you, too, then so be it. Tell me, freak, are you ready to die tonight?”
“Mutant freak?” I said. “That’s not a very nice thing to say.”
The gunman chuckled. “You supers are all the same. You destroy our cities and kill our people but then lecture us on politeness. The world needs to be cleansed of your kind.”
“What the heck are you talking about?” I said. “And who are you?”
The gunman, however, fired his gun at me twice. The only reason he missed was probably due to the darkness of the room and the thick powerless gas messing with his aim. I did jump out of the way, but my reflexes weren’t that fast and I accidentally tripped over my own feet. I landed on my back on the floor, still holding a crying Ronny, who I had managed to avoid dropping.
Gasping hard and blinking back the tears, I looked up in time to see the gunman standing over me, his gun aimed at my face.
“Who am I, freak?” said the gunman. “I’m one of the Guardians of Humanity. And I am going to protect humanity from you.”




CHAPTER TWO


I couldn’t dodge. Not with Ronny in my arms, anyway, and especially not with this Guardian guy’s gun pointing at my face. The powerless gas didn’t help. It stung my eyes. It didn’t make me feel any weaker than normal—which was odd, given how that was one of the normal effects that powerless gas had on me—but I had no time to speculate about that with death staring me right in the face. 
The Guardian’s index finger pulled down the trigger and I did the only thing I knew how: I activated my powers.
Now, normally that would be impossible. Powerless gas, as you might have guessed from the name, was a special kind of gas that took away a superhuman’s powers. It was easily the deadliest weapon known to superhuman kind because it took away the ‘super’ in our name and just made us humans. It might have also been the source of my condition that was slowly killing me, but that didn’t matter.
That was why I was shocked when a hard light barrier appeared between my face and the gun. Thus, when the Guardian pulled the trigger on his gun, the bullet ricocheted off the barrier and into his right leg.
The Guardian howled in pain and staggered backward from the blow. He clutched his now-bleeding leg, cursing a hundred curses under his breath a minute. He cursed so much that I didn’t even recognize half of the curses he used.
I just knew that I had somehow managed to use my powers despite being stuck in a room full of powerless gas. That was, according to all known scientific knowledge, supposed to be impossible. It was a miracle, in other words. And that was with a weaker-than-usual barrier because I didn’t have much light to work with in here other than Ronny’s night light.
“Freaking stupid cheap powerless gas,” the Guardian said, clutching his bleeding leg. “I knew we should have bought the better stuff. Overkill is such a cheapskate. Next time I see him, we’re gonna have a long talk about quality control.”
I didn’t really understand anything the Guardian just said, though that was mostly because I was still in shock over neatly getting shot to death in my own home. Ronny’s crying, however, instantly snapped me out of my shock, which was when I noticed that the door to his room was still open.
Without hesitation, I jumped to my feet, Ronny in my arms, and dashed toward the door. Wasn’t sure why no one else in my family had awakened yet, but I didn’t care. If I could just get Ronny and me out of the room, then—
The Guardian suddenly appeared in my way and slammed the door closed, forcing me to come to an abrupt stop. I almost fell over thanks to Ronny’s weight, but caught myself at the last second and backed away from the Guardian as he locked the door.
“You’re not getting away that easily, freak,” said the Guardian, turning to face me. His leg was still bleeding, though I noticed he had wrapped a bandage around it to staunch the blood flow. “The cheap powerless gas might not have taken away your powers, but I can still kill you. It’s just going to require slightly more effort on my part.”
Without saying anything, I ran toward the broken window. Jumping out of Ronny’s window on the second floor at night was risky, but our chances of surviving the fall from such a height were a million times higher than surviving a fight with a guy who seemed to specialize in killing supers. Besides, my powers still worked. I could create steps or a slide or something that Ronny and I could use to get to the ground safely.
Right before I could jump out the window, however, a large metallic tentacle whipped out toward us. I had to duck, almost drop to the floor entirely, to avoid the tentacle, which smashed apart what little was left of Ronny’s window after the Guardian broke through. Pieces of glass pelted Ronny and me, but I still looked up to see what had tried to grab us.
A robot hovered just beyond the window. It looked like a drone, except with swirling metallic tentacles extending from its underside. Like the Guardian, it had blinking red lights as its ‘eyes,’ making it look creepy in the night. It would have looked a lot creepier, however, if the full moon had not been out, which was the main reason I could see it at all.
A harsh laugh behind me made me look over my shoulder. The Guardian still stood in front of the door, where he watched me and Ronny with apparent amusement.
“Knew you’d try something like that,” said the Guardian. “This entire fight has been just like something from the ComSim, aside from me getting shot by my own gun. Other than that, it’s played out exactly the way Bloodbath said it would.”
“What, did you really need to train to murder a teenage girl and a baby?” I said. “You do realize how pathetic that makes you sound, right?”
“You’re not ‘just’ a teenage girl and that baby isn’t even remotely innocent,” said the Guardian. He pointed at me. “You two are mutants whose mere existence poses a threat to humanity’s progress and flourishing. If it wasn’t for you supers, humanity would have reached the stars already and wouldn’t constantly be teetering on the edge of apocalypse.”
“What in the heck are you talking about?” I said. I held Ronny closer. “How does the existence of a freaking baby threaten humanity’s progress?”
“You wouldn’t understand,” said the Guardian, shaking his head. “For over fifty years now, your kind has wrought untold destruction on mankind. Cities have been destroyed and whole towns have been wiped out by the actions of your people. No more. Humans will rise up against our ‘superior’ oppressors. The day of reckoning is so close I can practically taste it.”
I gulped and rose to my feet, though slowly and carefully so the Guardian wouldn’t think I was trying anything. Ronny, of course, was still crying, but I couldn’t comfort him right now. “Uh-huh. And how does a baby ‘oppress’ a grown man like you?”
“Again, you don’t understand,” said the Guardian. “The baby isn’t just a baby. One day, that baby will become powerful enough to destroy the whole world. That is what Overkill says.”
I looked at the screaming, crying Ronny in my arms in bewilderment. “Destroy the world? Babies can be messy, but I’m pretty sure Ronny can only destroy the toys Mom and Dad keep giving him.”
“Make light of my words as much as you want,” said the Guardian. “Every word I’ve spoken is true. The day of reckoning for your kind is soon. And that day will be ushered in by that baby’s blood.”
I held Ronny closer to my chest than ever. “Even if you killed Ronny—which I won’t let you do in a million years—I fail to see how that will somehow destroy every super in the world.”
The Guardian chuckled. “It won’t. But do you know what will? Killing off all young supers. Starting with you and your annoying baby brother.”
The Guardian raised his gun and fired. I summoned a light barrier in front of me, deflecting the bullet, though this time the Guardian dived out of the way to avoid his own bullet ricocheting into him.
Meanwhile, his drone launched its tentacles into the room again, trying to wrap them around me. I summoned my light hammer, however, and swatted the tentacles aside while holding Ronny with one hand. It was tough going, however, because the drone’s tentacles kept coming at me. I wondered if this was what fighting an octopus was like.
The sound of a gun being cocked behind me made my instincts jump into full gear. I leaped to the side at the last minute just in time to avoid the Guardian’s next bullet. The bullet struck his drone, knocking out one of the lights, though it didn’t seem to cause the drone any permanent damage. It did cause the drone to retreat slightly, perhaps to get out of the Guardians’ line of sight.
Not that I could celebrate that achievement, however. The Guardian, apparently out of bullets, tossed his gun aside and pulled a huge, jagged knife from his belt. He slashed at me viciously, forcing me to back up until I hit the wall of Ronny’s room. Then I ducked to avoid a slash from his knife, which tore a jagged hole in the sheetrock and completely ruined Ronny’s Christmas wallpaper.
Rising to my full height again, I raised my hammer and blocked the Guardian’s next strike. The Guardian, however, grabbed my wrist and twisted. Pain exploded from my wrist, shattering my concentration and making my hammer vanish from existence.
The Guardian yanked my twisted arm up, forcing me to bring Ronny closer to my body to avoid dropping him. I looked up into the Guardian’s smooth faceplate and saw my and Ronny’s terrified faces reflected in it.
“Cheap Russian powerless gas might not hurt you,” said the Guardian, raising his knife above his head, “but even super brats can’t survive getting their hearts stabbed.”
Dang it. There was nothing I could do. Between having to carry Ronny in one arm and the Guardian’s tight grip on my free arm, I was entirely defenseless. Whoever this Guardian guy was, he was definitely a good fighter.
The door to Ronny’s room suddenly slammed open just then. Something swift and quick zipped inside and stole the Guardian’s knife right from his hands.
“What the—?” said the Guardian, looking at his bare hand. “What was—”
“Hey, faceless dude!” said a familiar bratty voice behind him. “This yours?”
The Guardian looked over his shoulder. I also looked around him to see who it was.
A fourteen-year-old boy, wearing a ratty basketball t-shirt and race car pajama pants, was leaning against Ronny’s crib on the other side of the room. He held the Guardian’s knife in one hand as if he had found it on the street while minding his own business. His messy brown hair made him look wild, but I couldn’t help but smile when I saw him.
“Jake!” I said in relief. “I’ve never been happier to see you in my life.”
Jake shrugged. “What can I say? I like making appearances at the last possible minute.”
“Jake?” said the Guardian. “As in, Jake Jason, the son of Bolt?”
“That’s right, though I usually go by Zip nowadays,” said Jake. He flipped the knife in the air and caught it by the handle. “And your name is Frank ‘I like getting beaten up by teenage boys who are protective of their older sisters and younger brothers’ Stupid, right?”
“What the—?” said the Guardian again. “That isn’t my—”
Jake zoomed forward, kicked the Guardian in the knees and groin about a dozen times by my count, and zipped back to Ronny’s crib. He even managed to catch the knife he had thrown into the air before it hit the floor, too. Show off.
But his assault did cause the Guardian to let go of me. The Guardian let go of my arm and practically collapsed onto his hands and knees. I backed away toward the corner, trying to put as much distance between me and the Guardian as I could in the limited space of Ronny’s room.
“So, Mr. Stupid,” said Jake as he continued to flip the knife, “what are you going to change your name to now? I think ‘got kicked in the groin by a kid’ would be a good middle name for a guy like you.”
The Guardian snarled but didn’t stand up. “Arrogant mutant. My drone will—”
The sound of metal getting torn in half suddenly came from the window. One of the drone’s tentacles suddenly flew through the window and slapped into the Guardian’s face, the impact nearly knocking him down again.
“Huh?” said the Guardian, looking at the tentacle. “Wait a minute, this looks like—”
“One of your toy’s parts?” said Jake. He grinned. “Yeah, Dad’s been known to play rough sometimes.”
The Guardian looked at Jake in horror. “Dad? You don’t mean—”
Without warning, a man wearing a white sleeveless shirt and camo pajama pants flew into the room. He hovered in the air for a second, his hands crackling with red electricity, before landing softly on the carpeted floor amid the glass from the shattered window.
It was Dad. And even without his trademark superhero costume, he looked ready to kick some bad guy butt.
“Hi, there,” said Dad casually as red sparks shot off his fingers. “I heard you were trying to murder all three of my children with that toy of yours out there. You really should invest in higher quality toys, though. Yours break way too easily.”
As if to emphasize his point, Dad tossed the half of the drone he was carrying. It landed with a loud thunk on the floor of Ronny’s room. The Guardian stared at it in pure terror. He seemed to realize, for the first time tonight, that he was well and truly screwed.
“Now, we can do this two ways,” said Dad as he cracked his knuckles. “One, you give up now and I only break your legs to make a point. Two, you don’t give up and I break every bone in your body and give my kids a chance to break some, too, since I’m such a good dad like that. I’ll let you choose because it’s your funeral either way.”
The Guardian didn’t say anything, but he didn’t need to. He just stood up and made a mad dash for the open doorway. Both Jake and I made moves to stop him, but Dad held up a hand and said, “Let him go.”
“What?” I said, looking at Dad in confusion. “But he tried to kill me and Ronny. Why are you letting him go?”
Dad smiled, which actually looked kind of creepy. “He won’t get far.”
Before I could ask him how he knew that, the Guardian disappeared through the open doorway … and then a powerful blast of snow and cold wind blasted through the hallway into the room. The small blizzard caused the temperature in the room to drop from sweltering to freezing, making me, Jake, and Ronny shiver, though Dad looked comfortable.
The blizzard ended quickly, however, allowing us to see the Guardian standing in the doorway again. Thinking he’d come back to fight us, I raised my hand, only for Dad to say, “Wait. Watch.”
I had no idea what Dad meant, however, until the Guardian tipped forward like a statue and crashed into the floor. That was when I realized: He was frozen solid from head to toe, which was why he had fallen over.
A middle-aged, dark-haired woman stepped into the room. Like the rest of us, she was in pajamas, hers being a pretty blue silk nightgown that was a lot nicer than anything we wore. She looked almost like an older version of me, except for her eyes, which were a cold ice-blue, though I wasn’t afraid of her.
Mom, the woman who had entered the room, looked down at the frozen Guardian in disgust. “No one touches my children and lives. No one.”
I breathed hard. Although I was glad that the Guardian was defeated, I had to admit that I was still in shock.
Something told me that this was going to be a very long night.




CHAPTER THREE


After Mom defeated the Guardian, Dad called the police, who immediately came to take the frozen Guardian away. As it turned out, Mom hadn’t actually killed the Guardian. She had simply frozen him solid, so when the police arrived, she unfroze him and let the police haul him off to jail. 
The Guardian didn’t even try to fight back. He let the police officers take all of his weapons and equipment and armor off of him. He actually looked relieved when they put him in the back of the squad car and drove him off to jail. Couldn’t blame him. He had really only survived his encounter with us because my family isn’t very bloodthirsty or cruel.
The police talked with us for a while, interviewing each of us in turn. They interviewed me longer than the rest of my family, however, because I was the first person to encounter this Guardian guy and knew more about him than my parents or Jake. I didn’t mind it, honestly. Despite still being in shock, I wanted to help the police however I could, so I told them everything that the Guardian said to me. It was surprising how much I remembered. Guess I must have been paying better attention than I thought.
Once the police finished interviewing us, they left, taking the Guardian, his weapons, equipment, and pretty much every other bit of evidence they could find with them. The only thing they left was the Guardian’s helmet, which Dad insisted on taking, although I didn’t know why. It was an ugly thing, made even more so by the cracks created by Mom’s freezing it. I guess Dad just wanted a war trophy or something.
In any case, we didn’t go back to sleep, as you can imagine. Instead, we gathered in the kitchen, where Mom began preparing tea and coffee for everyone. Mom had a habit of making tea and coffee to help people calm down after a dangerous event like this. I also noticed that Dad turned down the air conditioning, bringing the house down to a much cooler and more manageable temperature.
Even as I sat at my spot at the table with a cold cup of iced tea in my hands, I still didn’t feel like I could relax. Neither could Jake, apparently, because he was walking back and forth in the kitchen, his own iced tea in his hand, though he barely drank from it. Only baby Ronny seemed at peace in the world. He had stopped crying when Mom defeated the Guardian and now lay quietly in her arms, sleeping as peacefully as if all was well in the world. I had to admit I was a little jealous that Ronny could go to sleep so easily after tonight. It made me wish I could do that, though I knew I couldn’t.
Dad sat down at his usual spot at the table and looked at me, a steaming cup of black coffee in his hand. “Are you sure you don’t need to go to the ER?”
“I’m sure, Dad,” I said. I rubbed my wrist. “That guy didn’t really hurt me that badly. Honestly, I think he wasn’t expecting me to be there, which is probably the only reason he didn’t kill me right away.”
“That, and the cheap Russian powerless gas he used,” said Mom, sitting at the other end of the table, gently rocking Ronny in her arms. “The Guardians usually use higher quality gas.”
I summoned a small light pyramid in my hand, which began to rotate. “Is that why I was able to use my powers even after inhaling the powerless gas?”
“Probably,” said Dad with a nod. “If it had been the expensive stuff, you wouldn’t have even been able to breathe. As it was, he obviously cheapened out, which turned out to be a very expensive mistake in the long run, as those types of mistakes tend to be.”
“That’s what I don’t get,” said Jake, coming to a stop and looking at Dad. “I thought all powerless gas was equally bad for superhumans. But you’re telling us that some gas is worse than others?”
Dad shifted in his chair. “Sure. I’m surprised you two don’t know this. Don’t they teach you this stuff at school?”
“They do,” I said. I nodded at Jake. “Jake just wasn’t paying attention in Powers class. As usual.”
Jake pouted and folded his arms in front of his chest. “It’s not my fault Professor Dane is boring. He could be telling us about how he saved the world from an alien invasion and I’d still sleep through it.”
“Regardless, not all powerless gas is equal,” said Dad. “And frankly, most powerless gas nowadays isn’t nearly as dangerous as the natural kind was back in my day. It can still kill you, though, if you’re not careful.”
I nodded. Powerless gas had originally come from an alien race known as the Pokacu, who had unsuccessfully tried to invade Earth twice in the past. After their failed second invasion, a ton of their powerless gas had ended up on Earth in different countries all over the world. By reverse-engineering ‘natural’ powerless gas, normal scientists were able to manufacture artificial powerless gas. Which turned out to be necessary because the amount of natural powerless gas in the world had run out pretty quickly, though I heard that the natural stuff could still be purchased for a price from the right people if you knew where to look.
I knew all of this because it was covered in our History class in the Academy last summer when we were studying the First and Second Pokacu Invasions of Earth. Powers and Combat class also covered the topic, but History was where we went really in-depth about it. That was also why History was turning into my favorite class in the Academy, next to the Neogenetics course, of course. Superhuman history turned out to be a very interesting subject, and we only covered American Superhuman History in the first-year. Apparently, we were going to learn more about foreign superhuman history in other countries going into second-year, or so our teacher told us, anyway.
“Okay,” said Jake, “but that still doesn’t explain who that guy was or why he wanted to kill us.”
“He said he was with the ‘Guardians of Humanity,’ ” I said. “I’ve heard of them before. They’re an anti-superhuman group that believes normals and supers can’t live in peace, so they try to kill as many superhumans as possible. He’s the first Guardian I’ve ever met, though.”
Dad nodded grimly. “That’s a good summary of the group. I guess they are teaching you stuff in the Academy after all.”
“But why did they choose to attack us now?” said Jake, scratching the back of his head. “We’ve lived in Silvers for over sixteen years now. Everyone knows we’re here. What took them so long to attack us?”
I looked at little Ronny, who still lay asleep in Mom’s arms. “He was after Ronny. He only tried to kill me because I was in the way. If I hadn’t been there, I don’t think he would have tried to kill me or any of us.”
“I agree,” said Dad with a nod. He sniffled. “He did fill our rooms with cheap powerless gas, which is why it took us so long to help you. But I agree. He only planned to kill Ronny, which is why the Guardians only sent one. They would have sent much more if they were trying to kill us all.”
“How do you know the Guardians sent him?” Jake questioned. “What if he was acting independently?”
“He was definitely sent by someone to kill Ronny,” I said. “He said that someone named Overkill sent him to take out Ronny.”
“Overkill?” said Dad, looking at me so abruptly that he nearly spilled his coffee cup. “Are you sure he said Overkill sent him?”
“Yeah,” I said, looking at Dad in confusion. “Why? Do you know him?”
“You could say that,” said Dad. He sipped his coffee and grimaced, though probably not at the taste. “Overkill came after me about a year after you were born. I’m one of the few supers who he’s never successfully killed, and there’s only three of us. If this guy got personal orders from Overkill … then it’s a miracle any of us are still alive.”
Jake smirked. “Come on, Dad. It sounds like these Guardians are just a bunch of normals. ‘Course, they’re normals with powerless gas, but still. You saw how screwed that Guardian guy became when we came to Ashley’s rescue. If his fellow Guardians are anything like that, they can’t be that big of a threat.”
Dad lowered his coffee cup slowly and deliberately. He looked like he was trying not to lose his temper with Jake, though I noticed his hand shake anyway. “The Guardians may be normals, but they are anything but normal. Let me show you.”
Dad pulled up the Guardian’s helmet and placed it in the middle of the dining room table for us all to see. The cracks on the helmet were even more obvious under the lights on the ceiling than they were in Ronny’s room. The cracks made the helmet look like it was smiling, which was really creepy.
“Honey, do you have to put that thing on the kitchen table?” said Mom, grimacing at the helmet. “It’s so ugly.”
“I know, dear,” said Dad, “but I need to show Ashley and Jake why the Guardians need to be taken seriously.”
“I’m kind of with Mom on this,” I said, pulling away from the helmet. “I’ve already seen that helmet up close. It’s not like I don’t know what it looks like.”
“Look closer,” said Dad, tapping the side of the helmet. “Tell me what you see. Both of you.”
Curious, Jake and I both leaned over more closely to get a better look at the side of the helmet. Squinting my eyes, I saw three strokes carved into the side of the helmet, which did not look particularly recent.
“I see three scratches,” I said. I looked at Dad. “And they don’t look like we made them.”
“That’s because we didn’t,” said Dad grimly. “They’re his high score.”
“High score?” said Jake. “What’s he keeping score of? Basketball games?”
Dad shook his head. “Kills. Each scratch represents another superhuman who he has personally killed.”
I immediately pulled away from the helmet, staring at it in horror. Jake also looked at the helmet uncomfortably, but he didn’t pull away. He actually leaned in even closer and said, “So if this guy’s helmet has three scratches on it, then that means he’s murdered three supers, right?”
“Yes,” said Dad. “A common practice among the Guardians of Humanity is to carve a niche in their helmet for every super they kill. Among the Guardians, the more scratches you have on your helmet, the more respect you get from your peers. It’s proof that you are a real threat to supers and can hold your own against them in a fight.”
I put my hand over my mouth in horror. “So I’m not the first super he’s ever tried to kill.”
“Far from it,” said Dad. “Although you are probably the first to survive an attempt from him.”
Jake bit his lower lip. “Three sounds like a lot, but it seems on the low end of things.”
“It is fairly low for a Guardian, I agree,” said Dad. “The average for a Guardian is actually closer to ten.”
“Ten?” Jake repeated in horror. “You mean there’s an entire group of Guardians going around slaughtering supers like cows?”
Dad held up his hands. “It’s not as bad as it sounds, but yes, the Guardians are bad. They’ve been around long enough to have developed all kinds of skills, strategies, and weapons for dealing with supers. Their preferred weapon is obviously powerless gas, but it’s far from their only one. And Overkill, last I heard, is responsible for thirty-nine superhuman deaths in the US, Mexico, and Canada alone.”
I gulped. “How many Guardians are there, exactly? Do we know?”
Dad shook his head and lowered his hands onto his lap. “No one knows the exact number of Guardians in the world. They’re a secretive group and keep a tight lid on their member numbers. The official estimate put out by the FBI last year was that the Guardians currently number a thousand in the US, with a couple thousand more scattered around the world in other countries. I think they’re underestimating the numbers, though. I wouldn’t be surprised there were as many as ten thousand Guardians in the US alone.”
“And this guy—who would have killed me if I hadn’t gotten lucky—was a noob, basically,” I said. I looked at the checkered tablecloth in horror. “Dang.”
“But I still don’t understand why they wanted to kill Ronny,” said Jake, glancing at his baby brother. “I could understand going after Mom or Dad or, heck, even Ashley and me. But Ronny is a baby. He doesn’t even have any superpowers yet and won’t for at least thirteen years.”
Sipping my tea, I said, “The Guardian said that Ronny will one day grow up to destroy the whole world. He didn’t say how or when, but he said that Ronny needed to be eliminated for humanity to survive.”
“Seriously?” said Jake, looking at me in disbelief. “Did you tell him that Ronny is just a baby that cries a lot?”
“I tried to, but he wouldn’t listen,” I said. I looked up at Mom and Dad worryingly. “And now I’m worried that Overkill will just send more Guardians to kill Ronny. Jake and I should stay here to help keep Ronny safe.”
Dad, however, shook his head. “No. You two will still be going back to school tomorrow. You don’t have to worry about us.”
“What?” I said, looking at Dad in shock. “But you saw what happened tonight. If I hadn’t been in Ronny’s room, he would have died.”
“Your mom and I are well aware of how dangerous the Guardians are, Ashley,” said Dad. “Perhaps even more than you. You and Jake need to go to the Academy because you will be much safer there than here. Plus, you still need to complete your education.”
“And continue to have Dean study your condition,” Mom added. “Let’s not forget that, either.”
I bit my lower lip. Mom and Dad had a point. The main reason I was going to the Academy at all was to have my condition—Hernandez’s Disease—studied and treated. A cure was still a long way off, but I was much closer to getting cured now than I had been before I went to the Academy. And Dad was right that the Academy was probably the safest place we could be right now.
Even so, I said, “But Ronny—”
“We will keep him safe,” Dad said, glancing at the sleeping baby. “If necessary … we’ll move to Hero Island.”
Dad said that reluctantly, which I found curious. Hero Island was the headquarters of the Neohero Alliance. Located off the coast of New York, Hero Island was home to hundreds of superheroes. Being an NHA member, Dad’s work sometimes took him to Hero Island and he had even lived on it for a while during his younger years. In fact, Hero Island was where I’d spent the first-year or so of my life before we moved to Silvers, though I didn’t remember much about it.
Then Dad yawned. “But that’s for the future. For now, I think we all need to get to bed. Especially you two. With school starting tomorrow, I want you two to be as well-rested as possible so you will be ready for your second-year at the Academy.”
“Ronny will sleep in our room for now,” said Mom as she rocked Ronny in her arms. “At least until we can get the window in his room fixed.”
Personally, I wanted to stay up a little bit longer and discuss the Guardians some more. But then I yawned, too, and decided that Dad had a point.
It sounded like we were going to school tomorrow no matter what. I was still not entirely convinced that that was the best thing we could do but decided that it was too late for us to stay home now.
Even so, I found myself wondering if we were really going to be safe anywhere, especially after what Dad told us about the Guardians. And I also wondered exactly what made Ronny so dangerous that they felt like they needed to kill him now.
Perhaps I would get the answers to those questions at some point, but for now, as Dad said, it was bedtime and I needed to sleep.




CHAPTER FOUR


Jake and I stood in the backyard of our parents’ house, our duffel bags and backpacks slung over our shoulders. It was fairly early in the morning, just after seven, and it was a little cool out, though not cold enough to require wearing a coat or anything. I comfortably wore a t-shirt and jeans, while Jake had a red shirt and shorts. 
Mom, naturally, was fretting over us. She seemed to teleport at will, appearing here and there, asking questions like, “Are you sure you packed your Super Pills?” and “Did you forget your underwear? I can go into the house and get it if you guys need me to.” and “Don’t forget your socks, either. Those are important.”
“It’s fine, Mom,” I said, waving my hand to get Mom off us. “We remembered to pack everything for school. We’re fine. Or at least I did. I can’t speak for Jake.”
Jake pouted. “Hey, I packed all of my things, too. Just because I only need one bag while you need three or four doesn’t mean I forgot anything. It just means I’m better at packing things than you are.”
“You really only need one bag, anyway,” said Dad, who stood a few feet away with baby Ronny, who was sucking on a pacifier, in his arms. “Then again, men don’t require nearly as much makeup as women do, so that’s probably why we need only one bag.”
I hefted my bags over my shoulder. “It’s not makeup, Dad. It’s extra clothing. You know, practical things.”
“Packing extra clothing really doesn’t help your case, sis,” said Jake. “It would be like if I packed an extra bag full of guns and bacon. Hmmm … actually, that would be a good idea, although I wonder if the Academy would let me take guns and bacon on campus or not.”
I rolled my eyes and looked at my watch. “It’s just after seven. When are we leaving for the airport to catch our flight to Washington?”
“Flight?” said Dad. “Didn’t we tell you? We canceled your flight last night after you two went to bed.”
“What?” I said, looking at Dad in alarm. “How are we going to get to the Academy if we can’t fly there? We’re not driving again, are we?”
“Are we gonna run?” said Jake excitedly. “Because I’ve never run from Texas to Washington before. Sounds like fun.”
“We’re not driving or running,” said Mom, taking a step back from us so she stood next to Dad. “We’ve arranged alternate travel arrangements for you two that are much safer than flying, driving, or running.”
“Why?” I said. “We had our plane tickets reserved for weeks.”
“It’s because of last night’s attack from the Guardians,” said Dad. “Now that we know that the Guardians are specifically targeting us, it’s likely they’ll attack us again. Flying, driving, and running would leave us vulnerable to Guardian attacks.”
I smiled nervously. “Surely the Guardians wouldn’t try to attack us while we’re on an airplane or in a car, right?”
Dad looked at me seriously. “The Guardians have been known to down airplanes and cause huge highway pileups just to kill supers. They wouldn’t hold off trying to kill you two because you happened to be flying in the same plane as a bunch of normals.”
“Remember that huge plane crash last year that killed a few NHA members?” said Mom. “That was caused by a Guardian, who had murdered the pilot the night before and impersonated him long enough to get the plane in the air and crash it, killing everyone—super and normal alike—on board.”
My jaw fell open. “Oh.”
“As I said, the Guardians are a serious threat,” said Dad. “Now that they’re targeting us, we can’t just keep doing things the way we’ve always done them. That’s why we’re going to transport you two in the most secure way we know how.”
“And what would that be?” asked Jake. He looked around eagerly. “Are we going to be using one of Grandpa’s old Teleportation Disks? That would be so cool.”
“It’s not exactly teleportation,” said an amused female voice behind us. “But good guess.”
Jake and I whirled around to see an unfamiliar woman and a man standing just beneath the shade of the big oak tree in the corner of our yard. The woman seemed to be close in age to Mom and Dad, though she somehow looked younger than either of them. Her short, dark hair stood out sharply against her pale skin, while her dark eyes sparkled with amusement. She wore leather combat gear with a patch that had a bald eagle on it, with the words ‘G-MEN’ imprinted on the design. She was very thin but also in good shape.
The man had a similar patch and uniform to the woman, though unlike her, he had a gun holstered securely at his side. He was black, with a short crew-cut haircut partially covered by a red bandanna and goatee on his face that made him look rather intimidating. He was a good deal taller and bulkier than the woman and wore thick leather gloves over his fists. He was leaning against the tree with his arms folded in front of his chest, an unfriendly scowl on his face. He also had a patch over his right eye, making him look kind of like a pirate.
“Huh?” I said. “Who are those people and where did they come from?”
“Bet they’re more Guardians,” said Jake. He tossed his bags on the ground and thrust his hands out behind him. “Stay back, everyone! I’ll give ‘em the ol’ one-two!”
“Jake,” said Dad, holding out a hand toward him, “wait—”
But Jake, of course, didn’t listen. Jake darted forward, his super-speed allowing him to rocket across the backyard faster than my eyes could follow. I almost looked away, knowing that a couple of normals, even fully-grown adult normals, stood no chance against Jake.
But I was glad I kept looking. If only because it showed me that I should have been more concerned about Jake’s safety than the safety of the people he was attacking.
Neither the woman nor the man moved. The woman just smirked and flicked her finger forward.
Without warning, the shadows cast by the oak tree stretched and curled. They rose up from the ground and wrapped around Jake’s ankles, causing him to trip and fall face-first onto the dewy grass. Gasping in surprise, Jake raised his head and looked over his shoulder at the shadows clutching his ankles. “Huh? Are those tentacles?”
“Nope,” said the woman, shaking her head. She looked—and sounded—greatly amused by Jake’s predicament. “Shadows.”
Another flick of her finger and the shadows rose, lifting Jake off the ground and causing his shirt to fall down to his chest. Jake let out a surprised yelp as the shadow tendrils rose higher and higher into the air until soon he was about ten feet off the ground. Jake’s arms flailed around uselessly as he tried to free himself, but it was clear that Jake was pretty well trapped.
“Hey!” said Jake. “This is stupid! Let me down now, you crazy lady!”
The woman smirked. “Wow. Not only do you look like your dad, but you sound just like him, too. It’s unsettling.”
Although the woman did not seem to be harming Jake, I had to admit she was getting on my nerves. I stepped forward and summoned a light hammer in my hands, which I held up and pointed at the woman. “Let my younger brother go. And if you even try to hurt him, I won’t hesitate to bash your brains in.”
The woman smirked and suddenly disappeared into the shadows of the tree. A second later, I felt a tap on my shoulder and looked over my shoulder to see the woman rising partially out of my shadow, an amused grin on her face.
“Boo,” said the woman.
I started and swung my hammer instinctively at her face, but the woman disappeared into my shadow before my hammer could land. The woman reappeared under the shadows of the oak tree, looking for all the world like she hadn’t moved an inch.
“You have fast reflexes,” the woman called from the oak tree, “but not fast enough. Certainly not as fast as your dear old dad.”
I gritted my teeth, but then Dad stepped forward and said, “Shade, that is enough. Put Jake down and stop trolling my daughter. That isn’t what I asked you to do.”
The woman, apparently named Shade, looked at Dad with a fake innocent expression on her face. “Oh, hi, Bolt. Sorry about that. I was just having a bit of fun with the kids. You know how I am. I just love kids so much that I can’t help but mess with them a little.”
The tendril holding Jake lowered slowly until Jake was about a foot off the ground. Then it dropped Jake onto the grass, where he landed flat on his back, while the shadow tendril shrank and turned back into a normal shadow. Jake quickly got back to his feet and zipped behind me and Dad, watching Shade with more than a hint of fear in his eyes.
“Dad, do you know this woman?” I said, looking up at Dad in confusion. “You act like she’s your friend or something.”
“She’s not a friend,” said Dad. He grimaced. “I do know her, though sometimes I wish I didn’t.”
“Aw, come on, Bolt,” said Shade. “That’s not a nice thing to say. We’ve been on tons of adventures together. And if it hadn’t been for my actions, Blizzard would have died all those years ago.”
“Your people also manipulated and ruined my family a long time ago, too,” said Dad. “Plus, I seem to remember you and I fighting each other more often than not.”
Shade shrugged. “We were both kids back then. Kids do stupid things. I mean, look at you now. Home, five acres, two kids—”
“Three,” said Dad. “I have three kids now.”
Shade waved a hand dismissively. “Three kids, two kids, whatever. It’s all the same to me. The point is, we’ve both grown and matured a lot. Besides, if you really didn’t trust me, you wouldn’t have asked me to protect your kids, now would you?”
“You’re going to protect us?” I said. “I’m not sure I like that idea. I don’t even know who you people are.”
Shade looked at Dad in surprise. “You mean your dad has never told you about me before? I’m hurt. I thought we had something.”
Mom stepped forward, glaring a death glare at Shade. “You never had anything with Kevin. Ever. Got it?”
My eyes widened in surprise. Mom was usually a nice, calm person who rarely got angry with anyone unless they did something like threaten her family. Yet now she looked at this Shade lady like she was trying to kill her through nasty looks alone. It definitely made me trust Shade less.
“I was just joking, Blizzard,” said Shade, holding up her hands. “I know your husband and I never had anything. Take a chill pill. Geez.”
“Take a chill pill?” said Jake incredulously. “Dang, you are old if you’re using a meme like that.”
Shade shot Jake a death glare similar to Mom’s. “With that kind of … honesty, I can tell you really are Bolt’s son.”
“I still don’t know who you two are,” I said. “Or why Dad thinks you’re at all trustworthy.”
Shade looked at me and brushed back some of her dark hair. “Let me introduce us, then. My name is Sarah Bradford, though most people know me as Shade. I’m the current Director of the Department of Superhuman & Extraterrestrial Affairs, though you probably know us better as the G-Men.”
I knew who the G-Men were. The G-Men were a government-sponsored superhero team whose job was to deal with superhuman and other threats, per their official name. I hadn’t realized, however, that Dad was on speaking terms with the current leader of that team. Then again, Dad was pretty well-connected in the superhuman community in general, so I probably shouldn’t have been surprised that he knew her.
“So you’re the leader of the G-Men?” said Jake. His eyes darted to the quiet black man standing next to Shade. “Who’s that guy?”
“Him?” said Shade, glancing at her partner. “Oh, he’s my partner, Cyrus Hogarth. Unlike me, he’s a normal. He’s also totally mute. Can’t say a word. Right, Cy?”
Hogarth sighed deeply, though he seemed used to Shade’s teasing.
“A normal?” said Jake, raising an eyebrow. “I thought the G-Men was a superhero team. What’s a normal doing on a team of supers?”
“New rule President Plutarch forced on us at the end of his second term,” said Shade. “All G-Men agents are paired up with a normal agent. This was done because apparently a lot of people were afraid that the lack of normals in the G-Men made us too disconnected from the average American. But I can’t complain. It’s nice to have a partner who listens really well.”
Poor Hogarth just sighed again. He now looked like he regretted coming with Shade. I couldn’t blame him. If he was her partner, then he probably had to work alongside her every single day, which sounded like pure torture to me.
“Anyway, your daddy called us last night and explained the Guardian situation to us,” said Shade. “Who, I might add, we have already taken to one of our super-secret government prisons for further interrogation, so you don’t have to worry about him breaking out of jail to get revenge or anything cliche like that.”
“The G-Men are involved now?” I said in surprise. “I didn’t think a big government organization like you guys would bother with a small crime like this.”
“Trust me, Ashley, the G-Men have been carefully monitoring the Guardians for a very long time now,” said Shade. “They’re notoriously difficult to infiltrate due to their anti-superhuman bias making it hard for agents to infiltrate their groups. Getting a live Guardian who has direct contact with Overkill is the biggest break we’ve had in a while. With any luck, it will lead us directly to the big man himself.”
“Hope so,” I said, “though I’m still not sure why you are here.”
“Shade and Hogarth are going to safely transport you two to the Academy,” Dad explained. “I’ve already called up Night Soldier and let him know how you’re getting there.”
“How are you guys going to get us all the way from Texas to Washington?” said Jake. “You don’t have an invisible plane or something like that, do you?”
“Of course not,” said Shade, shaking her head. “We’re going to use the most energy-efficient travel method known to man: Shadow travel.”
“Shadow travel?” I said. “What’s that?”
“You’ll see,” said Shade with a smirk. “But trust me, it’s very efficient and quick. You won’t even feel it.”
Not sure I trusted Shade, I looked to Mom and Dad. Dad nodded and said, “Shadow travel is efficient and ridiculously fast, but I’m not sure that you ‘won’t’ feel it.”
“They’ll be fine,” Shade insisted. “You used it all the time when you were their age and you turned out okay.”
“Guess so,” said Dad. He sighed and gave me and Jake quick hugs. “Well, this is goodbye for now. Stay safe, both of you, and we’ll stay safe as well.”
Mom also gave us hugs and kisses and we both said goodbye to little Ronny, who, naturally, said nothing, though he did make a happy cooing sound when I poked his little nose. That made me smile, though my smile vanished when I turned to see Shade standing by the tree with an impatient look on her face.
“Come on, you two,” said Shade, tapping her wristwatch. “We don’t have all the time in the world. This is technically a favor to your parents, not part of my job, so I’ve got work to get back to.”
With a sigh, Jake and I walked up to Shade, Jake with more reluctance than me. We stopped in front of Shade and Hogarth, who had pushed himself off the tree and now stood in the loose circle formed by the four of us.
“Okay,” said Shade, holding out her hands. “To make sure none of us get lost, we all need to hold hands.”
“Do we have to?” said Jake, staring at Shade’s outstretched hand with a disgusted expression.
“Yes,” said Shade, “unless you want to get lost in the shadows forever and end up the meal of some eldritch abomination from another dimension, that is.”
The scary part was that I had no idea if Shade was joking about that or not. Jake, apparently, believed her, because he took her hand and mine, while I took his and Hogarth’s. Shade held Jake and Hogarth’s hands and said, “Everyone ready? Let’s go.”
With that, Shade took one step backward into the shadows of the tree … and our whole world became as black as midnight.




CHAPTER FIVE


Although I couldn’t see a thing, I felt like I was flying through the air at a hundred miles per hour. It was all I could do to not scream, though I wasn’t sure I  could scream in this place.
I could only feel Jake’s hand in my left hand and Hogarth’s gloved hand in my right. Even then, due to how pitch-black it was, I couldn’t even be sure I was still holding onto them. Jake was screaming to my left, though his screams sounded distant like he was shouting from the other side of a football field. And if I wasn’t mistaken, Shade seemed to be laughing her head off, although with the wind whistling past my ears, I wasn’t sure about that.
It wasn’t long, however, before a small circle of light appeared up ahead. The dot grew larger and larger until, without warning, we shot through it and landed feet first on soft, dry green grass.
The sudden change from absolute darkness to early morning sunlight made me slam my hands over my eyes to protect my vision. I heard Jake panting and gasping beside me, while Shade said, “I forgot how fun shadow travel can be! Let’s do it again sometime.”
Without taking my hands off my eyes, I said, “What, exactly, is your definition of fun? Because I’m not having it.”
“Neither … am … I …” Jake gasped. “Feel like I just got off the world’s worst roller coaster.”
“Come on,” said Shade. “It wasn’t that bad. Besides, we made it to the Academy. See?”
Slowly and carefully, I lowered my hands from my eyes. I had to blink a couple of times, but then my eyes finished adjusting to the change in brightness, allowing me to see our new surroundings for the first time.
Shade was right: We were indeed at the Academy. We were well within the Academy’s tall metal fence, which I could see round the campus perimeter in the distance, although now the fence looked more like a wall than a mere fence. Probably reinforced to enhance the Academy’s security.
We were standing on a grassy knoll near the Auditorium parking lot. The Auditorium itself towered over us not too far away, with hundreds of students from every Team and year already entering the building. I saw Barney, Chief of Security, directing the students into the Auditorium in a neat and orderly fashion, along with half a dozen other security guards. Likely the students were all going into orientation, which, according to my phone, was starting in about half an hour.
Parents in their cars were dropping their kids off before the Omega Man statue in front of the Auditorium. From a distance, though, it was hard to tell if Courtney, Barrett, or any of my fellow Team Justice first-years were here yet. I assumed most of them were, but with all of the students entering the Auditorium, it was tough to make out who was who.
“See?” said Shade. She waved her hand toward the Auditorium. “Now that you are here, off you go. Go play with your friends or whatever it is you kids do here.”
“Thanks,” I said sardonically. “I can tell you are definitely invested in the next generation of superhumans.”
Shade smiled. “Oh, I’m very invested. Here. Take this.”
Shade threw a card at me, which I caught. Looking at the card, I saw the G-Men symbol emblazoned on the front, while the text read:
SARAH ‘SHADE’ BRADFORD
DEPARTMENT OF SUPERHUMAN & EXTRATERRESTRIAL AFFAIRS
DIRECTOR
Below the text was her phone number, email address, and the physical address of the G-Men offices in Washington.
“What is this?” I said, looking at Shade. “A business card?”
Shade smirked. “I know you’re not graduating for another two years, but I thought I’d let you know that the G-Men are always looking for new agents. Especially from the Academy. Quite a few of our current crop of agents graduated from here, including Hogarth’s brother, Splits. Right, Hogarth?”
Hogarth nodded. He made some quick movements with his hands, causing Shade to say, “And you’ve got a nephew in the Academy, too? Interesting. I didn’t know that.”
I frowned. “Hogarth’s nephew attends here?”
“Apparently,” said Shade, looking at me. “His name is Michael and he’s a second-year in Team Mask. Hogarth apparently thinks the two of you would be good friends.”
I shrugged. “I dunno. I’ll have to meet him to find out.”
“Right,” said Shade. “Anyway, I just wanted to let you know that you’re welcome to come work for the G-Men when you graduate. We also have a few agents in the SAP. Just so you know.”
I nodded. ‘SAP’ was the commonly used acronym for the Superhero Apprenticeship Program. It was a program where the Academy matched second-year and up students with actual pro superheroes to apprentice with them to get some real-world experience to supplement our studies. “I didn’t know that. I applied for SAP last year, though.”
“Did you, now?” said Shade. “Very interesting. Perhaps you and I will be working together in the future sooner than I thought.”
I smiled politely, but frankly, I was grimacing inside. No way was I going to end up apprenticing under Shade. Or any of the G-Men, for that matter. They didn’t strike me as a trustworthy bunch.
“Anyway,” said Shade. She patted Hogarth’s shoulder. “Hogarth and I need to head back to HQ ASAP. We’ve got a lot of important work to do today and not nearly enough time in the world to do it. See you later and have fun! We’ll let your parents know you made it to school in one piece.”
With that, Shade and Hogarth vanished into the shade of the timber tree overlooking the Academy, leaving Jake and I standing by ourselves under the shade of
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