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      “Move it to the left.”

      “I already moved it to the left.”

      “Move it more to the left.”

      I rolled my eyes but did as Buttons, my fuzzy companion, demanded and scooted his bed another inch to the left of the door. He insisted that it be in just the spot so that he could observe everyone and everything from one spot without ever having to move. I’d call him lazy, but for his size, he was a pretty fit cat.

      “There, that is perfect,” he purred and pranced to the deep purple and gold cushion. He circled twice before plopping down on it with a satisfied sigh.

      “You’ve been most helpful, Nick,” he complimented before he blinked his big green eyes sleepily and began to drift off.

      Wait, green eyes? Since when did he have green eyes? They’d been blue before, right? Or was it gold?

      “Buttons, can you shift your eye color?” I asked uncertainly.

      The talking cat stretched and blinked a single eye open to look me up and down. “You just now noticed?”

      “I’ve been a little busy,” I countered. “So, why is it that you can do that?”

      Buttons shrugged, well, as well as a cat can shrug, and closed his eye again. “I am not sure, though I am inclined to believe it is a feature that Inferno installed in me. You know how he likes to be a little extra.”

      I laughed at the modern terminology. “He sure does.”

      With that, the cat promptly fell asleep, no longer interested in anything else that was going on here today. I didn’t blame him, honestly. A nap sounded good after having moved all of my things into my new room on Inferno Island.

      Today was move-in day for the students that had made it through the Carter attack on Valcav a week ago. We spent the week salvaging what we could of our belongings and staying in a nearby Alexandria hotel. During that time, we were able to get the full extent of the damage that had been done.

      It wasn’t all bad. The dorms got most of the brunt, followed by the offices where the heroes resided and had their meetings. The infirmary and dining hall took a bit of damage as well, but the structure was still mostly intact. The classrooms were spared for the most part, save for some debris that had been blown that way from the wind. All in all, it would take a while to rebuild, which was why my dad offered the extra rooms at the Brand Academy to us.

      A knock on my open door drew me away from my thoughts, and I smiled when I saw Eric and Kara with boxes in their arms.

      “Are you done already?” Eric asked as he peeked around my shoulder.

      “Just about,” I replied with a grin. “You guys want some help?”

      “Sure.” Kara grinned and motioned to a mound of boxes further down the hall, and I gaped. No way that was all her stuff. A lot of it had been destroyed in the explosion, including the fish tank that we all worked so hard to set up for her.

      “It’s not all mine,” she assured me as though she were reading my mind. “I only have this one box. Those belong to the rest of the group. We’re just being nice and delivering them to everyone’s rooms.”

      My smile softened as my heart warmed. Eric and Kara had hearts of gold and always thought of others before themselves.

      “Tell me where they go,” I said as I jogged past them to pick up a box on each arm.

      “Since everything was on such short notice, the boys’ and girls’ dorms are mixed. No more boys’ side and girls’ side,” Eric informed me, which I had heard rumors of. That would make hanging out much easier, among other things.

      “So who is the lucky one that gets to room next to me?” I joked.

      “No one. You snore too loud.” Matt’s voice reached my ears before I saw him poke his head out of a door across the hall and two doors to the left of mine. He walked over and grabbed one of the boxes from my arms. I assumed it was his as he put it down in his room before he stepped into the hall and closed his door behind him.

      “I’d rather snore than howl,” I tossed back, which earned a snort of laughter from Eric.

      “Put that one across from Matt,” Eric instructed as he placed his own box on the far side next to my door. “It’s Kristen’s.”

      I put the box down in front of the appointed door and moved onto the next one. This one had a clear name written on it, but was light in comparison to the others. This was Andie’s box.

      “Put her on the other side of your room,” Kara told me. “She’s going to be a bit longer since she had to get a few things from her apartment.”

      That’s right. It had been a few months since any of us had gone there. It would have felt weird without my Sun brightening every corner of the room with her smile and cheerfulness. A lot of her stuff was already here since she had come to Inferno Island as part of an impromptu exchange program last semester with Aylin and Eric.

      I set Andie’s box down, then looked to Eric. “Don’t you guys already have rooms since you were already here?”

      Eric nodded. “Yeah, but we wanted to be closer to you guys. At first, they weren’t going to let us change rooms because it would have been a hassle, but we were able to find a hall with seven rooms side by side. It’s a little further out than the others, so it’s not a prime location, but at least we’re all together again.”

      He finished his thought off with a sheepish smile and turned his gaze away as though he were embarrassed.

      “Hey, I’m glad we’re all together,” I comforted him as I playfully punched his arm. “It’s like this is our own private wing or something.”

      Eric perked up at that thought immediately. “We should name our wing something cool then! That way we can say things like ‘I’m going back to the base.’”

      “We’re not calling it a base,” Matt rolled his eyes good-naturedly, “but seeing as it’s just us in this hall, we could probably get away with a bit more.”

      “No nosy neighbors to get in our business,” Kristen added as she scooted Aylin’s small box between Matt and Kara’s rooms.

      “Oh! We could have room parties, and no one would tell us to keep the noise down!” Eric bounced on his heels excitedly. “This is going to be so much better than last semester.”

      I laughed as the tips of his hair sparked with his energy level. “Come on, let’s finish unpacking before Andie and Aylin get back from Alexandria so we can help them.”

      “Right!” he exclaimed, and he nearly put a hole in his wall when he opened his door from his overexcitement.

      I followed in after him, shaking my head. The rooms were larger than the ones at Valcav had been. In fact, it was more of a small studio apartment. There wasn’t a stove or oven, but a microwave and a mini-fridge were supplied to us. The living space doubled as a bedroom, but it was big enough that it felt like two small rooms mushed together, and there was a bathroom with a standup shower and a small closet off that. It was more than what Valcav offered, but as previously established by my talking cat, my dad was a bit over the top when it came to, well, everything.

      There was a bed pressed up against the far wall in the corner directly in front of the door, and next to it, a wooden desk that was different from the one that was in my room. In fact, now that I was looking at it all of it again, all of the furniture was different from what was in my room.

      “Why do you have different furniture than I do?” I asked quizzically.

      “Oh, right, I guess they wouldn’t have told you since I picked out all of the rooms,” Eric grinned. “You get to choose a set of furniture for your room. It’s first come first serve, but they have, like, five different sets for you to choose from. They all come with the same pieces, a bed, a nightstand, a desk, a tv set up, and a coffee table.”

      My mouth hung open in shock. I knew my father had a knack for flare, but this much customization was insane.

      “This is the oak set,” Eric continued. “It reminds me of my grandfather. He used to have this kind of furniture in his little apartment.”

      He trailed off, and I squeezed his shoulder lightly. I knew that he had been close to his grandfather and missed him terribly.

      “Anyway, if you want to change it, there should be furniture request forms at orientation tonight. We can pick out something you really want then.” Eric finished as he brushed off the frown that had formed on his lips.

      “No worries, dude.” I chuckled. “We can get it sorted out. Let’s get you and the others situated first.”

      Eric nodded and literally shook the sad away. He tore into his box, which was unsurprisingly just books and hero action figures. There were sheets and posters, too, and I found that, as we unpacked and decorated his room, he had the heart of a child, the kind that had hope for the world and believed in magic.

      Of course, I knew all of this already, but there was something about seeing it in his belongings as well as his mannerisms that was touching. It was hard to believe that under all of that naïve kindness was a total badass that controlled lightning. Eric was truly a devastating force when he needed to be.

      At the bottom of the box was another rectangular orange box. I reached my hand in and pulled it out, only to shoot Eric a judgmental look immediately after, for in my hand was an old box of unopened cereal with my dear old pop’s face plastered on the front of it with a goofy grin and an enthusiastic thumbs up.

      “Really, dude?” I asked, half laughing.

      “Yeah, really.” Eric narrowed his eyes at me and took the box with a smirk before he put it on his desk next to his bed. “It’s the breakfast of champions.”

      We finished up his room and had just enough time to do Matt and Kristen’s rooms before we had to get ready for orientation. We’d been issued Brand colored uniforms in black and red, my father’s signature colors. Those I knew were customizable, and I went with standard black jeans, a tank top, and a bomber jacket with “The Brand Academy” embroidered on the back in gold thread. I figured as the headmaster’s son that I should show some pride in him and his school, especially since he had just announced his return to the side of the heroes instead of being the most terrifying villain of this era.

      “You look dashing,” Buttons yawned. “Black is a good color on you.”

      I snorted as I ran a comb through my hair and made sure there were no strays out of place. “It’s weird taking compliments from a cat.”

      “Then pretend I’m not a cat,” Button mused as he hopped off my bed to stuff his face.

      I shook my head. “Behave while I’m gone, and I better not come back to hairballs.”

      “I’ll be sure to hock one right on top of your pillow,” the cat answered between bites. So much for being regal.

      I sighed and gave him a menacing glare before I took my key and locked the door behind me. To my surprise, Kara was already dressed and waiting for everyone. The red in her uniform was really made her hair pop, and I was pleased that she had chosen a similar outfit to the one she wore at Valcav. Tight black thigh highs that had a red shimmer to them clung to her creamy legs, and her skirt was just long enough to tease me into wanting to peek at what was under it. Of course, I knew what sweetness she hid inside her panties, but it was still a tempting thought. A red tube top left her midriff bare, a bold choice for her, but I liked it, and an open, black blazer finished off the look. I had to admit she wore it well. She had just the right amount of curves to make eyes turn, and I considered myself lucky to know that I was the only man that was going to get to touch her.

      “You’re staring,” she noted, and I shook my head, trying to play it off like I wasn’t openly gawking at her. It was very obvious that I was, though, and I gave in with a sheepish laugh.

      “Guilty. I couldn’t help myself,” I defended.

      “I wasn’t complaining,” Kara tossed back with a smirk, and I felt the heat of her insinuation prick the back of my neck.

      “Are Andie and Aylin back yet?” I asked, desperate to change the subject. The last thing I needed was to show up to orientation with a raging boner.

      “They’re on their way,” she answered as she flipped through her phone. “They’ll maybe miss the first five minutes of orientation. Their hoverbus got delayed.”

      “Is everything okay?” I asked. I knew the service between Alexandria and Inferno Island had been sketchy the last few days with all of the transfers, but they were still pretty good about being as close to on schedule as possible.

      “As far as I know, yeah,” Kara replied. “It just took them a bit longer than they expected.”

      That was fair. With everything that had transpired, from the rise of villains in Alexandria to the explosion at Valcav, things had been a little more hectic in the city. I was just glad that they hadn’t run into any trouble.

      Kristen then emerged from her room, and I immediately wished that I could take her and Kara back into my room and fool around before we had to be good students. Whereas Kara’s ensemble had a good mixture of red and black, Kristen’s was mostly black. Black arm sheaths covered her all the way up to her shoulders. A black top crossed over her breasts, wrapped around her back, and tied in the front, and short black shorts hugged her ass just right. The only red on her was a belt that didn’t even hold anything up, and even that had black studs on it.

      What were these girls doing to me?

      “Wow,” I gasped.

      “Something you like?” Kristen asked as she popped her hip and winked.

      I nodded and swallowed thickly. “Yes. Very much so.”

      “Don’t be gross, Gateon,” Matt’s voice cut in. I swore he was going to be watching me all semester and not letting me anywhere near Kristen.

      That was going to be a problem if he kept this up. We hadn’t had much of a chance to hash out how he felt about the relationship between Kristen and me. After all, it had only been a little over a week since Kristen and I first slept together. He hadn’t said anything directly about it, but he also didn’t give me the impression that he was overly fond of the idea.

      He chose a similar uniform to me, it seemed, only his pants were unnecessarily large in the legs. They were black with red accents, but he wore a tight red shirt and black gloves. Somehow, that was fitting for him.

      And then there was Eric, who came out of his room rocking the red skinny jeans and black turtleneck look, and he very obviously cut holes in the sleeves for his thumbs.

      We all looked at one another and immediately started to laugh. Our clothes made us look like we were all about to drop the sickest emo album this side of the island.

      “We look ridiculous.” Kristen giggled.

      “Nah, we just make the clothes look good.” Eric grinned. “Come on. Let’s go recruit some groupies or something.”

      I snickered harder at that as he led the way to the auditorium. Surprisingly, our wing was the closest to it, so it wasn’t all that far of a walk. As the five of us fell into our own little clique, I couldn’t help but notice that not only was everyone dressed similarly, but that they were looking at us, and not in the way of friendly glances, but as in there were whispers that I couldn’t make out that were definitely about us.

      I brushed it off. It was likely because of who I was. It wasn’t every day that Lord Inferno’s son made an appearance in Inferno Island, much less uprooted and attended his school. Not that I had been given a choice, really, but I supported my father and his road to reformation. If this was something I could do for him, then I would do so happily. After all, I learned that there was nothing that I wouldn’t do for him, including committing murder.

      I still thought about holding Switch’s dead body in my arms atop the volcano. It didn’t bother me as much as it did when it initially happened, but I kept it tucked in the back of my mind as a reminder that I was a hero, and that as much as we want to, heroes can’t save everyone.

      We entered the auditorium, and like everything else, it was impressive and extra. I had expected it to be something like a small theatre like most school auditoriums were. No, this was more like a historic theatre with different levels of seating and a huge stage. The ceiling was tall and ornate, etched white stone with an intricately designed circular pattern that made it look more like a symphony hall than an auditorium, and the lighting made it look as though the sun were setting upon the theatre from the inside with all of the purples and yellows that reflected from it. A red and gold curtain was closed across the stage in the back, and there was balcony seating along the walls that looked pristine, as though no one had ever actually sat there, and their only purpose was to show off my father’s stylistic flare. Edison lanterns hung from the ceiling to provide a soft glow of mood lighting, and there were even stands near the entrance that offered water and snacks.

      “Holy shit,” Kristen swore as we took it all in.

      “It’s massive,” Kara added. “What in the world does he need such a huge space for?”

      I shook my head. I couldn’t for the life of me think of any good reason why my dad needed this much seating when the number of students and faculty combined would only take up a small fraction of the first stage level.

      “Let’s go,” Eric insisted, and we followed him down the center aisle into a section that was stage right behind a larger group of students. I was thankful that he chose a row that was several back from them.

      Not that I didn’t want to get to know my classmates, but I also didn’t want to deal with the bowing and overexaggerated loyalty that came from being my father’s son. Being the Young Lord had its perks, but being constantly doted on and complemented wasn’t one of them. At least with my friends, I was just Nick, and that was what I preferred.

      Shortly after we settled into our seats, the auditorium went dark, and the room went pin-drop silent. The low rumble of bass echoed from the walls, growing louder and louder with each stanza. Cymbals crashed and a snare drum picked up the beat. Suddenly, the room was illuminated again with pyrotechnics, bright orange and green flames that shot up from the front of the stage and formed pillars of bedazzlement and wonder. They went dim for half of a second, then shot up again. Sparkles blew out from the sides of the stage, and the beat had turned to an all-out fanfare as my father, Lord Inferno, walked onto the stage.

      As the Brand students clapped and cheered at his entrance, he waved to them all, blowing kisses like he was some kind of heartthrob celebrity. He flexed, then showed off one of his personal favorite fire techniques, blowing fire from his mouth like a dragon, and clapped his hands for his own grand entrance.

      As the fanfare died down, everyone who had already been a Brand student stood up and saluted him as they bowed their heads.

      “No need for that,” he started as he got to his microphone. “Please, sit down. There isn’t a need to bow to me.”

      I faltered a bit. That was a change. It wasn’t so long ago that Dad would have thrown a fit if someone did stand and greet him as he thought he deserved.

      “First and foremost,” he began, and the line of faculty and heroes started to line up behind him, “allow me to smooth out the rumors that are no doubt circulating amongst you. I know many of you noticed my absence this last semester, and it is a treat to be welcomed back by all of you.”

      He paused for dramatic effect and basked in the cheers that came from his students as he flourished his cape and bowed to them. “My time at Valcav Academy taught me lessons that I had long forgotten, and it opened my eyes to see that for the last decade, I have been carrying myself in a manner that does not set the example of what it really means to be a hero. I lost my way, and many of the things that I have considered heroic have not been amongst my best work. I learned that for me to create the foundation for a new way of living, there are some values that I must carry on, ones that have remained tried and true no matter how old they’ve gotten.”

      “Whoa. That’s pretty big of him.”

      I jumped at the sound of Andie’s voice in my ear and turned to see her and Aylin had made it. A broad grin spread across my face at seeing them, and the contentment of having all of my friends in one place again filled my heart.

      “Hey,” Eric greeted quietly as he turned in his seat. “You didn’t miss anything, he just got started.”

      “It sounds as though he is off to a long start,” Aylin commented as she watched him. “He sounds truly remorseful for his past transgressions.”

      A scoff came from one of the kids in front of us, but I was unable to tell which one. I sighed to myself. I guess it couldn’t be helped that there were going to be naysayers about Inferno making his return to the heroes after he’d spent over a decade ravaging villages and murdering innocent people to get what he wanted. I couldn’t really blame them, but it didn’t make me any less uncomfortable.

      “Did you get everything you needed?” I asked, and Andie nodded.

      “Yeah, it was no big deal.” She winked, and I caught the light blush that dusted Aylin’s cheeks.

      “Sounds like a good time.” I winked back. I didn’t mind that the girls fooled around with one another, especially if I wasn’t physically there to get them off, as the case had been for Andie and Aylin for several weeks. If anything, I was glad that they were comfortable enough with one another that they could have that kind of bond. At the end of the day, I knew that they were still my girls.

      My father continued to talk, but it was mostly about policies and school rules, which, even for the Brand Academy, was pretty standard. Class schedules were going to be given out at the end of the orientation, and if there were any changes that needed to be made to the rooms, we had a week to submit a furniture form.

      “There is more to talk about, and at this time, I will ask Amazoness to step forward and tell us about some of the events that we’re going to be participating in.” My father stepped down, and there was applause from both the Valcav and Brand students for Gemma taking the stage.

      I smiled, and it made me glad that she was able to make an impression on them as much as she had on us and on me specifically.

      Gemma, Amazoness, looked radiant in red. Her outfit was a little more on the conservative side, though it didn’t take away from the appeal of her at all. Black stockings and a short red pencil skirt left little to the imagination when it came to her curvy hips. She wore a sheer, black button-up with a red tank top underneath, though it was just short enough that I could make out a sliver of her skin, and I bit my lip to keep myself from outwardly groaning.

      She was damn beautiful, and she deserved someone to tell her as much as often as humanly, or as the case may be, superhumanly possible.

      “Thank you, Inferno,” she said politely, and for a brief moment, our eyes met, and I relished in the shiver that I saw race down her spine.

      “There are a few things to go over,” she started. “The first will be a mixer that will happen tonight after the orientation. You are encouraged to get to know your new classmates. That goes for both Brand and former Valcav students. I understand that this is hard on everyone, but we are as one now, and we should set an example for the rest of the world that we can rise above our differences, learn from our past mistakes, and move forward for a better tomorrow.”

      A round of applause erupted from the audience, and I gave her a thumbs-up as she continued.

      “The second and more important event to discuss, however, will be the parade.” The applause faded into murmurs and whispers, so Gemma went on to explain. “This parade is being held to commemorate the treaty formed by Lord Inferno and Triton to bring peace to Alexandria and the rest of the world.” She paused, then smiled at me. “It is also to celebrate the return of a long lost hero, Inferno himself.”

      This time there was a mix of cheers and skepticism from both Valcav and The Brand. It was hard to gauge, but it seemed like The Brand students were more receptive to Lord Inferno’s return than Valcav. I guessed I understood why, seeing as Valcav students were raised to believe that he was a villain which wasn’t wrong, but at the same time, it appeared that many of them forgot that he used to be one of the greatest heroes of our childhoods. Nevertheless, our group cheered loud and proud as we did our best to support her and the message that she and the other heroes were trying to promote amongst us.

      “Lastly,” she continued over us, “you, the students, will be tasked with creating a float for the parade to show your pride in being a hero and to celebrate the future we are building together.”

      “Oh, that sounds fun!” Andie squealed and poked Kara’s shoulder. “Right?”

      “It does,” Kara agreed with a smile.

      “Your teams have already been assigned to you,” Gemma cut in. “You can find your name on the board in the back where you pick up your schedules to see who else is on your time. Use this as an icebreaker at tonight’s mixer.”

      We all turned to each other with the same hope and fear. We didn’t want to be separated again, but it was entirely possible we might be if our classes were radically different from each other.
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      A group project, huh?

      I had to admit, that wasn’t what I was expecting, but then again, I should have learned by now not to underestimate my father, and to expect the unexpected. He might have returned to the side of fighting against evil, but he was still over the top. Of course, he would have wanted a parade. I had no doubt in my mind that it wasn’t his idea.

      As Gemma finished up her portion of the orientation, she and I locked eyes again, and I feared that I hadn’t conveyed the support she was looking for. The worry of being separated from my friends, hell, my family again, had begun to settle in my features. Her eyes were reassuring, though, so I forced a smile onto my lips for her. Gemma’s gaze was warm as it had always been. There were many occasions where just her eyes on me spoke volumes, and this was no different. I knew that she would see to it that my fears were assuaged, for she never wanted to see me in distress. Besides, there was no sense in dwelling on the matter now. It was only a school project. We weren’t battling for the world yet.

      The rest of the orientation moved on to pretty standard school stuff. We listened to Miss Magus, the other teacher that had come over from the Brand Academy last semester, tell us about the maps that would be inside of our class schedule packets, meal times, and curfew hours.

      Curfews were a new thing implemented after the Valcav attack. Not only was it for our own safety, but it allowed them to keep an eye on us after hours. I didn’t think the latter was really necessary, we were all grown adults, after all, and I doubted that anyone in this room was in cahoots with Carter, but it was another precaution all the same.

      Soon enough, though, my dad came back to the front of the stage and held out his arms as though he were trying to hug everyone all at once. Or he was just showing off the inside of his cape, which was flashy with red sequins and ‘Inferno’ written in gold. Yeah, he was definitely showing off his cape.

      “Thank you all for being so attentive!” he yelled and bowed as he flourished said cape. “You all seem like capable people, so we will leave you to it to grab your schedules and check your groups in the back of the auditorium. And with that, Inferno out!”

      The orange and green fire pillars returned, and the fanfare music started once more as confetti rained down on us from the ceiling. The rest of the faculty filed out behind him, and I couldn’t help but notice the chagrined look on some of their faces. I snorted to myself. They were utterly embarrassed by the showy way my father did things, and I took a small amount of pleasure of watching them quietly suffer his antics.

      Students were already clambering out of their seats to grab schedules and check the list that was propped neatly on an easel to see what group they were in for the floats. Of those students, Eric was one of them, and he zipped up the aisle to be the first one there. Like me, and I’m sure the rest of us, he was more concerned about who we had ended up in our groups, and I gauged his expression closely as his eyes scanned the list several times until a huge grin spread across his features. He raced back without grabbing his schedule and bounced back into his seat.

      “We got lucky!” he exclaimed. “We’re split into two groups. Me, Kara, Andie, and Nick in one group, and in the other, Matt, Kristen, Aylin, and some kid named Niji.”

      “Wow, that’s pretty lucky!” I grinned. “Niji is Akemi’s little brother. He’s a little eccentric, but he’s a good kid.”

      Suddenly, Matt coughed loudly and turned away, his face red. Kristen patted his back with an odd smile and rolled her eyes. Odd, but I didn’t think much of it.

      “Do you think they would allow us to work together, anyway?” Aylin questioned. “I do not wish to be away from you any longer, Starlight.”

      I reached over the back of my seat and tucked a stray hair behind her ear. “Don’t worry, I’m not going anywhere. I’m sure we can figure something out, and even if we can’t, it’s only a project, not living arrangements or anything.”

      “Your comfort is much appreciated, Starlight,” Aylin sighed as she relaxed into my hand and pressed a soft kiss on my wrist.

      “In the meantime, let’s grab our schedules and get to the mixer,” Andie suggested as she rose to her feet. “Maybe we can find this Niji kid and get him on board with joining up.”

      We waited for the crowd to die down before we stood and made our way to the back of the auditorium to grab our schedules, and I made sure that I picked up a furniture form before we left, too.

      As students filed out and made their way to the dining hall, I felt a hand on my shoulder, and a familiar warmth spread over me. I turned to see Gemma, who was even more beautiful up close than she had been on stage. They say time makes the heart grow fonder, and that was definitely the case here. It had been months since we last really got a chance to be this close.

      My friends and I stopped so that we could chat with her properly.

      “Adjusting well?” Gemma began, a coy smile curled her painted lips.

      “So far so good,” I replied, and it took every ounce of my being not to look her up and down. Damn, she was extremely lovely in that outfit. I hoped that I got to see more of it throughout the semester, not that I was ready to admit that aloud just yet. Some things were better kept a secret until the right moment.

      “That’s good to hear.” She leaned in a bit closer to us all, lowering her voice to a confidential whisper. “I made sure I could keep most of you together for the project, but with the number of you, I had to include at least one Valcav student. Hopefully, I made a solid choice you can get along with.”

      “He’s a great choice,” Matt piped up eagerly before backtracking. “Uh, I mean, we know Niji. He was my ride-along partner.”

      Gemma grinned. “Oh, perfect!”

      “You did a good job,” I complimented, and I allowed my eyes to wander towards her breasts before looking away again. Damn, I really needed to control myself.

      “So, Ms. Corcoran, we were actually wondering if we could make one big float and combine our groups,” Andie cut in. “Would that be okay?”

      Gemma pondered the idea for a brief moment before she shrugged nonchalantly. “I don’t see why not as long as you can get Niji to agree.” She frowned a hair. “You know how Inferno likes size over quantity.”

      “I don’t think he’ll object if Matt is the one that pitches it.” Kristen smirked and side-eyed her brother. “He seems to be Niji’s type, after all.”

      If Matt hadn’t been red before, he definitely was now. I stared at him for a long second before all of the pieces finally clicked. The blushing and the bashfulness suddenly made sense.

      “You have a cru--” I began to say, but Matt’s hard look cut me off.

      “Finish that sentence, and I’ll tear you limb from limb,” he growled.

      I blinked, then waved off his threat with a laugh. “Whatever you say.”

      “I’d better be going,” Gemma said as she suppressed her amusement with pursed lips. “If you need anything, just let me know.”

      I knew she was addressing the whole group, but I swore that she was looking at me specifically. The urge to take her back to my room or anywhere that was remotely private and bury myself in her was almost irresistible, but I pushed my desire for her aside. There was a time and a place, and this certainly wasn’t either of them.

      “Thanks,” I managed to get out. “We will.”

      She winked at me before she strutted off, and my eyes traveled with, watching as her ass jiggled ever so slightly with each step.

      Ever since the incident atop the volcano with my father and Switch, my interactions with Gemma had suddenly ramped up to the maximum. Maybe I imagined it within my own world of fantasy, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that she was more brazen towards me than she had been in the past, as though the distance between us since the last semester had awoken something inside of her that she couldn’t hide anymore. Our relationship had always been… complicated. She had been a parental figure for a long time, but the more I grew, and the more I got to know her on an adult level, the more I came into these romantic, sexual feelings. Maybe she had started to see it that way, too.

      I hadn’t realized I was staring until Andie snapped her fingers in front of my eyes.

      “Hey, so, you wanna ditch the mixer?” she asked, and she had that look in her eyes. It was the one that said she knew I was horny as hell and was itching to give me release.

      “Um, sure,” I agreed slowly as not to seem overly eager.

      “You guys can,” Eric rocked on his heels and bounced in place. “I actually need to catch up with Mindbender.”

      I was about to question why when I remembered that Mindbender was Eric’s doctor. He had some issues after his grandfather passed and needed someone to talk them out with. Maybe our talk earlier had stirred up something, and I felt a little bad for it.

      “No worries,” I assured him with a warm smile, “just let us know if we can do anything for you.”

      Eric laughed sheepishly and scratched the back of his head. “Yeah, I will. Thanks, Nick.”

      “And what about you?” Kristen asked her brother with a knowing grin. She seemed to be relishing in picking on her twin for his crush. Not in a demeaning way, but in the way siblings tease one another. It was actually kind of cute to see her so supportive.

      “I’m gonna stick around, actually,” Matt finally muttered.

      “It appears as though it is just us,” Aylin pointed out with a sparkle in her white eyes. “Shall we?”

      “Sounds good,” I agreed. “We’ll catch up with you two later, then.”

      Eric and Matt waved before they disappeared into the crowd of students. Now, it was only the girls and me, and we had some catching up to do.

      The walk back to the room was quiet and filled with sexual tension burning between all of us. I was sure that anyone who walked by would be able to smell the arousal coming from our huddle group.

      As soon as we turned the corner to our wing, I heard a soft thump behind me. When I looked over my shoulder, I nearly came right there on the spot. Andie couldn’t seem to help herself anymore and had pinned Kristen to the closest flat surface, in this case, Eric’s door, and pulled her tits from her top to latch onto a pert, rosy nipple.

      “Oh fuck,” Kristen moaned quietly as she melted against the door and fisted her hands into Andie’s hair. “Yes.”

      My eyes were drawn to the site of Kristen’s lashes fluttering against her cheeks and biting her lip as Andie continued to swirl her tongue around the bud, so much so that I forgot that I needed to open the door. By the time that I managed to find the knob without looking, Kara had already unlocked her door and started ushering Aylin inside. That was probably for the best, as I had a cat that would have a lot of opinions about the orgy that was about to happen.

      Reluctantly, Andie pulled herself off Kristen and hastily dragged her inside. No sooner had they crossed over the threshold were they at it again, only this time Andie had tugged Kristen’s top off entirely, and was smothering herself in her gorgeous breasts.

      I closed the door behind me and immediately began stripping myself down. I needed to feel all of my girls, to touch them and make them feel as good as I felt. I rocked up behind Andie and pressed my hardening cock to her ass, and I was delighted as she pushed back against me with a purr that sent shivers down Kristen’s spine.

      “How do you want to do this?” I asked them.

      “I think,” Aylin began as she floated to me, and her hands roamed down my back, “that you should sit back and enjoy the show.”

      I chuckled, and the heaviness of my lust started to creep out. “Is this an interactive show?”

      “If you behave, it can be,” Kara teased as her lips kissed along the shell of my ear.

      “Sounds like fun,” I breathed out, and I allowed her and Aylin to ease me back onto the bed so that I was facing the open area of the living space, where I had a perfect view of Kristen growing damper and damper the more Andie devoured her nipples.

      “You’re a mess,” I commented from the bed, and I reached out and dragged a finger along the wet spot.

      Kristen quivered and bit her lip again. She was already so close, but I wanted to make her last as long as I could.

      “I want Aylin to fuck you with her fingers,” I commanded.

      Aylin was all too willing to oblige me and quickly pressed herself against Kristen’s backside as she worked her tight shorts down her thighs. To my surprise, there were no panties beneath the shorts, and her dripping pussy was exposed and primed for play.

      “She is very delicious looking, is she not?” Aylin purred as she licked her lips.

      “You can taste her if you do a good job,” I told her, and a devious grin danced on her lips.

      “I think I would enjoy that, Starlight,” she admitted. Without wasting another moment, Aylin slid a single, slender finger into Kristen, who jolted upright, then slammed herself down onto the digit.

      “Oh God,” she whimpered, and she scrambled to hold on Andie’s hair again for some kind of leverage.

      “As for you,” I looked at Kara, whose cheeks were flushed, and her fingers hitched up her skirt, “you can come to me.”

      Kara obeyed without a word as I freed my cock from the confines of my jeans. She climbed onto the bed beside me, and I eased her onto her knees until her ass was in the air, and her pretty lips were parted over my waiting erection. I didn’t need to give her further instruction. She knew what I wanted, and she slid her tongue along the underside of my shaft before taking me fully into her mouth.

      I hissed in pleasure and pushed the hair from her face so that I could watch myself appear and disappear into the hot cave of her throat. However, she deserved to be pleasured as well, and I wasn’t going to let my Moon go unsatisfied. My hand gripped her skirt and pulled the hem up over her waist so that her cute pink and black panties were exposed. I pulled them aside and was pleased to feel that she was also wet and ready. My finger slipped between her slick folds, and I flicked the sensitive ball of nerves that was buried in the moist heat.

      With just the slightest brush, Kara was already purring, which sent a delightful wave of pleasure coursing through me from the vibrations. As I continued to toy with her and relish in her soft noises, I watched closely as Aylin inserted another finger inside of Kristen, making her writhe and where she stood.

      “You’re doing wonderfully, my Aurora,” I purred, and I reached out to caress her ass cheek and give it a firm slap.

      “Aurora,” Aylin repeated. “Yes, that is the perfect name for someone with such a beautiful glow.”

      Kristen opened her mouth, presumably to speak, but all that fell from her tongue was a loud, gasping moan as Aylin struck that sweet spot in her.

      “Oh, she likes that,” Andie cooed as she finally pulled her mouth away from Kristen’s nipples. “She likes these played with, too, don’t you?”

      To accentuate her point, she pinched them every so slightly, making Kristen groan and gasp harder.

      “I… want,” she breathed, “to come…”

      “Not yet,” I commanded. “I think it’s time you returned Andie’s favor.”

      Steadying herself as best she could, Kristen motioned for Andie to turn around. When Andie did, she leaned over onto Kara’s desk, hands gripping the edge as she backed her ass up. Kristen gave it a good smack before she unbuttoned Andie’s jeans and pulled them down to her ankles. She made quick work of Andie’s panties, only getting them down the curve of her ass before she bent herself over and delved a tongue into her.

      “Oh, wow,” Andie gasped as she looked over her shoulder.

      “She doesn’t like to play around,” I commented as I noticed how Kristen had left herself open for Aylin to add a third finger. Aylin herself looked like she was about to explode with desire, desperate to release herself as well.

      I looked directly into her eyes as I instructed her on what to do next. “Touch yourself. Let me see how much you love this.”

      A deep, purple blush spread across Aylin’s cheeks, but she instantly obeyed. She spread her legs, balancing herself carefully while still paying special attention to Kristen, and pulled her panties aside to reveal her glistening pussy.

      I licked my lips as I watched Aylin take her finger and rub it slowly over her clitoris. It perked up with need as she petted it and ran small circles around the extremely sensitive flesh.

      “Yes, that’s good,” I told her, “that’s very good.”

      “Do you like this, Starlight?” Her mouth hung open, and I saw her knees begin to quiver, though whether that was from pleasure or balance or both, I didn’t know. All I knew was that I was the luckiest man in the world to be surrounded by such incredibly sexy women.

      “Yes,” I affirmed, “are you enjoying yourself?”

      “I am,” she replied with a little more breath in her tone. “I have never felt so much arousal in one area before.”

      “Does that make you want to come?” I asked. I was enjoying our back-and-forth banter.

      Aylin’s eyes drifted to where Kara was still sucking lewdly on my cock, saliva pooling in the corners of her mouth.

      “Yes,” she replied with a hint of huskiness, “watching you be pleasured by someone we care for makes me happy.”

      “Is that all?” I egged her on. “I think it makes you want to come.”

      “It does,” she admitted after a moment. Her concentration began to slip, as did her fingers from inside of Kristen.

      “Don’t stop,” I warned her.

      “Starlight, I cannot--”

      “You can,” I urged her. “Just a little while longer.”

      My eyes traveled back to Andie and Kristen when I heard a sharp cry, and I found that Kristen had moved from Andie’s pussy to sliding her tongue along the rim of her ass. Andie’s face was pressed against the flat surface of the desk, a mewling mess as Kristen hummed and moaned against her.

      All of them were so close. Just a little more and I would be, too. I pulled Kara off my cock gently and kissed her swollen lips sloppily as I took my hand back from her.

      “Where do you want me?” she asked with glazed eyes. Fuck, she had been so close. I had to make it up to her.

      “Sit on me. I want to fuck you,” I groaned against her lips.

      With a feverish nod, Kara straddled my lap and leaned to my side so that I could cup her breasts and still see the lovely performance in front of us. She sank down onto my cock with a whimper, and I set a slow, steady pace, which was definitely not what she wanted.

      “Faster, please,” she begged.

      “Not yet,” I told her. “Hang on for me.”

      Kara nodded as she fisted her hands in her hair. The crawling pace was driving her mad, and she wriggled in my lap, desperate to create more friction.

      “My Stars,” I called, “come to me.”

      Aylin purred and removed her fingers sharply from inside of Kristen, causing her to moan harshly from the sudden loss of being filled. She stood on shaky legs and took the two steps to the edge of the bed.

      “What is it, Starlight?”

      Without a single amount of hesitation, I replied, “Let Kara finish you off. Come nice and hard for her. Show her how much you appreciate her letting us use her room.”

      Both Kara and Aylin shared a dark, lusting look as Kara reached her hand between Aylin’s needy pussy and dragged her fingers roughly over her clit. Over and over again, Aylin nearly buckled, and she propped one of her gorgeous legs on the bed to give herself more purchase. Within a few more strokes, Aylin’s moans caught in her throat, and her orgasm was that of a beautiful song as she sprayed her juices all over Kara’s hand and her bed. She was a hot mess as she collapsed forward, and Kara helped her onto the bed fully. She got her situated on my right side, and I brushed the sweat and hair from her face before I kissed her passionately.

      “You did so well,” I told her. “You can rest now.”

      She curled up beside me without a word, but still very attentive to the fact that I was still slowly fucking Kara, and that Andie and Kristen were still very much active.

      I was about to change that.

      “My Sun,” I beckoned, and I definitely didn’t miss the face of disappointment when Kristen’s tongue suddenly disappeared from around her ass. She straightened herself shakily and stood where Aylin had.

      “Do it again,” I told Kara. “Make Andie remember why she loves you so much.”

      Andie and Kara locked eyes, and I knew that this was going to be a good show. There was something special about Andie and Kara’s relationship, having been my first two partners in this.

      Kara crooked her finger and beckoned her closer until Andie was also straddled over one of my legs. They shared a sweet kiss as Kara’s fingers slid into Andie, fucking her hard and fast.

      “Ka… Kara…” Andie moaned as she leaned into her. I had half expected Andie to melt literally as she had the ability to stretch her body, but she clung to Kara tightly, huffing and moaning her name over and over again. She rocked her hips and rode her fingers just as fast as Kara was moving them inside of her until the telltale sign of a wet orgasm reach her ears. Andie gushed as she soundlessly screamed, her knees shaking from such an intense orgasm. She, too, coated Kara’s hand and the sheet beneath us.

      After she was finished riding out her high, she rolled to my other side, but not without giving Kara another proper kiss before sharing those lips with me.

      “I did miss her,” Andie cooed with a giggle, then patted Kara’s ass.

      “I know,” I grinned as I continued to ease Kara slowly up and down on my cock.

      Kristen was next, and I was able to summon my splendid Aurora to me with just a look. This time, Kara knew the drill and drew Kristen as close as she could to the bed.

      I would have been a liar if I didn’t say I wasn’t looking forward to my childhood friends have sexual relations. I licked my lips and watched as Kara motioned for her to climb onto the bed.

      Kristen obliged and stood over Kara’s waiting mouth, leaning her hands against the wall to give herself some support as she lowered herself down. Kara’s tongue dove right for Kristen’s clitoris, not wasting any more time. I was sure she was aching by now and wanting to come more than anything.

      I had a front-row, up close and personal seat to Kristen’s throbbing womanhood as Kara swirled her tongue around her relentlessly. She Kristen’s knees shook involuntarily, and it was a testament to how good Kara was with her tongue.

      With a sharp gasp, Kristen came, dribbling her juices down Kara’s chin and breasts. Seeing Kara drenched and knowing that she was the one to make Kristen come undone pushed me that much closer to my own edge.

      Before Kristen could move, I swiped a finger along the inside of her wet lips, just enough to coat the tip, and presented it to Aylin.

      “As promised, you were a good girl.” I commended her. “Have a taste.”

      Aylin hungrily lapped at the tip of my finger and moaned as Kristen’s come hit her taste buds.

      “You are right, Starlight,” she giggled. “She is very delicious.”

      A dark shade of pink rose up Kristen’s cheeks at that. Once the high started to subside, she shakily moved to lay beside Andie, who was more than content to pass along the care and kissed for me. All that was left my sweet Moon.

      “You’ve been so fucking good,” I purred into her ear. “Are you ready to be rewarded?”

      “Yes,” she sobbed, her edge so close but just out of reach, “yes, please.”

      “As you wish.”

      I shifted my position just enough that I could hit that sweet spot in her, and I hooked my arms under her legs to spread them open as far as she physically could get them to. I took a steadying breath, then jerked my hips hard, slamming my balls against her as the bed bounced under us.

      “You look so hot right now,” Kristen purred as she tipped her head just enough to the side to watch my cock slide in and out of Kara’s pink, perfect pussy.

      “She’s gorgeous when she comes,” Andie added as she idly played with herself more and leaned into Kristen.

      “I have to agree. Kara’s aura is incredibly enticing when she’s worked up,” Aylin concluded.

      “You hear that? I think they want you to come,” I teased and kissed her neck. “Are you going to come for them?”

      I barely got the question out before Kara’s walls clamped around my cock. An unashamed scream tore through the room and probably down the hallway as Kara squirt her orgasm juice hard, enough to saturate the bed and get a little bit on the floor.

      At the same time, I bit down on the juncture between her neck and shoulder and spilled myself into her, moaning and gasping from the release of tension.

      Kara slumped back against me, uncaring how lewd she looked with my come spilling from her, and the four of us nestled in close to her.

      This was definitely one way to have a reunion, that was for sure.
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      Life was never kind to me. Not really. Not until I started my life over on Inferno Island. I was a brat, and I supposed I still was, but I’ve definitely changed. I think it started relatively recently, but I’ve noticed it coming on gradually over the last few months.

      I wanted to say that I owed it all to the wonderful Young Lord Nick Gateon, that he helped me see the truth of what it means to be a real hero the way he helped his own father, the man the rest of the world saw as the infamous supervillain Lord Inferno, but that would be a lie. Don’t get me wrong. Nick was pretty cool, and I’ll never forget the kindness he showed to my sister and me when she was injured fighting Dark Rose.

      Still, his influence wasn’t the one I latched onto.

      I stared into my punch cup, and my pinkish reflection stared back. I should have known that fate would be so cruel as to pair me with Matt and his sister. It couldn’t be all that bad, right?

      It wasn’t like I was leaving any friends behind, as I really had none to speak of. Sure, I had people to hang out with and put on my overactive, super gay mask for, but was that friendship? Was prancing around in hot pants and a feather boa because I was the only one with the confidence to do it and make people laugh the meaning of a true friend?

      Nah, but then again, I didn’t have much to compare it to. Akemi was my only friend, but sisters didn’t count.

      Imagine my surprise when I looked back up from my punch to see none other than Matthew Barbur making a beeline towards me. My eyes went wide, and I gulped back the rest of the punch like the completely smooth guy that I was to try to calm the butterflies that were fluttering around in my stomach. In hindsight, it probably only made them worse.

      “Hey,” Matt greeted me with a smile in his eyes.

      “Hey, yourself,” I replied. “I’d offer you some punch, but it tastes like spicy watermelon.”

      Matt scrunched his nose and made a face. “Sounds awful.”

      “It was,” I agreed, “and now my intestines are at risk of igniting, probably.”

      He laughed and leaned against the table next to me, not too close, but close enough that I could smell his body wash. It was a tacky scent that was likely called something along the lines of Mountain Mist or Arctic Blast, but it suited him, oddly enough. There was nothing couture about Matt Barbur, though maybe his incredible cheekbones. I had half a mind to ask him what highlighter he used, but that was just his natural angle. Marvelous.

      “So, what brings you to my table?” I asked. “I do charge a fee for occupying space.”

      “Then I’ll make it quick,” Matt teased. “Would you be interested in joining forces with Nick’s group to create one big one?”

      I forced myself not to pout. Was that all he wanted? Shame.

      “Why the fuck not?” I shrugged. “It’ll probably be easier to do with more hands anyway, and I don’t like getting my hands dirty unless I have to.”

      “I’ll let them know.” He chuckled, and I expected that to be the end of the conversation, but he lingered. Something was on his mind. I had picked up on many of his mannerisms from the time we spent on our ride-alongs, as well as the many times I caught myself staring at him, well, anytime I could, actually. For instance, he picked his cuticles when he was upset or angry, and he had a hard time making eye contact when he was nervous or unsettled, much like he was now. His eyes would occasionally meet mine, but then they would quickly look for something else to land on. It was cliché, but it reminded me of a puppy who was trying to behave but couldn’t sit still to save his life, and it was fucking adorable.

      “Was there anything else I can help you with?” I inquired teasingly. “I really am going to have to start charging you a fee, you know.”

      “I’ll pay up, don’t worry,” he tossed back as a little smirk curled on his lips, and those damn butterflies were riled up again. “Actually, I was wondering… do you want to ditch this mixer? I have no interest in getting to know anyone I don’t already know, and my friends kind of ditched me for the night.”

      I blinked several times as I processed what Matt was saying to me before I finally nodded almost frantically. “I thought you would never ask.”

      He laughed and motioned for me to follow him, though I doubted he knew where he was going. After all, he’d only just arrived here earlier today.

      I fell into step beside him at first, then with a deep breath, skipped in front of him with a coy smile. “I know a place. Follow me.”

      Matt said nothing, but the smile in his eyes didn’t waver as I turned back around. I led him out of the crowded dining hall and outside onto an empty ramp. It was primarily used to transport equipment and such since Lord Inferno was always building something new with his ingenious mind, but it was also the nearest access to my favorite place on Inferno Island.

      I silently led Matt along the path until we reached a meeting point with another ramp. There was an alcove off to the side where the two paths met. It was small, meant only for two people, and absolutely perfect for this moment.

      “Look,” I said as I pointed out towards the horizon. The sun was nearly set, and twilight began to fade to night. Stars speckled the deep purple sky, and in the foreground was the volcano, smoking lightly but not doing much else other than serving as a photogenic backdrop to what was shaping up to be a rather interesting evening.

      As Matt took it all in, I watched as his smile grew, and his eyes lit up. He was such a fascinating creature with all kinds of twisty secrets.

      I wanted to know them all.

      “It’s amazing,” he gasped, and I almost let slip that I thought he was the one who was amazing.

      Instead, I nodded and bounced on my heels a little. My nerves were finally setting in, and every moment I spent this close to Matt Barbur was a moment that I had to suppress the urge to put a hand on him, to lean into him, all of those things that couples do to show gentle affection.

      “I come out here often, especially at night,” I told him. “It’s… kind of my safe space. No one ever comes this way because there isn’t a need to, so I sort of adopted the space as my own.”

      “Your safe space?” Matt repeated.

      “Yeah, so feel privileged, okay?” I half teased. The other half was very serious. I didn’t just bring anyone into my little world. He should consider it a grand honor if you asked me.

      “Do you like it here?” Matt asked, not taking his eyes away from the stars. I didn’t blame him. They were much more beautiful to look at than me.

      “I don’t hate it,” I answered flatly. “It’s a roof over my head, and it keeps my sister and me out of trouble.”

      “You two are close,” he observed aloud. “I can relate.”

      “True,” I smiled, “but Akemi isn’t my twin.”

      “That doesn’t matter,” Matt scoffed. “What matters is that you’re there for one another when it’s needed.”

      “Is she there for you?” I asked. “I couldn’t help but notice that she isn’t with you.”

      “She bailed,” Matt sighed and shook his head, “but that’s okay. We’re adults now. It’s only right that we start to not rely on one another as much.”

      “And that’s okay with you?” I pressed. I wasn’t sure where this was going with this, but I liked that I was getting this side of him that I was sure that the others weren’t necessarily privy to.

      He shrugged and turned his head towards me. “Are you okay with your sister leaving your side one day?”

      “I guess not,” I replied after a moment. “She’s a strong woman, though. She doesn’t need protection except from herself.”

      Matt barked a laugh at that, and I smiled as well. It was true, though. Akemi was her own worst enemy, driven by the passion that thrummed in her heart like the beat of a war drum. She was her own special breed when it came to being a hero.

      “Yeah, Kristen is smart,” Matt confessed, “and she’s in good hands.”

      “What about you?” I looked at him seriously and nudged him with my elbow. “Are you in good hands?”

      “Maybe,” he answered with a chuckle.

      I waited for a moment, but he didn’t take it any further than that, so I let it go.

      “It’s weird for me to be here,” Matt continued. “My father was a legend along with Inferno, and now that they’re enemies, it feels weird to be studying under him, like I’ve betrayed my family.”

      “I don’t think so,” I retorted. “You’re doing what you have to for the good of civilians everywhere. It takes guts to be able to uproot yourself and go to a school that is run by the man who--”

      I cut myself off, not wanting to finish that sentence. There was no sense in bringing up his dead mother again. I’d already made that mistake once last semester and nearly got shredded to glitter because of it.

      “You did it,” he interjected. “The uprooting, I mean. You left the Brand Academy for a reason.”

      “Not really,” I admitted. “Akemi was going, so I went. I didn’t want to be alone here.” The words flew from my tongue before I could stop them, and I mentally cursed myself for sounding so weak.

      “Well, you aren’t alone now.” He grinned at me. “We’re friends, aren’t we?”

      I beamed back at him with a sheepish laugh. “Yeah, I think we are.”

      We were silent again, and I relished just being near Matt. He was perfectly imperfect, flawed beautifully. We all had our baggage, but he was out there doing his best for everyone else instead of himself. That alone was an admirable feat.

      “Your parents…” Matt trailed off before forcing himself to finish the thought. “Are they proud of you?”

      The question stung, and I sighed a little. “I wouldn’t know if they are or not.”

      Matt gave me a quizzical look. “How come?”

      I grimaced as I recalled my past. “Akemi and I were abandoned when Lord Inferno began approaching the north. Our parents left us when they realized we would slow them down. They made their escape in the middle of the night. By morning, Juliten was in flames, and Lord Inferno had taken pity on us. So, maybe they’re out there being proud of us from afar, but I’m not really counting on it.”

      Matt frowned and shifted, clearly uncomfortable with where the conversation was going. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

      “It’s all good.” I chuckled dryly as I brushed it off. “You didn’t know. Can’t know to avoid it unless you find it.”

      “That’s true,” he agreed, then heaved a deep breath. “I wonder if my dad is proud of me.”

      Of course, I knew his father was Icebringer, the hero that subjected himself to exile once Inferno had killed his wife. Several of the other heroes had tried to bring him back, but it was no good. He was too distraught and rightfully so, but he left his two children, Matt and his twin sister, Kristen, without someone to care for them. From what history I knew, Judgment had been the one to take them in.

      “I don’t know about him,” I answered wisely, “but I do know that I think you’re wonderful.”

      I definitely didn’t miss the darkening of his cheeks and neck as I complimented him, and I smirked to myself. Mission accomplished.

      “I, um, guess we should start heading back,” Matt trailed, and he backed his way out of the small alcove.

      “If you’re sure,” I replied. “My door is always open for you.”

      “I appreciate that.” Matt’s smile returned to his eyes. “You, too.”

      I nodded gratefully. “Duly noted.”

      Silence reigned for a beat, then Matt spoke up. “Let’s come back here tomorrow night. Same time.”

      My heart squeezed, and I felt like I was going to have a heart attack, but the good kind. Was there a good kind of heart attack? No? Oh well. That’s still how it felt, or what I imagined it to feel like.

      “Yeah,” I nodded enthusiastically, “I’d like that a lot.”
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      “For the last time, Eric, we aren’t using real fire,” Andie sighed heavily as she molded more paper mache to the crude wire outline that vaguely resembled a flame. The parade to commemorate the peace between Alexandria and The Brand, as well as my father’s triumphant return to the heroes, was tomorrow, and there was still quite a bit of work left to do on the float. It had taken us a fair amount of time to settle on a design, but we were finally able to come up with a draft that was functional and realistic.

      In keeping with the theme of joining Alexandria and The Brand, we did just that, and we reimagined what Alexandria would look like years from now with Inferno’s influence. Of course, it was flashy, with lots of gold, red, and black, but we had to keep with blue and white accents that served Alexandria as well. It looked really good on paper, so much so that all of the professors that had seen in as we worked were impressed. However, the execution had been more involved than we thought.

      “I’m telling you, it’ll draw attention!” Eric argued.

      “Yeah, the attention of the fire department when our float catches fire,” Kristen countered as she hammered another nail into the wood frame.

      “I think the cellophane is fine,” Kara added. “It’ll have the same kind of sassy flair that fire does once it’s in the sunlight.”

      “Well, yeah,” Eric pouted, “but it’s no substitute for the real thing.”

      I laughed as Matt and I finished up decorating the outside of one of the buildings. “I think it’ll be fine, Eric.”

      “Oh, I know it will,” he agreed, “but still…”

      “Eric, if you mention real fire one more time, I’m going to take this paintbrush and shove it so far up your nose that it tickles your brain,” Andie threatened. She was at her wit's end with the painting, having stayed up well into the wee hours for many nights, making sure that every little detail was perfectly in place. As such, she was having none of Eric’s shit today.

      “All right, kids, cool down,” I told them. “It’s going to be fine as is, Eric. let it go.”

      Eric grimaced but didn’t try to plead his case any further. He quietly went back to helping Niji with the banner that would hang from each side that read, ‘With Perseverance Comes Peace’ with swirly, fun cursive writing that Niji insisted would be a classy way to incorporate Alexandria’s business to The Brand’s party. It took me a moment to see where he had drawn inspiration from, but once I thought it through, it made perfect sense to me.

      “I think we’re about done here for the night,” Kara popped her head up from the middle of the float where all of the fun mechanisms for lighting things up and making sure that the flames Andie was working on were going to work properly once installed. “I can’t do much else until the flames are done.”

      “I am tired,” Aylin admitted with a soft yawn, “but we cannot stop until it is complete, right?”

      “I can stay and make sure that it all gets put together right,” Eric offered, “and no, I won’t install flamethrowers no matter how cool they are.”

      “If you think that you’re up for the task, sure,” I laughed.

      “I’ll stay with him,” Kara volunteered, and before I could protest, she held up her hands. “I have genius hands, remember? I have the power to make it go.”

      Matt chuckled from behind me at that. “She’s got you there.”

      “Indeed,” I agreed with a smile. “All right then. We can grab the two of you some food, at least.”

      “Foooood,” Eric drawled as though he hadn’t eaten a full deli sandwich and half of a bag of chips, and not the small bags, either.

      I hopped down from the float which sat upon a flatbed trailer that my pops provided for everyone, and admired our work this far. I was excited to see the completed project, but I was overall pleased with how much work we had put into this project as a team.

      “I’m gonna stay, too,” Niji offered as he added little star details to the banners. “It’s only right that one of us from our group helps bring it all together, right?”

      Matt sighed and resigned from taking the rest of the night off as well. “I’ll catch up with you guys later.”

      I knew that something was going on between Niji and Matt. I was sure of it, but I didn’t question it. After all, as long as they were happy, who was I to get in the way of that?

      “All right then, we’ll catch up later.” I waved to the crew that we were leaving behind in favor of food and rest before the big day.

      “Starlight, do you think they will be all right to work on such a huge project by themselves?” Aylin questioned, concerned that there was too much on their plate. I understood, but it didn’t do us any good to have all of us too exhausted to function on the float. After all, as the future heroes of the world, we had an appearance to upkeep. If we looked run down and beaten, then that was how people were going to perceive us. It wasn’t a very good impression upon the citizens.

      “They’ll be just fine,” I reassured her.

      “Yeah, that’s like, the dream team of dream teams,” Andie piped up. “If anyone can pull it off and put it all together, it’s them.”

      “Who would have thought Niji was just the right dramatic flair we needed for this project?” I mused.

      “He has certainly been a great help,” Aylin agreed. “I do hope he comes around more often. He seems to make Matthew Barbur very happy.”

      I nodded and was about to respond when Gemma rounded the corner in front of us, and I couldn’t help but smile. How was it that she could be so damn beautiful without ever lifting a finger?

      “Seems like someone else is very happy about a certain teacher,” Kristen observed with a smirk.

      “Oh yeah, that’s a thing,” Andie laughed. “He doesn’t think we notice him looking her up and down, but boy do we ever.”

      “Really?” I asked with a bit of a laugh. “I thought I was being discreet.”

      “There is nothing discreet about staring at her breasts, Nick,” Andie informed me as she put her hand on my shoulder. “And I don’t blame you. She’s got a killer rack and don’t think I didn’t notice that her bra on the night of orientation was practically begging to be taken off.”

      I blinked, astonished. “Come again?”

      “Her nipples were showing through the fabric,” Kristen added quietly as we trailed behind her, so far undetected. “No wonder Andie was so eager to devour mine.”

      I pursed my lips to keep myself from moaning at the memory of that night and crossed my arms. My eyes lingered on Gemma’s ass again, and I had to force myself to look away. Shit.

      “You might as well give in, Starlight,” Aylin cooed beside me. “Besides, it is very obvious that she wants you as well.”

      I coughed loudly, which drew Gemma’s attention. She turned around and greeted us with a sweet smile.

      “Ah, just the people I was headed to see,” she commented as we approached.

      “What’s up?” I squeaked as I straightened up my act and played it cool.

      Gemma handed me a sheet of paper. “That’s the parade lineup. You’ll have to be there with your completed float no later than noon. Judging, or in this case, grading, will take place after that, and then the official lineup will start. The parade will start at 2 o’clock.”

      I nodded as I listened and took in all of the information on the paper. “Sounds good, but I have a question. How are they going to transport all of the floats across the water and into the city?”

      “An excellent question,” she giggled. “Your father has arranged a ferry boot so that each float can be taken over safely. They’ll be loaded up tonight and brought over so that they’re all ready for you for any last details when you arrive.”

      “There will be transport provided for us, yes?” Aylin asked, and again, Gemma answered.

      “Of course. We can’t have all of these gorgeous floats without their artists.” She grinned. “Speaking of which, how is your giant project coming along?”

      “Good,” I grinned. “The others are finishing up the remaining details, so it shouldn’t be long now before it’s completely ready to go.”

      Gemma hummed. “As long as they’re done before the float is picked up, that’s all that matters. Otherwise, they’ll have to take earlier transportation into Alexandria to ensure that everything is in order before it’s graded.”

      “I have faith in them,” I informed her. “They’ll not only get the job done, but they’ll make it the best float in the parade.”

      “I know they will,” Gemma winked. “Anyway, I need to be off. I’ll see you lot tomorrow.”

      “Goodnight, Ms. Corcoran,” Andie singsonged at her as she strutted back down the hall she’d come from. I watched her walk away, and I wasn’t the only one this time. All four of us took in the beauty of her ass as it bounced with each step.

      “Oh yeah,” Kristen whispered.

      “Booty for days,” Andie hummed quietly.

      “She does have quite the asset,” Aylin threw in.

      “Is this your way of giving me permission?” I asked cautiously. If it wasn’t, then this conversation was about to become incredibly awkward.

      “Hm, I’m not sure,” Kristen smirked and looked to Aylin and Andie.

      “I do not assume it is customary to bed one’s mentor, is that correct?” Aylin inquired, though I had a feeling it was more a question of human morals than that of whether or not she was giving permission.

      “Usually, no, it’s not the standard way of doing things, but if it’s the right person, then it shouldn’t matter, right?” I shrugged as I looked towards Aylin, and she nodded as she pondered on my point of view.

      “I believe that I am inclined to agree with you, Starlight,” she concluded.

      “In other words, yes, we’re giving you the go-ahead, Mr. Hot for Teacher,” Andie winked. “We’d already been thinking about it since the night of orientation, so Kara’s on board, too.”

      “You guys really don’t waste time, do you?” I laughed.

      “It’s a girl thing,” Kristen shrugged.

      “So, are you going to go get some of that before the parade?” Andie beamed, and I rolled my eyes at her enthusiasm.

      “Not this time. I want to make sure we get enough sleep tonight,” I countered, then paused. “But soon, yes.”

      “As long as you do not make her wait too long, Starlight,” Aylin giggled. “I think she has been waiting for you for a long time.”

      “Definitely,” Andie and Kristen said in unison.

      The next morning came bright and early, as did the preparations for the parade. I stretched as I sat up in bed, and Buttons purred as I ran my hand along his back.

      “That’s the spot…” he drawled as he quickly whipped around for another round of pets.

      “For a talking cat, you’re easy to please,” I joked as I scratched under his chin.

      “I’m sorry, I can’t hear you over this amazing pat-down,” he purred louder.

      I laughed as I shook my head. “I wish I could give you more, but I have to get ready.”

      Buttons yawned and gave me a lazy stink eye before flopping down in the middle of my bed and rolling around. “Fine, fine. I guess I can wait until you come back to get more.”

      “Oh, don’t be so dramatic,” I snorted as I climbed out of bed and padded into the bathroom. “It’s not like I’m never coming back.”

      “Hey, don’t forget that we both nearly died after you got up and left me to have breakfast,” he pointed out with a sad tone in his deep voice.

      “That was one time,” I reminded him, “but I promise that I’ll come back.”

      “Fine,” the cat drawled as he rolled onto his other side.

      I tossed my pajama pants out the bathroom door into the hallway and showered quickly. Breakfast was calling my name, and I also wanted to check on my friends that had stayed longer to finish up the float.

      I ran a comb through my hair and dressed quickly. As I was headed out the door, I heard the door across from my open to reveal a very sleepy looking Kara emerge.

      “Morning,” she greeted as she rubbed her eyes. She was in her full uniform already, but her hair looked as though she had just rolled out of bed and zombie-walked to the door.

      “Good morning,” I smiled sympathetically, as I had a hunch that she had fallen asleep in her uniform from the night before. “Let’s get you a coffee.”

      “Okay,” she replied with a languid stretch.

      I took her hand in mine, and we walked quietly down the hall and into the main commons area of the Academy. There was a lot of hustle and bustle for a Saturday, but that was to be expected if we were all to be taken over to Alexandria later this morning. Everyone had the same idea to grab something to eat now before it was too late. Once we were in the city, we wouldn’t be able to sneak off to find something to nibble on until after the parade, and my stomach just wouldn’t last that long.

      “What time did you guys come in?” I asked her.

      “Around one o’clock in the morning,” she replied with a tone full of regret for her life choices, “but the float looks great, and that’s all that matters to me.”

      “I’m sure you guys made it look like a show-stealer,” I commented. Kara had always been a hard worker, and with Eric’s brain, Niji’s creativity, and Matt’s brawn, they all made one hell of a team which was something I learned over the course of the last couple of weeks as we made preparations for the float.

      “It better be,” she grumbled, but I knew deep down that she was simply proud of something she made, and why shouldn’t she be? I knew without seeing the finished product that it was going to be a masterpiece talked about for centuries. Okay, maybe not centuries, but still, it was a masterpiece.

      I laughed, but there was a question that lingered on my tongue. I wanted to hear from Kara herself that I had permission to pursue Gemma. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust the other girls, but for my own sense of security, I needed to know that she was okay with this and what her thoughts were on the matter. If she wasn’t on board completely like the others, that was an automatic no. That was how this relationship worked.

      “Can I ask you something?” I looked to her as we walked through the busy dining hall, and I grabbed an apple and a muffin off one of the carts that were set up.

      “Of course,” she replied as she opted for oatmeal.

      “What do you think of Amazoness?”

      “You mean Gemma,” she stated, and a tiny smile lit up her face. “Are you finally going to pursue her?”

      I chuckled. I guess the girls really had been discussing it after all. “The thought has crossed my mind, yeah.”

      “I think you should,” she continued. “You’ve been close to her for a long time, right?”

      “Yeah, but if you aren’t on board with it--”

      “Please, Nick,” Kara’s smile grew wider, “I know what it’s like to pine after someone, specifically you. If you want my express permission, then yes, do it.”

      “Are you sure?” I questioned again, just to cover all my bases.

      “Nick!” Kara whined as she laughed and poked me in my side. “Yes, I’m sure!”

      “Okay, okay!” I chuckled and kissed her cheek. Also, I fully decided that half-asleep Kara was probably the cutest thing I’d ever seen. Her sleepy mannerisms tickled and amused me greatly.

      “I can’t wait for this parade to be over so I can sleep,” she yawned and leaned against me as we sat down at a table.

      The dining hall was actually pretty cool. It was themed like a retro cafe, with black-and-white checkered tiles, red stools and neon lights over the different food sections. Normally, it was easy for me to pick out my dad’s style, but this one didn’t seem like it was all his doing. Maybe he had help with this one?

      “You poor thing,” I sympathized and patted her head. “You deserve a good nap after today.”

      “I’m going to sleep for a week,” she amended, “in a nest full of cozy blankets, cool sheets, and the ambient sounds of Eric swearing at his television while he plays his video games in the middle of the night.”

      I cracked up at the last bit, as I had noticed that myself now that I was rooming next door to him. It didn’t bother me in the least, but there was something incredibly and falsely docile about Eric jumping off his bed, slamming his controller down, and then asking it if it was okay before he continued to get slaughtered in whatever game he was playing.

      “You’re right. That’s definitely the best way to sleep,” I grinned, and Kara snorted into her oatmeal.

      Breakfast came and went, and we rode across the bay to Alexandria by ferry as our floats had the night before. When we arrived in the parade holding area, I couldn’t believe what I saw.

      They had really outdone themselves, and I was in complete awe. We all were. The float was massive, at least twenty feet long, and easily the biggest one of all of them. Bright white clouds lined the perimeter of the float above the banners that hung on each side. The white and gold skyscrapers were not only taller than I was, but they were gorgeous and shimmery, and the red and blue fire that swirled up from the center was just as reflective and colorful as I imagined it would be in the sunlight. The volcano spouted little puffs of smoke every few seconds, and confetti every five minutes. It truly was a marvelous work of art.

      “Wow!” Andie gasped excitedly. “This looks nothing like it did when we left you!”

      “We worked our asses off, but it paid off,” Matt smirked proudly.

      “I cut… A LOT of confetti last night,” Niji chuckled. “So worth it, though.”

      “I take it this is what your large group has been working on, Mr. Gateon,” Triton’s voice came from behind us, and I turned with a broad grin.

      “Yes, sir,” I confirmed.

      “Well done, Nicky!” my father commented from behind him, then stuck his head out. “This is wonderful!”

      “We all put work into it,” I commented, “but the real brains are Kara, Eric, Matt, and Niji.”

      Inferno turned to them each individually, then stopped at Matt. He clapped him on the shoulder and smiled in a way a long-lost uncle would. “Good job.”

      “Um, thank you,” Matt balked, unsure of how to react. Up until recently, he wanted to throttle my father, and for good reason. He’d killed his and Kristen’s mother. This, however, was new.

      My dad nodded and then looked to Triton. “Biasedly, I think this one deserves an A.”

      Triton’s laughed boomed, and he crossed his arms as he continued to look over the float. “Unbiasedly, I’d say you’re correct, Inferno.”

      We cheered, happy that we were able to put something together that was worth the grade. I high-fived Eric, Matt, and Niji, and hugged all of my girls.

      “Congratulations! You all did an amazing job!” Triton praised.

      “Thank you, sir!” I replied happily.

      Triton beamed. “Get ready to board your floats. We should be preparing to leave soon.”

      “Yes, sir!”

      As he and Inferno walked away, Dad turned to wink at me. The gesture was simple, but it made my heart warm anyway. Those were the sorts of things I missed from him.

      We boarded our float, and as soon as Triton and Inferno completed their grading, we were off. Triton and Inferno stood at the front of the parade upon their own float, which resembled a tidal wave and a fiery blaze coming together and entwined to support the city that rested atop it. The other heroes were scattered amongst other floats that showed their support of the ceasefire and the welcoming back of Inferno.

      A black hover truck towed us along with the other floats at a snail’s pace down the main strip of Alexandria. It ran through five of the seven districts of the city. People, citizens of both Alexandria and The Brand, lined the sidewalks with cheers and posters showing their love for their favorite heroes. It was a little overwhelming to be on such a candid display in front of so many, but I smiled brightly anyway and waved, proud of ourselves, proud of my father. We’d come a long way in such a short time, but there was progress, and that was what mattered.

      Suddenly, the parade halted. Not that we were moving at a breakneck pace or anything, but after staring at the same people for several minutes, I realized that we weren’t moving at all.

      “What do you think is going on?” Andie asked, trying to keep a smile on her face as she waved.

      “I shall take a look,” Aylin replied, and she floated up above the float to scope out what the situation was.

      “What do you see, Aylin?” I called up to her.

      “I am not sure, Starlight,” she faltered as she searched for the right words, “but I think I see an army of robotic penguins.”
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      I tried to register what Aylin had told me, but it just would not compute. Robotic penguins? That made zero sense.

      “Are you sure?” I asked hesitantly.

      “I am most certain, Starlight,” she replied with a curious look in her eyes. “There are at least a hundred of them, perhaps more. They are blocking the street and preventing us from going any further.”

      “Do you think it’s some kind of marketing ploy or protest?” Eric questioned.

      “Both of those are solid possibilities,” I replied with a bit of a grimace despite my attempts to not let on that there was a problem to the onlookers.

      “How long do we just stand here and try to pretend that there isn’t an issue?” Matt asked. “The people are going to figure it out eventually, and I’d rather get them to safety sooner rather than later if these penguins pose a threat.”

      “Who said they were a threat?” Kristen countered. “For all we know, it’s part of the show.”

      “I don’t think so,” I muttered as I shook my head. “I read over the parade outline. There was nothing on there that said anything about a staged show or robot penguins.”

      “So, what do we do?” Kara asked.

      I opened my mouth to answer her, but my words were cut off by a loud shriek, followed by an explosion.

      “What the hell was that, Aylin?” I called up to her as she was still floating in mid-air above our float.

      “I am not sure, Starlight!” she yelled back. “There was a man there, amongst the penguins, and then your father attacked him and took out some of the penguins.”

      “What?” I gritted my teeth and jumped off the float, expertly dodging civilians as they ran the opposite direction of where the explosion had come from. Matt and Andie were right on my heels as we raced towards the front of the parade line. When we passed Gemma, she called to us.

      “Where are you going?”

      I didn’t answer her, I couldn’t. Something in my brain surged me forward, and I had to see for myself what the commotion was.

      Another explosion went off to the left of the route, and smoke and debris filtered through the air as we reached the front of the line. Triton was nowhere to be found, but what was there was, as Aylin had called them, a robotic penguin standing in his place. It was indigo in color and had a bowtie that reminded me of candy corn. Its beak and feet were bright orange, and its stomach was oval and white. Overall, it looked to be made of scrap metal that was carefully crafted together.

      It turned its head towards us and squawked, flapping its little penguin wings at us. I could hear the whir of its beady, robotic eyes zooming in on us and analyzing.

      “Do you think it maybe wants a fish?” Andie asked, trying to make light of a rather intriguing situation.

      “I think it wants blood, actually,” Matt responded.

      “Not today,” I growled. I didn’t know what was going on or who was behind this, but I was going to put an end to it. This was supposed to be a great day, and a momentous occasion for The Brand and Alexandria alike, and I was furious that it had been ruined, and for what?

      Fueled with rage, I leapt onto the float with the penguin and reared my foot back. I brought it forward again and kicked it with all of my might, only to find that it didn’t so much as leave a dent.

      “What the actual fuck is this thing made out of?” I hissed angrily, then tried it again.

      Again, it didn’t so much as dent, and the little fucker simply blinked at me like I was an idiot. At that moment, I probably looked as such and deserved that, but I was still going to find a way to kick its ass.

      “Uh, Nick…?” Matt called up to me and pointed at the mass of penguins that had started to waddle closer to the float.

      “Son of a bitch,” I swore quietly and looked down at the penguin that I was sharing the float with. It looked chuffed as chips with itself and waddled in place as its fellow brothers in arms continued their approach.

      Another explosion sounded, and several of the penguins had been destroyed as someone landed in the middle of their formation. My father hovered with a jetpack, and I briefly wondered if he had brought it in an attempt to cause a scene such as this, as it wouldn’t be beneath him to orchestrate something to this extent. The black from the smoke on his face and the angry face that I recognized I shared with him were very much not joking, though, and as the dust cleared, we were finally able to see why he was so enraged.

      Clad in a white suit with his blonde hair streaked with silver slicked back and bright blue eyes stood my father’s former best friend and his current greatest adversary. His skin was much paler than I remembered, but it had been years since I’d seen him. Still, there was no mistaking who he was.

      “Dad?”

      Matt’s voice broke as the color drained from his face. Stunned, it took several shaky steps forward.

      “Is it really you?” He asked, but it wasn’t loud enough for anyone to hear but us.

      “What have you done here?” Icebringer stood and dusted himself off with a sneer directed at my father. “Look at all of these people that you’ve brainwashed with your filth and lies! How long do you think you can keep them in the dark? How long until they wake up and revolt?”

      Inferno rolled his eyes. “We’ve been over this! I haven’t brainwashed anyone, except maybe a few sheep, but that was for something entirely different, and it’s none of your business!”

      “Lies!” Icebringer bellowed. “I come back to Alexandria for the first time in over a decade, and you are holding a parade in honor of your victory! You are pretending to be a leader and a hero when you are nothing but a sick, conniving scoundrel!”

      “You know, you talk a lot for someone that used to be chill,” my father smirked and laughed at his own ice pun. “Face it, Icebringer! You were gone too long, and now the world doesn’t need you!”

      Icebringer seethed and launched a flurry of ice missiles at Inferno, which melted as soon as my father unleashed his heatwave shield. “You’re wrong! The world will always need heroes!”

      “And they have them!” I called out, tired of the bickering between the two of them. “We are the next generation of heroes, and we will protect the citizens from anyone who poses a threat to them!”

      As if on cue, Kara, Aylin, Niji, and Andie appeared at my side, powered up and ready to fight. Even the penguin was impressed with our glorious stance.

      Kristen joined Matt in front of the float, and I could practically hear Kristen’s heart shatter on the pavement.

      “Daddy…?”

      Icebringer turned then, and realization dawned on his face as his children, now fully grown adults in their own right, stood before him.

      “Matthew? Kristen?” His voice was heavy as he turned his attention on them. “Are you hurt? What has this monster done to you?”

      “Nothing,” Matt quipped. “We’re fine. We’re okay.”

      Icebringer didn’t seem convinced and turned his attention to me. “You were supposed to protect them. Wasn’t that what you always did as children?”

      “I’m not the one who left them,” I shot back.

      “Nick, don’t,” Kara hissed.

      “You are just as much a liar as he is!” Icebringer bellowed. “But don’t you worry, I’ll save you, too!”

      “No one needs to be saved, Dad!” Matt implored. “Look around you! Inferno has returned to the heroes. Ask Triton! Ask any of the other heroes!”

      “I do not need to seek counsel for something that I can see with my own eyes, Matthew!” his father yelled, “and I will break this illusion and save all of you from this tyrant!”

      “Icebringer!” Amazoness appeared, fully powered and giant. “You don’t know what has transpired here. Allow us to explain it to you so we can spare any innocent lives!”

      “Spare lives, you say!” Icebringer cackled. “Yes, I see you’ve done a fine job of saving people in my absence. All of them have had this illusionary spell cast upon them, and you are part of Inferno’s little charade!”

      “I’m getting bored with you,” my father yawned, “do something or leave.”

      “Oh, my dear friend,” Icebringer sneered, “I’m only getting started.”

      With a snap of his fingers, the robot penguins took various battle stances. Some of them had guns and cannons coming from their chests, while others altered their wings into sharp knives that could easily gut someone if they got close enough. There were even some that somehow produced clubs and swung them over their shoulders, ready to crush their opposition.

      “I hope your bravado can hold up to this,” Icebringer chuckled.

      “Nicky!” My father called out to me, “I’ll take care of this ice clown. Just make sure everyone gets to safety!”

      “You got it!” I yelled back to him, then looked at my friends and comrades. “Let’s go!”

      All at once, we charged at the oncoming penguin army. Even Matt and Kristen, who should have been reluctant, joined us. Matt turned from man to beast and brought his furry fists down furiously, but like before, there wasn’t even so much as a dent to the flightless bird’s armor.

      “How the hell are we supposed to damage these things?” he growled.

      “I’ve got this.” Kristen skid to a stop and held out her hands. Magnetic waves emitted from her palms, and several of the metal penguins flew towards her despite their scrambled to get away. In one giant blow, Kristen let out a battle cry and crushed her fists shut, effectively causing the penguins to crumble like they were made of cheap aluminum.

      Meanwhile, Inferno kept Icebringer distracted and tried to take him as far away from civilians as possible. The closest clearing was a field that was about twenty miles to the west, but if memory served me correctly, that was where my father had started the construction of solar panels. Evil though he might have been, he was somewhat environmentally conscious.

      I dodged a knife-winged penguin as I watched him attract the angry iceman further and further. Whether or not Icebringer knew my dad was leading him on was hard to tell, as he was blinded by years and years of pent up rage.

      They didn’t get very far, though. As Kara quickly constructed what was essentially a gravity gun that was pulling the penguins in and crushing them bit by bit, I saw my father go flying across the street and slam into a nearby apartment building.

      “Damn it all!” I swore, and I powered up to barrel my way through the army of penguins. Each attack they threw at me, from knives to bullets to cannonballs, felt like little bee stings. They barely even phased me, though I was pleased to learn that being powered up was more than enough to obliterate the robots completely. One by one, I kicked, uppercut, and tossed them out of my way, both effectively clearing a path for not only the other heroes but for civilians to make their way to safety.

      Aylin, Andie, and Niji had been assisting those folks, and I was grateful to them for it. With any luck, we would avoid casualties. It was awful enough that there was a strong possibility for injuries, but I wasn’t going to let anyone die on my watch again. Not if I could help it.

      Beside me, Matt and Kristen rushed to keep up. There was a bit of conflict in their eyes, and naturally so. I knew how they felt, though. Fighting against my father’s forces wasn’t my greatest lifetime achievement, though at the time, it had been necessary. This was new to them and painful.

      The two of them halted as the dust settled from where Icebringer had thrown Inferno into the building, and I dashed in to try to find him. Innocents were screaming, crying, and some of them were trapped.

      “There are people in here!” I hollered, and that was all Kristen and Matt needed to hear before they had joined me inside.

      We sifted through the broken pieces of the building and rescued people two or three at a time.

      “What are you doing?” Icebringer yelled from atop the building across the street. “They are awake now! All you have to do is let them go!”

      “You’re insane!” I yelled back. “No one is asleep! This isn’t a dream!”

      “It is a nightmare!” Icebringer cracked. “You and your impudent father have created a hellscape from the city which he once swore to protect!”

      “Dad, stop!” Matt yelled. “You don’t know what’s going on here!”

      “No true son of mine would defend these soulless monsters!” Icebringer scoffed.

      Matt winced, and I could feel the scorn from his father’s words as it tore through him.

      “That is enough!” Kristen screamed and stood at the edge of the debris.

      “What if you took us?”

      “Kristen, no!” Matt shouted, but his pleas went ignored.

      “Take Matt and me! We’ll go willingly, just let us talk to you! Please!” The more Kristen begged her father to see reason, the more my heart hurt for her.

      “PLEASE!”

      Icebringer contemplated his daughter for a long moment before he walked off the building and floated down using the power of powdered snow to bring him to the ground gently. He looked over her then to Matt.

      “Daddy, please, stop hurting people,” Kristen implored, and she took his hand into hers.

      Her father looked at the destruction around them, and I could see the shift in his eyes that went from vengeful to regretful. With a deep sigh, he squeezed Kristen’s hand.

      “Very well,” he said finally, “let’s go home.”

      Kristen nodded and looked over her shoulder at Matt, who nodded back before he moved to join them.

      “Wait a second!” I called out as the three of them began to walk away.

      “Don’t worry,” Kristen stopped and smiled with a little wink. “We’ll be back.”

      Icebringer scoffed at her words but said nothing else. He conjured a similar portal to the ones that Switch used and stepped through it with his children at his side.

      “Matt! Wait!” Niji zipped past me, but it was too late. By the time Matt had turned around, the portal had closed.

      “What… what happened?” He gasped as he stood in shock.

      I swallowed a lump in my throat and sniffed back an emotion that I couldn’t put a name to. “They saved a lot of people today.”

      Niji hung his head, and I felt for him. I placed a hand on his shoulder in solidarity. “Come on. We can’t let their actions go to waste.”

      Wordlessly, Niji nodded, and he helped me dig my father out of the rubble from the apartment building. He was alive, thankfully, but he wasn’t in great shape.

      “Hang on, Dad,” I muttered, “I’ll save you.”
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      Vermouth is a fine drink. It comes in a great arrangement of flavors from bark to botanical and is always smooth on the way down. It’s my drink of choice, far better than the hogwash that the doctors keep trying to force down my throat. Don’t they know who I am? Of course, they do. I hired them all! Perhaps I need to hold a staff meeting and discuss the finer points on why vermouth should be the one and only way to cure everything.

      I swirled the clove and spice drink in my glass and watched as the amber liquid spiraled in the center. The last several days have been tough on these old bones. I’m not as spry as I once was, loathe that I was to admit that. I worked out sure, and I had plenty of muscle and mettle, but age still had a way of catching up to anyone, even if they were fit as a fiddle. My fight against my nemesis taught me as much.

      Cole Barbur, Icebringer, was back. Oh, he wasn’t dead or anything. If he was, I would have made certain that news was broadcast all over the news in The Brand and called that day National Inferno Wins Day. I supposed Alexandria would have mourned his loss, though. Pity that we would likely never share that ideal.

      Where had he been all this time? I could make my own hypothesis, and I had come to my own conclusions over the course of the last several days. He died and was magically resurrected was amongst my favorite of the scenarios. An undead Icebringer would be incredibly interesting to fight. Did I throw him in fires imbued with holy water? That would be delightfully fun. Or perhaps he had cloned himself and sent his clone to fight me like the true coward he was. Not to worry, though. I would fight as many clones it took to draw out the real Icebringer. Maybe I’d even convince them to join me, and then I could attack him with his own clones and watch him die by his own hands.

      Oh, who am I kidding? I knew it wasn’t anything fun like that. Still, I had to entertain myself while I was on bed rest. Yes, that battle had done a number on me, but nothing that some rest couldn’t fix. I was lucky enough not to break any bones, but that was likely because I drank my milk every day. Can’t have strong bones without calcium. Still, the bruising from my jetpack shattering against my back was enough to keep me off my feet for a few days. I moved around some, but only to retrieve another bottle of my favorite liquor and rummage through my fridge for some sour grapes. Those were about the only thing on Inferno Island that wasn’t spicy, but they were tangy, which was almost as bold of a flavor choice as cayenne pepper coated strawberries, a fan favorite amongst my citizens, but only a few could really stand the punch of the heat mixed with the tartness of the berry.

      Nick came by when he had time between classes, but he had his own life to worry about. He was worried sick about the Barbur girl, and I guess about her brother, too, but he wasn’t bedding him. There had been no word from them since they’d gone with their father back to wherever he came from. He tried to cover up his concern, but I was his father. Despite not being the best at that role, I did notice when my son wasn’t happy, and I wanted to be there for him. I’d tried several times to get him to open up about it, but he kept it to himself. I guess I really only have myself to blame for that, but at least I can say I tried, and I didn’t just abandon him, unlike some fathers.

      I wasn’t completely without company while he wasn’t here, though. The first night I spent out of the infirmary and in my own quarters, Nicky brought Buttons by.

      “You’ll have someone to talk to when you get bored,” Nick had said.

      I appreciated the thought, and he had been right. Within the first hour, I was bored out of my mind and wanted to move around, but the pain was wicked. It would be a few more days before I was moving further than the kitchen, bathroom, living room triangle.

      Looking down in my lap, Buttons purred as I ran a finger along his spine. He was a simple cat, really, and rather pleasant to have intelligent conversations with. I’d really outdone myself with this feline. Good job, me!

      “This is your fifth glass today,” Buttons mentioned off-handedly.

      “What’s your point?” I asked as I took a long swig from the glass, making a point to gulp it as loud as I could. Vermouth wasn’t a drink you were supposed to chug, and I immediately felt the burn of regret as the liquid slid down my throat and spread through my chest.

      “It’s merely an observation,” the cat mused. “Nick would be displeased at your choice of medication, you know.”

      “What Nicky doesn’t know won’t hurt him,” I countered as I poured myself another glass.

      “You never know,” the cat drawled, “it might.”

      I hummed as I capped the bottle again and brought the glass to my lips, swirling its contents before I took a proper sip. Buttons stood and stretched, his tail swishing lightly before he sat upright on my lap, watching me intently.

      “What?” I asked, trying not to be annoyed by the obviously judgy cat.

      “Tell me about Icebringer. I know about the events that drove you apart, but what were you like before that?”

      I considered Buttons for a moment, then sighed heavily. I hadn’t thought of Icebringer as Cole Barbur for a long time. For years he was just a nemesis, someone that if I ever crossed paths with again that I would finish off once and for all. Over time, I’d forgotten that we were once best friends.

      “He was like a brother to me,” I admitted slowly. “We were never one without the other, typical for fire and ice like us, and we were unstoppable. In school, we were top students, but we were also troublemakers, partners in crime, so to speak. Heroic crime, if you appreciate the irony.”

      “Oh, I do,” Buttons smiled. “You were close.”

      “We were,” I confirmed, “but times change. People change.”

      “What changed?”

      I sighed and took another unhealthy swig of my vermouth. Even after all of this time, just talking about Cole made me want to drink until I forgot about him. I looked down at Buttons again and petted the top of his head.

      “I did. He remained the same, upstanding hero that he had always dreamed of becoming, and I spiraled into my own personal Hell.” I scoffed. “I can’t say I regret it, but I do feel remorse for the lives that I took unfairly.”

      “You’re still changing,” Buttons pointed out. “Just because he’s been gone for so long doesn’t mean he hasn’t changed either.”

      “Oh, I know he has,” I laughed dryly. “There is more venom on his tongue and bite in his icy punches. He’s had all this time to ruminate in his icy rage, and he’s bubbling over.”

      The cat smirked. Since when did cats smirk?

      “It sounds to me,” he began with a trill, “that the two of you are more in common than either of you are willing to admit.”

      “And what is that supposed to mean?” I spat and slammed the glass down on the ebony wood table a little harder than intended, causing the seam to split and shatter. Damn it, that had been one of my good glasses, too.

      “Nothing that warrants getting your knickers twisted, My Lord,” Buttons taunted as he leapt from my lap to avoid being shoved off in a rage, because I was pretty pissed, both with the conversation and the glass.

      I stood and winced as my back twinged, but hobbled slowly to the kitchen so that I could grab a broom. Why did Cole still make me so irrationally angry? I thought I had moved past it after I murdered his dear wife, but I still had such insatiable anger towards him. I wanted him to suffer more than he already had, but pursuing him now would take away resources that we needed to out towards Carter. That was the immediate threat. Icebringer would have to wait.

      “What will you do if he comes back?” Buttons asked, now sitting in the warm spot I’d left in the chair and watching me clean the mess I’d made.

      “What else can I do but fight him?” I replied with a grumble. “He clearly refuses to listen to reason, even when there are multiple people, colleagues, and his own children, telling him that he has this whole situation all wrong.”

      “To be fair, brainwashing isn’t beneath you,” Buttons purred.

      “I’ve changed my mind. You’re terrible company,” I argued as I swept the glass pieces and shards into one of my favorite inventions that I didn’t get to use nearly as often as I would like. I called it the Sandtrap. It turned glass to sand to be used for another purpose. Sometimes, it was for gardening. Other times, it was used in a compound to make weapons. It just depended on my mood.

      The machine whirred and made an awful grinding noise as I turned it on, but within seconds I was presented with beautiful white sand crystals. These would make a lovely addition to a coat of paint in the future, I thought.

      “That’s something else you have in common,” Buttons kept on. “Neither of you like to hear the truth.”

      I put the Sandtrap and broom away and shooed him from my leather armchair. Honestly, it was no place for a cat, not with those murder claws. This was a fine crimson leather made from the toughest of cattle who died for my sitting pleasure, plus I liked the way my gold silk robe gripped to the leather. There was just enough grit between the two that I could enjoy the luxury of the silk on my skin while lounging atop a slaughtered animal.

      “Maybe I haven’t changed as much as I like to think I have.” I drummed my fingers on the arm of the chair.

      “I don’t think that’s necessarily true, My Lord,” Buttons informed me as he jumped back into my lap. “Change takes time. The fact that you want to be a better person, not only for Nick but for the world, is a big step.”

      “I know that,” I growled, then bit back my bitterness and took a deep breath. “I just wish it would happen faster.”

      “Don’t we all?” the cat mused. “But you know what you want, and you’re stubborn enough to see it through to the end. If joining the heroes again and being a better father to Nick is what you want, then that is what you’re going to get.”

      “And how can you be so sure?” I asked him seriously.

      “Well,” Buttons started, “because you’re Lord Inferno, and you always get what you want.”

      I chuckled at that, then laughed. “Never thought I would need a pep talk from a cat, but here we are.”

      Buttons head-butted my chin, and I ran a hand down his back in gratitude.

      “I never expected to be able to talk to humans and find a loving family, but here we are.”
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      Seventeen days.

      The first week after Matt and Kristen left with Icebringer to stop him and my father from tearing Alexandria apart was worrisome, but I was able to block out the feelings of dread by working with my injured old man and keeping on top of my school work. It was easy enough then, and I welcomed the distraction. It wouldn’t do well to dwell on it, right? They would contact us soon, wouldn’t they?

      After ten days, my worry became a deep-seated fear. What if something had happened to them? I tried to convince myself that Icebringer wouldn’t hurt his own kids, but I saw that look of irrational mania in his eyes. He wanted his revenge and wanted his children to be freed from the mind control that he was convinced was holding them hostage. He desired revenge so much that he couldn’t see anything but that anymore. At least, that was how I viewed it.

      Two weeks came and went, and I was growing more and more restless. I’d often find myself talking to Niji, who found himself in a similar wave of feelings. Our friends would try to give us hope, and we did try to stay hopeful, but how long did we hope for something we didn’t know would ever happen? It was like being a hero, in a sense. You yearned for world peace. That was the point of all the heroics in the first place, but the more you hoped, the more time you wasted. World peace was a novelty that was so far off from being a possibility that it may as well have been as fake as the fat man who gave us presents in the winter.

      Now, two-and-a-half weeks after Icebringer had made his resurgence, there was still no word from Matt or Kristen, and I’d had enough.

      My foot bounced relentlessly as I tried to keep my mind on the exam in front of me. The only thing that seemed to help was hard meditation, but even that was only good for so long before the worry set in again, and I’d start to chew my lip from being anxious. This fucking sucked.

      “Mr. Gateon,” Ms. Magus called on me, and I looked up abruptly from my paper. Everyone was staring at me with a mix of perplexion and concern.

      “Yes, ma’am?”

      “Your pencil,” she replied plainly, and it wasn’t until I followed her gaze that I realized that I’d not just snapped it in half, I’d outright shattered it to nothing more than splinters. The eraser end rolled across the floor as though to make a point.

      “I don’t suppose you have another one I could use?” I asked with as charming of a smile as I could muster, ignoring all of the looks I was receiving from my peers.

      Ms. Magus sighed and scooted across the tile behind her desk to grab me one. “Don’t break this one,” she warned on her way back to my desk.

      “I’ll do my best,” I grinned falsely, which might have been lost on her, but for those closest to me, well, I didn’t miss the worried glances they exchanged amongst each other before they went back to their own tests.

      When class was over and the tests were collected, Aylin caught my arm and smiled warmly. “Your aura is extremely unstable, Starlight. Would you like perhaps take a walk to clear your mind? I find that fresh air helps me when I am in distress.”

      I closed my eyes and tried to center myself. Maybe Aylin was right, and I needed to just relax under the run for a little while.

      “Yeah, okay,” I smiled, though it was small.

      “We’ll catch up with you later!” Andie called to us and waved.

      I nodded, and I let Aylin lead me outside to the gardens. It was near the infirmary, presumably to help patients heal. Something about seeing the greenery or something made them feel better. At least, that was what little Leigh Arlo had told me when I was visiting my father before his release. I was glad the little healer had made it out of Valcav and found a place for herself here.

      The garden was beautiful, I would give it that. Leigh explained that it wasn’t able to survive the heat on its own, though, so one of the other healers had to use her powers to keep everything green and bright. It’s funny. I’d never given much thought to supers that didn’t fight crime and become heroes, but it made sense that there were powers out there that weren’t made for war. Some people were just born with magic to make the world beautiful for those who needed to heal. I supposed, in their own way, they were heroes, too.

      Aylin twined our fingers together as he walked, and I gripped her hand tightly. I didn’t want to say that I was afraid she would just disappear like Kristen, but that was exactly what I was afraid of. Maybe she would go back to Sahana and never come back. Maybe I’d never see her again. My Aurora was somewhere out there, and I didn’t want my Stars to just be somewhere out there, too.

      “You are troubled about Kristen Barbur’s disappearance,” she stated with a frown. “It is clear as day to read on your face.”

      I nodded solemnly. “I’m sorry. I’ve been trying to keep a stoic face about it, but I’m really worried about her and Matt. We haven’t heard anything in weeks.”

      “I understand, Starlight,” Aylin smiled and floated closer beside me. “I am worried about them as well. They have come far since my first introduction to them and grown much, so much so that I find myself caring for them deeply.”

      “I know what you mean,” I chuckled softly. “I feel like we were all finally starting to move away from our past and embrace what we’ve created as, well, a family.”

      “Do you not think they look at you the same way?” She asked thoughtfully.

      “Like, do I think that they look at me as family? I don’t know. Maybe. I kind of hope Kristen doesn’t,” I joked.

      Aylin smiled wider. “I understand that joke, and I do not think that she looks at you as a brother while we are all lying together.”

      I laughed a little harder and tried to hide the blush that heated the back of my neck from Aylin’s blunt comment. “Anyway, I had started to look at Matt like a brother again, or at least a long-lost cousin or something.”

      “You have created quite a family for yourself, Starlight,” Aylin noted. “Not everyone gets to pick their family.”

      She frowned deeply then, and I knew that she was talking about her rocky relationship with her father. That was something else I could relate to. Both of us had very powerful and demanding fathers.

      “I meant to ask,” I started, changing the subject, “did you ever speak to that other Sahanan that’s here? Kyp?”

      “Ah, yes,” Aylin nodded shortly, “we spoke, though very briefly. It turns out that he is quite hard to get ahold of.”

      “But you did talk to him, right?” I pressed.

      “We did, but he will be of no help to my cause,” she replied flatly.

      “Oh,” I frowned and hung my head sheepishly, “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Do not fret over my planet’s dilemma, Starlight,” Aylin insisted. “I will find a way to deal with the situation in time. An issue of this scale will require a lot of thinking and strategizing, which is something I will not be able to rush. Once we have resolved the issue of Carter here, I can then focus on my problems back home.”

      “That’s very diplomatic of you,” I said, grinning now. I don’t think I’d ever heard her be so formal with regard to the tyranny on Sahana.

      “It is not often that I promote my status here,” Aylin started, “but it does me good to remind myself at times when I feel helpless that I am a princess, and I am also a fighter.”

      I considered her words as we passed beneath a tall orange blossom tree. We stopped in the shade, and I took a moment to relish in the soft scent of flowers and citrus. Maybe there was something to this nature healing thing after all.

      “Thank you for walking with me, Aylin,” I smiled softly as I turned to her. “Your courage gives me the strength to keep going.”

      “I have done nothing but be here for you when you needed someone to lean on, Starlight,” she beamed with a wink.

      “Still,” I insisted, and I cupped her cheek in the palm of my hand, drawing her closer, “thank you.”

      We kissed, and it filled me with so much joy and serenity that I nearly forgot my woes altogether. Aylin’s lips moved with mine, and we reluctantly broke apart.

      “We should return to the others,” Aylin suggested. “I am sure they would like to know that you are feeling better than you were previously.”

      “Yes, I think so, too,” I agreed.

      Hands still entwined, we continued our walk along the grey stone path. Eventually, it spit us out into the hallway just outside of the dining hall, where Eric, Andie, and Kara awaited us.

      “Did you fix him?” Andie asked as we approached with a sly grin.

      “I did my best,” Aylin assured, “and I believe he is feeling better.”

      “I am,” I chuckled.

      “Good, because you have a visitor,” Kara smirked as she nodded in the direction of the dining hall.

      “A visitor?” I followed the direction of her gaze, and my jaw nearly hit the floor. Violet eyes lit up behind long lashes, and the girl tucked a strand of cerulean hair behind her ear before she waved us over.

      I grinned as I jogged through the sea of students moving about the hall and hugged Margo Wicker, ALX22’s most promising intern reporter. She laughed as she hugged me back fiercely.

      “I’m glad I was missed,” she teased.

      “I’m glad you’re okay,” I countered. “I haven’t heard from you since the attack on the communications tower a few months back.”

      “I’ve been keeping busy,” she admitted as she took a step back.

      “Ooh, so you’re the cute reporter girl I keep hearing about!” Andie singsonged as she bounced up beside me with a cheery grin and offered her hand. “Andrea Baker, but since you’re so adorable, you can call me Andie.”

      She winked as she took Margo’s hand in her own and kissed it, sufficiently flustering the reporter who usually had much more to say than a few stammered syllables.

      “She has that effect on people,” I laughed. “You’ve met Kara briefly, and this is Aylin and Eric.”

      “You’re Margo Wicker!” Eric beamed.

      “Do you know her, Eric?” Aylin quizzed.

      “I’ve only heard her name, but she wrote an amazing research study on the mental effects of being a super when she was only fourteen,” Eric explained. “It’s an amazing read!”

      Margo blushed further and concealed a chuckled behind her hand. “You flatter me. That paper is ages old in comparison to new studies.”

      “Yeah, but still,” Eric went on, “it opened up so many ideas and theories about how one's abilities can affect their mental stability!”

      “Really?” I asked. “That’s impressive, and certainly nothing to sneeze at.”

      Margo composed herself and offered us a sweet smile. “While I certainly do appreciate the compliments, I didn’t come here to have my ego dramatically boosted.”

      “Then, to what do I owe this visit?” I asked. “Surely, you had a reason for coming over from Alexandria when you could have just called.”

      “I don’t have your phone number,” she reminded me.

      “True,” I agreed with a bit of a smirk, “but you have your sources.”

      Margo faltered a moment, then laughed. “Touche, Kidferno.”

      “Hey! I call him that, too!” Andie exclaimed excitedly.

      “I know,” Margo replied with a wink in Andie’s direction, which promptly made the latter swoon. “Anyway, could we talk more… privately? Not like, away from all of you, but not in the middle of everyone?”

      “Oh, yeah, of course,” I told her. “Why don’t we go back out to the garden? There was no one out there when Aylin and I were there a few minutes ago.”

      “Sure.” Margo nodded. “Lead the way.”

      I led everyone back outside and stopped under the shaded orange blossom tree where Aylin and I had just shared a kiss. As I suspected, there was no one else out here, save for one couple, and they were too enraptured with the rare appearance of a butterfly to pay us any mind.

      “So, what’s up?” I asked and turned back to face Margo. Her face had become serious since the walk over.

      “It’s about Icebringer,” she muttered quietly.

      The air of the conversation shifted dramatically, and everyone’s eyes shifted to focus on Margo.

      “What about him?” I asked tersely.

      “I was there at the parade when he showed up,” she began. “More specifically, I was there when he stepped out of his portal.”

      “We know he uses portals to get around,” Kara added. “It wasn’t something that he was able to do before, though, at least not to my knowledge.”

      “No, you’re right,” Eric stepped in. “Portals are new to his repertoire. It makes me wonder if he learned it from someone else that uses portals.”

      “You mean Switch?” I glanced at Eric. “Do you think that Icebringer’s in league with the enemy?”

      “It makes sense, but I wouldn’t jump to conclusions.” Margo pulled her notebook from her bag. “Don’t forget, he’s been away from the scene for over a decade. It’s probably more like he’s had the time to invent something.”

      “What do you know?” I asked her as she flipped through the pages.

      “I know where he is and how he creates portals,” Margo answered with a smirk. “You’re looking for your friends that went with him, the Barbur twins? I think I know where they are.”

      “Where?” I answered quickly, maybe too quickly. My desperation came through in my tone, and I frowned slightly. “Where are they?”

      Margo hesitated and looked around to each of us before sighing quietly. “I think he took them to the Lunarfrost.”

      “The Lunarfrost?” Aylin questioned. “What is that?”

      “It’s an archipelago in the south,” Eric answered. “There’s rumored to be an unreal amount of weird energy around the place, but no one knows what it is because they can’t get close enough without their equipment going absolutely bonkers.”

      “That’s right,” Margo nodded, “which if Icebringer has been exposed to that energy for this long, it’s likely that he developed the power to open the portals after a time, which is how he was able to get off the island, and how he was able to hide away for so long with no way of anyone finding him.”

      “So then how did you find him?” I asked. “No one has been able to identify or find him for years, no trace of him whatsoever, but you figured it out?”

      “I said that I think I know,” Margo countered. “I can’t confirm anything anymore than anyone else can, but I know what I saw, and I felt the weird energy that came off that portal when Icebringer came through it with his penguin army.”

      “That’s quite a hunch,” Andie grimaced.

      “But it’s worth looking into,” I cut in. “It’s more information than anyone else has given us, so I’m willing to look into it.”

      “It might be a wild goose chase,” Kara frowned as she crossed her arms and looked at Margo. “No offense.”

      Margo shrugged. “None taken, really. I know it’s a stretch, but I wouldn’t have come to you with it if I wasn’t at least a little bit certain.”

      “About how certain are you?” Eric questioned.

      “I’d say I’m fifty-seven percent confident in my information.

      Eric looked to me with a mix of excitement and seriousness. “It’s not a bad hypothesis.”

      I considered all of this new information for a moment, then nodded a few times. “I’m going to bring this to my father and Triton, and request that he let me go find them.”

      “Not alone, you aren’t!” Andie interjected. “Let’s at least come with you to see them.”

      I sighed. I should have known better than to think my friends wouldn’t want to get involved. After all, they cared about Matt and Kristen, too.

      “Alright,” I smiled, then turned back to Margo. “Thank you for bringing this to our attention.”

      “It’s no problem,” Margo assured. “I wanted to make it my first order of business while I’m stationed here.”

      “Wait, what?” I asked, a bit taken aback.

      “That’s right! ALX22’s most promising intern is being stationed here at The Brand Academy to give an inside perspective of what life is like for the Valcav students now that they have to integrate as new students on what used to be enemy turf.”

      “I’ll be damned. They gave you a real assignment.” I laughed. “Congratulations.”

      “Thanks, but I have you to thank for it,” Margo winked. “Your exclusive interview went over so well that I’m first in line for a promotion.”

      “I just answered some questions and talked about myself,” I grinned. “You did all of the hard work.

      “It isn’t hard work to write about something you’re interested in,” Margo smirked and looked me up and down.

      I couldn’t wipe the silly smile on my face, which was saying something because I had been rather broody for the last couple of weeks. Between Aylin’s pep talk, seeing Margo, and getting the information on Matt and Kristen, for the first time since they disappeared, I didn’t feel the need to frown or be upset. We were going to find them and bring them home.

      “You should get going,” Margo prompted. “I need to go see about my quarters while I’m here. I’ll see you around?”

      “Definitely,” I said. “Thanks again, Margo.”

      She waved to us as her boots clunked against the stone pavers, leaving us under the orange blossom tree. I looked to my friends, who all had similar, knowing looks.

      “Yeah, yeah, she’s cute,” I chuckled.

      “Um, more than cute,” Andie argued. “When are you tapping that so I can?”

      “Andie!” Kara playfully smacked her arm and snickered.

      “What? Don’t tell me you don’t want to lose yourself in her.” Andie argued. “I see the way she was looking at you.”

      “Perhaps, but not now, Andie,” I shook my head in amusement. “Come on, let’s go see some heroes.”

      The faculty office was on the other side of the garden by where Aylin and I had initially come out from Ms. Magus’s lecture hall. I hadn’t had to come over here until recently, when my father asked me to grab him some things from his office, but I already knew my way around well enough.

      We stopped at the reception desk and spoke to Adelaide Jones, who apparently was an excellent desk worker when she wasn’t being stung over lava pits and feigning need to be rescued. Go figure.

      “I thought I might see you soon,” she greeted us. “What can I do for you?”

      “We’re here to see Triton and my dad,” I told her with a grin. “Are they both available?”

      “Let me check,” Adelaide smirked as she dialed and spoke to Triton. “Mr. Gateon and his friends are here to see you.” A brief pause. “Very well. I’ll send them back.”

      Adelaide hung up the phone and smiled at us. “He’s expecting you. Go left down this hall, and he’s the last door before the turn. Your father is with him already.”

      “Wow, that was quick,” Andie commented.

      “You’re the best,” Eric grinned.

      “Don’t you forget it,” Adelaide responded with a wink.

      “Thanks, Adelaide,” I smiled as I made my way down the hall as instructed, my friends presumably in tow.

      When I reached the oaken door, I knocked. I saw a figure that I assumed to be my father move in the tinted window, then open the door for us.

      “Nicky!” he greeted as he pulled me into a tight hug.

      “Hey, Dad.” I patted his back lightly. “Good to see you’re feeling better.”

      “As good as I’ve ever felt!” He informed, then stepped aside to let us all in.

      Sitting atop his new desk, Triton smiled warmly as we filed in. His office was a bit larger than the one that he’s had prior, and the half-unpacked boxes told me he was still settling in. Either that, or we didn’t want to unpack just to have to pack again when Valcav was rebuilt, though that wasn’t going to be done for quite some time.

      “It’s nice to see you all,” he greeted kindly. “I assume that this has to do with Matthew and Kristen Barbur if you’re all here.”

      “It does,” I affirmed confidently. “We have reason to believe that Icebringer has taken them to the Lunarfrost.”

      Triton’s expression tightened as he looked from us to my father, who was standing by the door with his arms crossed.

      “We have reason to believe so as well,” Triton told us, “however, getting there is going to be problematic, and even if we do get there, who knows what we’re going to find.”

      “We’re going to find Matt and Kristen,” I told him. “It’s been two-and-a-half weeks, and we haven’t heard anything.”

      “We cannot just leave them,” Aylin chimed in. “They are our friends, and as such, they would not let any of us go this long without communication and not worry.”

      “I understand your concerns, Miss Ajlal, truly,” Triton hummed, “but we can’t just fly to Lunarfrost.”

      “Because of the weird things it does to anything that gets within its weird force field thingy?” Eric asked.

      “That is a major concern, yes,” Triton frowned.

      “I could make something,” Kara volunteered. “Sir, I can make anything from nothing.”

      “I know that you can, Miss Johnson.” Triton sighed. “I have been a first-hand witness to your amazing abilities, but we simply lack the information and time needed to build something so advanced. Lunarfrost has been untouchable for years.”

      “There is a way,” Gemma’s voice came from behind me. We all turned to look at her, and I was gobsmacked by the intensity of her eyes and her posture. She meant business, and she wasn’t going to take no for an answer.

      “What are you talking about?” Triton grumbled.

      “We can go by submarine,” Gemma informed, and I thought Triton was going to erupt with anger from how red his face became.

      “We are not involving HIM,” Triton spat, and it was the first time I’d ever seen him lose his temper over anything. The calm faced man he usually was had started to crumble. I couldn’t say I blamed him. A lot had happened recently, and much of it fell on his shoulders to clean up. Now having two of his students missing in action and the worry that Icebringer might bring even more devastation to an already fragile Alexandria weighed on him.

      Gemma grit her teeth. “Forgive me, Douglas, but this is not the time for you to be putting any personal grudges before the safety of two of our students.”

      “Bastion is out of the question,” Triton stood from his desk.

      “Why?” Inferno finally cut in. I think he was enjoying the heated exchange between them. “Don’t tell me you’re still butthurt that he can talk to fish and you can’t?”

      “Of course not,” Triton grumbled and moved to sit back in his chair on the other side of the desk, flopping down into it with a huff. “Fine, if you think he’ll help us, then I will not stop you from seeking it.”

      “Thank you,” Gemma bowed her head and made to leave.

      “However,” Triton continued, “you won’t be going alone.”

      Gemma stopped and looked at him, then Inferno.

      “I’ll go with her,” he volunteered hastily, but Triton shushed him with an annoyed scowl.

      “Like hell, you will!” Triton yelled. “You’re part of the reason why we’re in this mess in the first place!”

      “To be fair, Icebringer did go after Inferno first,” Aylin added, then blushed when she realized the tension. “At least, that is what I saw.”

      Triton pinched the bridge of his nose and shook his head. “My order stands. You’re not going anywhere near the Lunarfrost, Inferno.”

      “I’ll go, then,” I stepped up next to Gemma. “If anyone is physically capable of taking down a force field, it’s me.”

      Triton glanced between Gemma and me. He knew that I was right.

      “Yes, very well,” he conceded, “but take Miss Ajlal and Mr. Meyers with you. You’ll need some backup.”

      “No offense to anyone, Sir, but why Aylin and Eric?” I questioned. I didn’t mind if they came, of course, I simply wanted to know if there was a reason why he had chosen them.

      “Miss Ajlal’s powers will likely prove to be useful to you,” Triton explained. “As for Mr. Meyers, his knack for retaining intelligence is undeniably going to be needed should you find anything there.”

      I nodded. “I couldn’t agree more, Sir.”

      “Besides, if it’s as cold as they say it is there, my limbs are liable to snap,” Andie frowned. “You know, being all rubbery and plastic and all.”

      “Which is precisely why you and Miss Johnson will remain here,” Triton said. “Now, the rest of you, go pack your things. There is no telling how long you will be gone, so make sure you are as prepared as you can be. This mission isn’t a typical hostage rescue.”

      “Yes, sir!” We replied in unison and stood at attention.

      This was it. We were going to get Matt and Kristen back.
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      Within a few hours of Triton excusing us from his office, we were packed and ready to start the path to finding Matt and Kristen. I didn’t know what to bring with me, as I didn’t know what lay in store for us once we left Inferno Island, but I knew to at least stuff a few basics into my bag. There were some extra clothes, toiletries, and that was about it.

      “There’s still a lot of room in there,” Kara noted as she combed Buttons’ fur. “Planning on bringing home souvenirs?”

      “I’ll bring you back an ice cube,” I teased, “but I don’t really know what else to bring. It’s not like I’m going on vacation, and I don’t need anything special for my powers or anything.”

      “That’s true,” Kara smiled as the cat purred in her lap. “Then I should give you something to take with you.”

      “Oh?” I asked, as she stopped grooming Buttons, much to his chagrin, and stood. I watched curiously as she slipped a metal box no larger than the palm of her hand into my bag.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s a carrying case for the bombs that are inside,” Kara answered without batting an eyelash.

      Meanwhile, I balked. “I’m sorry, did you say bombs?”

      Kara nodded. “They’re the size of marbles and can only be detonated if you’re at full power so that you can’t accidentally set them off. There are six of them in there, but you should only need one to take out anything in a twenty-mile radius.”

      “Whoa.” I blinked. I was equally impressed as I was absolutely terrified. That was some serious firepower packed in such a small container.

      “Use them wisely, Nick,” Kara warned, “they aren’t like the little snappers that we used to throw at the ground in the summer. These little guys can and will level entire cities if you aren’t careful.”

      “Got it,” I affirmed, and I smiled as I took a precautionary pair of boxer briefs from my drawer and put them in my bag. Still, Kara’s demeanor hadn’t changed, and a frown tugged on her lips.

      “It’s not like I’m never coming back, you know,” I teased lightly, but truth be told, I wasn’t thrilled about the idea of splitting up again either. We had managed to stick together for something as mundane as a class project, but now that we really were dealing with the fate of the world, at least to some extent, our little family was splitting apart again.

      “I know,” she interjected immediately, and it was then that I noticed how tense her shoulders were and how tight her expression was despite the smile on her lips.

      “Kara…” I frowned.

      “We don’t know what kind of trouble you’ll find out there, Nick,” she reasoned. “Icebringer isn’t the same man we grew up with. The happy-go-lucky man that played board games with us and would make igloos for us in the backyard in the middle of summer isn’t in there, or if he is, he’s buried deep in all of the hate and vitriol he’s been stewing in for the last decade.”

      “I know,” I agreed with a solemn sigh, “I wish times were as simple now as they were back then.

      “But they aren’t,” Buttons spoke up. He leapt from Kara’s lap suddenly and trotted over to my legs to rub against them.

      I couldn’t help but smile at the gesture, and I leaned down to pick up my talking cat. “Don’t tell me you’re worried, too?”

      “Of course I am,” Buttons rolled his purple eyes. “Who else am I going to leave presents for in the middle of the night?”

      “I’m sure Kara would love a hairball on her pillows,” I glared.

      “Nah, I like her,” Buttons grinned wide and brightly as his he bared his fangs.

      I laughed and patted his head as I set him back on the floor. “My own cat loves you more than me.”

      “There’s a lot to love,” Kara spoke confidently.

      “Oh, for sure,” I agreed with a wider smile and kissed her proper.

      A knock on my door followed by Eric and Aylin bursting through the threshold broke us apart too soon, and I groaned from having been interrupted.

      “I would have opened the door myself if you’d given me a second,” I said flatly.

      Eric shrugged. “Don’t leave your door unlocked then.”

      I gaped at him, then bit my tongue with a sharp exhale. “Touche.”

      “We need to be leaving as soon as possible, Starlight,” Aylin cut in quietly. “Ms. Corcoran is expecting us on the docks in ten minutes.”

      “All right,” I replied as I pulled Kara up from the bed and into a tight hug. Her arms wrapped around me like a vice grip, but I didn’t want to complain in fear that I would end this moment before I was ready to let her go.

      I kissed the top of her head and rocked her for a moment before she loosened her hold on me and stepped back with a sad smile.

      “Please be careful, Nick,” she pleaded.

      “I will,” I promised and kissed her again.

      “That goes for all of you,” she added to Aylin and Eric immediately after. “You all better come back in one piece.”

      “Yeah, what she said,” Andie, who wasn’t quite filled with her usual mirth, piped up from outside of the room. Her eyes were puffy, and her cheeks were red, two telltale signs that she had been crying.

      Eric and Aylin stepped aside, and I stepped up to her as she came to me. I enveloped her in a tight embrace and wished that I could take away whatever pain she was dealing with at that moment. I had a feeling that it had to do with my leaving, but I wasn’t going to make a scene of it in front of everyone, and we were running out of time. We had to meet Gemma.

      “You’re going to be okay,” I whispered in her ear. “And you have Kara here with you. Lean on each other until I come back.”

      She nodded against my shoulder, but couldn’t express the words that she wanted to say. I wasn’t going to force them from her, no matter how much I wanted her to be able to open up. As I’d said, there wasn’t a need to make a scene, not now.

      Andie swallowed thickly, and I could tell that she was trying to keep her emotions in check. “Come home soon,” she muttered, then stepped away to join Kara at her side. Immediately the two of them latched onto the other’s hand and squeezed, offering silent comfort.

      “I’ll be back soon,” I lied, because I didn’t know how true that would be, “and I’ll bring back Kristen and Matt.”

      Kara and Andie nodded, and Andie even managed to blow a kiss to Aylin before the three of us left my room and took the first steps towards our journey. As excited as I was, I was also nervous about the unknown, though if I were Eric, I would be just as excited about what lay ahead. I supposed in a way I was, but it was still good to have a healthy amount of caution.

      When we arrived on the docks, Gemma was pacing in front of the hover bus that was going to take us… somewhere. I actually didn’t know where we were going to meet whoever it was that Gemma and Triton had been referencing in his office earlier. Her heels clicked on the iron beneath her feet, but our footsteps drew her attention to us as the three of us approached.

      “You’re late,” she accused as she stopped, arms crossed in front of her chest.

      “We had a lot of goodbyes to say,” I countered sheepishly.

      Gemma sighed, looking resigned as she nodded. “Of course. Come along. The sooner we get going, the sooner we can get down to business.”

      “And where is it that we’re going, exactly?” Eric piped up.

      “To the port city of Glimmer,” Gemma told us brightly, “but don’t let the name fool you. There is nothing ‘glimmery’ about it. Well, not anymore, anyway.”

      “Glimmer?” I repeated, and my ears perked up. My father had taken me there when I was just a kid. It was a family weekend vacation if my memory served me correctly. Matt and Kristen were there with their parents as well. Something big was happening, maybe a birthday, but I definitely remembered being enamored by all of the neat antique shops and coastal influences.

      “Haven’t been there in ages!” My father’s voice came from behind us, and I turned to see himself and Triton walking the same path my friends and I had just traversed along. “You remember, right, Nicky?”

      I nodded with a smile. “Sure do.”

      “Yes, well, things have changed drastically from the last time you were there, I assure you,” Triton hummed thoughtfully.

      “Why is that?” Aylin asked curiously as she looked from Triton to Gemma and then finally to me. Of course, she wouldn’t know why Glimmer was the way it was now, though I hadn’t seen the damage first hand.

      “About seven years ago, there was a scheduled excavation of a ship that had sunk a few decades prior,” Eric chimed in with a grim expression. “It was supposed to be a standard seek and discover mission with the dive team. Things were going smoothly at first, but the team soon discovered that what they thought had been the ship was actually a much older ship called Demon Wall.”

      Aylin gasped and covered her mouth, her next words muffled. “Who names a ship something so terrifying?”

      “That’s just it,” I cut in, “everyone knew what it was, but no one knew where it came from. It had just suddenly disappeared one day. The last sighting of it was over a hundred years ago.”

      “It’s like a ghost ship!” Eric resumed, “Well, kind of. I guess. Anyway, they realized what it was they were excavating, but it was too late. They had already uncovered a line of torpedo, underwater missiles, and one of the divers had accidentally set them off.”

      “What happened to the town, then?” Aylin asked, still clutched her chin with her hand as she hung on our every word.

      “Some parts were spared,” I recalled, “but others weren’t so lucky.”

      “Those that survived all six of the blasts say that it sounded like the sun crashing into the planet, and then everything went dark,” Eric finished for me.

      “Glimmer’s rich history of our world was turned to dust that day,” Triton added. “It was a hard day for everyone. Even though we’d rescued many citizens and stop as much of the blazes as we could, what was gone far outweighed what lives and structures were spared.”

      “That sounds awful,” Aylin frowned. “We are going to find help here?”

      “You’ve got it,” Gemma stepped up between Aylin and Eric with her hands on her hips. “We’ve got a way to go. Let’s get moving.”

      She turned quickly back to the boat, and Triton sighed quietly.

      “She’s in a hurry,” Inferno noted with a look of concern.

      “She still won’t talk about it,” Triton replied hushedly, “but she lost a lot of people that day.”

      My father nodded in understanding. Even if he could be a completely over the top, sometimes insensitive fool, he knew the pain of loss. He could sympathize.

      “Then let’s not make her wait,” I told them. “We’ll keep in touch.”

      “I’d expect nothing less, Mr. Gateon,” Triton told me. “Remember, Icebringer needs to know that we aren’t his enemy. Don’t give him any more reason to believe otherwise.

      “We’ll do our best,” I assured with a grin, and I couldn’t help the warm, fuzzy feeling that spread over me as my father and my mentor stood side-by-side to see me off on my first big mission, both of them wearing proud smiles.

      “Oh, Nicky!” my father called before I could start my way to the boat that was waiting for us. “Take this with you!”

      “Another present?” I mused, though it was more to myself, and I held out my hands expectantly.

      What I hadn’t expected was my father simply pulling me into him for a hug that was so fierce I could feel the tips of my ears turning red from the lack of blood flow. I clapped my hands on his back and hugged him back just as tightly, though, and took a couple of fleeting seconds to appreciate this moment.

      “Take care of everyone,” he told me in my ear. “Remember, you’re my kid. Go big or go home.”

      I snorted a little but nodded all the same. “I will. Thanks, Dad.”

      We parted, and he clasped my shoulder tightly before letting his hand drop away entirely. There was something sweet in the way he looked at me, and all I could think was that my dad was really trying to be a better person. That was all I could ask of him, and he was doing a fantastic job of it.

      “See you soon, kiddo,” he waved, and I waved back over my shoulder as I rejoined my friends and hopped onto the vessel that awaited us. I gave my father and Triton one last look before I gave my full attention to Gemma. The boat pulled away from the dock, and it was with a deep sigh that I set my fears and worries at ease. This was the beginning of what would likely be one of my greatest achievements of my young career as a hero, not to mention I’d be saving my friends and confronting my father’s arch-enemy at the same time. Yeah, it was kind of a big deal.

      “It’s a few hours from here to Glimmer by boat,” Gemma informed us as she waved farewell to Triton and Inferno. “Once we get there, we are to seek out Bastion and try to convince him to take us to the Lunarfrost.”

      I scrunched my nose at the plan, and Gemma crossed her arms as she looked me over. “Something the matter?”

      “Why can’t we take a boat to the Lunarfrost?” I asked. “I understand not wanting to fly there because of how iffy the atmosphere there is, but a boat would be fine, right?”

      Gemma considered this for a moment before she responded. “We don’t know what to expect, and we’ve all heard the horror stories of people who have tried to reach the island and never came back.”

      Aylin flinched, and I put my hand on the small of her back to soothe her.

      “So this Bastion guy, he can help us?” I ventured, and Gemma nodded.

      “Of course,” Eric said suddenly as a grin spread over his features, “Bastion is the only person known to history that has traveled to the Lunarfrost and survived.”

      I nodded. That suddenly made more sense, but it didn’t answer why we specifically needed him. Maybe he would be a good tour guide, or more likely, he had something we didn’t.

      “You said he talks to fish, right? Is that why we need him?” I pressed again, and Gemma smiled.

      “That’s more of a perk,” she laughed. “On top of Bastion’s abilities, he is also the best sea captain in the world, and while traveling on a large speed boat would be ideal, we need someone that can navigate the seas better than anyone else.”

      I looked around to see that there was a man at the steering wheel that I didn’t recognize. He looked to be a little older than me, but I could see what Gemma meant. This guy looked like the only navigating he could do was around a buffet line. Not to shame him for his size, but he simply didn’t fit the mental aesthetic for being a captain.

      “No offense, Jerry,” Gemma added, and the man jiggled as he laughed.

      “None taken, ma’am,” he replied with a bouncy voice.

      I turned back to Gemma, who shrugged when I started to chuckle to myself. Where they had found this guy, I had no idea, but I was suddenly glad that we weren’t going to be relying on him to get us to the Lunarfrost.

      “Anyway,” Gemma continued, “this is a prime example of the term ‘hurry up and wait.’ We have a way to go before we reach Glimmer, so try to relax for the time being.”

      “Aye aye!” Eric and I replied in unison, and Gemma smiled at our enthusiasm.

      “I do not understand your eye eye.” Aylin blinked curiously at us, and Eric and I shared an identical grin.

      “Allow us to teach you the intricacies of pirate speech,” I told her with a mischievous glint in my eyes that went completely over her head, and we lead her to one of the pristine white couches that were recessed into the deck.

      Time flew by as we sped across the water. Late afternoon had turned to dusk by the time Aylin had understood the phrase ‘shiver me timbers,’ and the four of us fell silent as we watched the sunset. Oranges and pinks were swallowed up by the black waters on the horizon, and the moon and stars became our only source of natural light. The thought made me miss my girls, and I hugged Aylin a little closer for my own comfort. She seemed to understand the unspoken emotions, though, and she craned her neck to kiss my cheek lovingly.

      It was still relatively early in the night when Glimmer’s docks appeared in our boat’s light. It was almost impossible to see anything other than the old, sea-weathered wood even as we disembarked because the town’s lights were so dim and cold. The iron-wrought lampposts contained their flickering lights, and they lined the boardwalk, casting an eerie glow on the mist that rolled in from the sea.

      “This place gives me the heebie-jeebies,” Eric whispered as he shivered. “It’s like a ghost town.”

      “I didn’t think the effects of the explosion had been this extreme,” I frowned as I took in the decrepit storefronts.

      “Come on,” Gemma ordered quietly as she stepped ahead of us. “I know it isn’t the most welcoming of places, but we have to be vigilant.”

      The three of us nodded, and Aylin clung to mine and Eric’s arms. It was nice to see that they had formed a sibling-like bond while they had been away. It was obvious they cared about each other, much like the way Eric and I did one another.

      For once in his life, Eric’s need to zoom and rattle on was quelled by the atmosphere. Normally, he would be going on and on about what his grandfather’s knowledge, and what he could recall of it, but he was strangely quiet. His hair also didn’t have its usual zappy properties, though that was likely due to his energy level being rather low. Come to think of it, he had been less electric than usual, specifically since school started. Every so often, he would resemble the Eric that left for The Brand a few months ago, but the moments were few and far between. I’d have to address that with him soon.

      With each cautious step, we passed by the remains of what Glimmer used to be. Old signs hung by a single ring above front doors that swung gently in the sea breeze. Some of them were little mom-and-pop restaurants, like The Pink Sea, which featured a large shrimp under the letters. Some of them were antique shops, though upon looking into their windows, everything had been ransacked or utterly destroyed.

      Then there were bars, but it seemed that only one of them was lit up. There was a neon ‘open’ sign in the window that didn’t match any of the other decor along the walk, and in the glow of the lights, another sign read ‘Eelixir’ in fancy cursive writing.

      “Well, this looks charming,” I commented, and Eric snorted with amusement. “What? I like a good play on words.”

      “I think I understand that joke,” Aylin laughed quietly, which made Eric and I grin. We were teaching her well.

      Gemma waited until we were done with our humorous bit before she threw open the heavy wood door. It creaked and scraped along the wooden walkway outside, which drew the attention of all four patrons that were inside, including the bartender. We were being stared at from all sides, save for one man in the back who seemed engrossed in an old newspaper.

      “Travelers,” the barkeep greeted with a short nod. He was a wiry man, a bit older, and looked like he attempted to keep up his copper and silver beard, but hadn’t trimmed it up in a while. His eyes were kind if a bit skeptical of our presence. I couldn’t blame him. After all, we were strangers to him, and we were traveling with a princess from another planet.

      “What can I get for ya?” He asked after we stood there awkwardly for another moment.

      “We’re looking for someone,” Gemma answered quickly, and I saw her spine tighten. It wasn’t like her to be nervous, but as soon as I chanced a glance around the room, I understood why.

      The patrons, save for the uninterested man in the back, looked Gemma up and down like she were a delicious treat that had washed up on the shore for them to feast upon. They licked their cracked lips and undressed her with their perverted eyes as they drooled into their pints. It was a disgusting show of just what had become of Glimmer since the accident.

      “We might be able to help you,” the barkeep informed. He was also checking her out, and he offered his service with a smirk that made my stomach uneasy. I knew Gemma could hold her own, but no woman should be treated like she was only good for one thing, least of all, Gemma.

      I stepped up beside her as Eric subconsciously pulled Aylin closer to him in my stead. Slipping my arm as casually as I could around Gemma’s waist, I narrowed my eyes on them.

      “We’re looking for a man that goes by the name Bastion,” I growled. “Don’t suppose you lot know where I could find him?”

      The seamen grumbled and sneered, at least having the decency to back off Gemma when they realized she was spoken for. She wasn’t, but they didn’t need to know that. Besides, having Gemma this close to me and feeling her hand slide down my chest sent shivers along my spine. Whether it was intentional to play up the bit, or she was actually trying to allure me, it was working.

      The barkeep opened his mouth to speak, but it was the sound of a deep, raspy chuckle that drew my attention to the back of the room.

      “That’s a name I haven’t heard in a long time,” the stranger spoke. “Whaddya want with ‘im?”

      “We need to get to the Lunarfrost,” Gemma told him firmly, “and he is the only person who has made it there and lived to tell the tale.”

      The stranger grunted and put his newspaper aside. I couldn’t be sure in the dim lighting of the establishment, but he looked to be fairly old. At least old enough to have grandchildren. His braided beard was mostly grey, but some of the black remained, and his hair was braided back in several lengths. A dark blue handkerchief clung to his forehead and knotted at his neck, and his black and red striped garb looked like it hadn’t been washed in weeks. Still, his blue eyes, though wise and full of mystery, held no malice or ill intent. It was strange, but I knew in my gut that this was the man we were looking for.

      “The tides are wicked, and the waves have no mercy for the weary,” he said. “You sure you’re up to that kind of task?”

      “We’re sure,” I responded quickly.

      The man chuckled and stood from his wooden chair, taking one sauntering step after another until we were face to face. Close up, he definitely smelled like he spent his time at sea. Salt and the distinct scent of fish wafted from his dingy shirt. He was tanned though, despite the gloom that lingered in this town, which told me he wasn’t ashore often. That was a good sign for us.

      “You don’t exactly look the part of an experienced crew,” he chastised, and he gestured vaguely to the four of us, earning him some chuckles from the pervy patrons. He stopped me before I could speak again by holding a finger to my lips, and he stared at Gemma, eyes wide.

      “It’s been a while,” Gemma smirked as realization spread across his features. I watched between them as they seemed to share this weird conversation with one another through various facial expressions.

      “So, you came to collect on that favor after all,” the stranger lulled.

      “You do owe me,” she countered confidently.

      After a brief moment of internal debating from the stranger, he stuck out his other arm and snapped his fingers at the barkeep. Immediately, he produced what used to be a bright red velvet coat with gold trim and a large black hat. It was only when he started to dress that he removed his finger from my lips, and I observed in continued silence as he straightened his pirate hat atop his head. I had to admit, the added garments did him a service and cleaned him up nicely, or rather, hid the sad parts of his attire. A pistol hung from his belt loop, but even I could see it hadn’t been touched in years, as a thick layer of dust had settled on the hilt.

      “I am a man of my word,” he chuckled loudly and bowed. “Captain Vincent Corbin Bastion at your service.”
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      Captain Vincent Corbin Bastion bid farewell to the barkeep and the other patrons before leading us out of the Eelixir and back onto the boardwalk of Glimmer. The mist from the dark waters had gotten almost as thick as the fog in the meadows outside of Alexandria on an early spring morning, and it sent an involuntary chill down my spine as we followed closely behind him. His boots stomped loudly as he clunked along the wooden path, uncaring of any attention he might draw to himself, though by what we had seen thus far of the once-bustling port town, attention was the last thing he needed to worry about. Even if he might attract some unsavory fellows, we were more than in a good enough position to handle ourselves, though I somehow doubted Bastion needed our help. Something about him gave off a false air of aloofness. He knew he could hold his own.

      “I see Triton’s still got you doing his dirty work,” Bastion chuckled to Gemma, and she brushed off the insinuation.

      “Hardly,” she countered flawlessly. “He’s been wound tight with many things, and I’m happy to get outside of the classroom setting for a while.”

      Bastion barked at that. “You aren’t talking about that ceasefire, are you?”

      “What about it?” I asked, suddenly very defensive. I knew we needed this man’s help, but I didn’t know him, and I wasn’t about to let him trash talk both my father and my mentor in a single breath. Not going to happen.

      “Nothing,” he shrugged. “I think it’s rather touching that Triton is willing to look past all of Lord Inferno’s transgressions with the bat of one of his lashes, but refuses to own up to his own shortcomings.”

      “What shortcomings?” Eric questioned hastily, always itching to hear the latest old man’s tale. I supposed that was a habit he’d picked up from when his grandfather was still alive.

      “That’s enough,” Gemma cut in sharply and narrowed her eyes on Bastion.

      “They ought to know the truth,” Bastion hummed, clearly amused at Gemma’s outburst. That made one of us, anyway.

      “That was a long time ago, Bastion,” she insisted, though this time she cut in front of the captain and stopped him in his tracks.

      “Fine, fine,” Bastion rolled his eyes and sidestepped around her, his coat brushing her calves as he did, “but you can’t keep him up on that pedestal forever, Gem!”

      Gemma bristled at the nickname but turned back around to follow him. The rest of us followed closely beside her, all with cautious but curious glances. After several beats of silence, Eric took a quiet, deep breath, and opened his mouth.

      “Don’t even start that question, Eric,” Gemma warned with a slight hiss in her tone. She hadn’t even spared him a glance when she did, and I could practically see the venom in her veins. Whatever secret that she and Bastion were keeping to themselves, it wasn’t one she was ready to talk about, and I wasn’t going to be the one that pressed that button.

      “Are you quite sure that we can trust this Bastion fellow?” Aylin piped up as she continued to cling to my side. “He seems to put you a little on edge.”

      “I’m fine,” Gemma grit through her clenched teeth.

      I exchanged a quick glance with Aylin. I wanted to console Gemma, but I wanted Aylin’s permission before I did. She nodded with an understanding smile. As we kept walking, I slid my other hand into Gemma’s and watched as her spine went rigid, but she didn’t pull away.

      “I think she just wants to know if he’s really going to help us,” I tried. I wanted to ease her mind and not put any pressure on her when she was clearly displeased with the exchange between them.

      Gemma relaxed as we took a few more steps, and she sighed heavily. “Yes, he can be trusted, despite how brash and uncouth he can be.”

      I looked to Eric and Aylin, who looked relieved to hear that answer, as was I.

      “You let us know if we need to… you know…”

      “Watch my back?” Gemma supplied, and she snorted back a giggle. “While I appreciate the gesture, I can handle him on my own. I have before.”

      Before I could inquire what she meant by that, Bastion clapped his hands to draw our attention. We were standing on the edge of a dock that was separated from the others by quite a bit, but still within a reasonable distance. I hadn’t even realized we’d walked the entire boardwalk already. When we stopped in front of him, he grinned wildly with all nine of his teeth and a singular golden one.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, I present to you, the Leviathan!” He announced.

      There were several beats of silence where absolutely nothing happened. I looked from him to Gemma, then to Eric and Aylin, who shared the same puzzled expression that I wore on my own features. We continued to watch Bastion as he looked expectantly over his right shoulder, then chuckle nervously.

      He cleared his throat. “I said, ladies and gentlemen, I present to you, the Leviathan!”

      When again nothing happened, he turned around, stomped his booted feet on the dock, and shook his fists angrily. “What the hell! Why don’t you ever listen to me?”

      I barely stopped myself from laughing out loud, but Eric did not have the same success, and he snorted as he threw a hand over his mouth, giggling furiously into his palm. Even Aylin, though undoubtedly curious as to what any of this meant, concealed an amused smile behind her hand.

      “Performance anxiety?” Gemma quipped as she crossed her arms over her chest with a smirk.

      “Oh, pipe down!” Bastion stomped again. “You’ll scare the fish with that tone.”

      “I don’t think it’s her that they’re scared of, mate,” I shook my head and grinned as Bastion narrowed his eyes on me.

      “We’ll see about that, boy,” he replied before he turned back to the calm waters. He clapped his hands again, this time so hard that I was able to hear the metallic clink of his rings as they collided, then wriggled his fingers over the water as he hummed. For a split second, I would have sworn I saw a flash of light beneath the darkened sea, but it was definitely my imagination. However, the fish that jumped out of the water that was flat as a pancake and made direct eye contact with me was very real and mildly terrifying.

      “I think that fish winked at me,” I whispered loudly, and Gemma’s smirk grew wider.

      “It probably did, yes,” she replied, and my jaw dropped.

      “What--”

      “Ladies and gentlemen, I present to you, the Leviathan!” Bastion faced us once again, and as a wide grin spread over his face, the surface of the water began to bubble, and the light I thought I had imagined grew brighter and brighter until the first of the masts peeked over the tops of the now rocking waves.

      My friends and I watch in complete awe and wonder as a legit pirate ship with cannons, a huge deck, a brig, and a helm appeared before our eyes. Sails as dark as midnight were hoisted. Barnacles had grown into the blue-and-green wood, and the ship itself looked like it was a sea creature in its own right. The front of the ship, I noted, was shaped like a dragon, and fins jutted from either side that resembled wings. What made it that much better, though, were the hundreds of fish that were pushing the ship up from the depths of the seafloor. They varied in size and type, but I was pretty sure I saw at least one dolphin in the mix.

      “Holy shit,” Eric gasped, excitement gleaming in his eyes.

      “That is a legit pirate ship,” I gaped. I wasn’t going to lie, my inner little boy was beyond ecstatic. Never in a million years did I think that I would be riding on a real pirate ship.

      “She’s beautiful,” Aylin muttered. Even she was captivated by how amazing the reveal was.

      “She’s an ol’ girl, but she’ll get the job done,” Bastion replied proudly, then bowed to Aylin. “Terribly sorry, Miss. I didn’t catch your name.”

      “I did not throw it,” Aylin answered without missing a beat.

      “He means that the two of you weren’t properly introduced,” I explain.

      “Oh, yes, of course,” she realized her mistake with a soft blush and curtseyed. “I am Princess Aylin Ajlal of New Sahana. It is a pleasure to be working with you.”

      “Ah, a princess!” Bastion exclaimed and bowed his head even lower. “It is I who am proud to serve with you, Your Highness.”

      Gemma rolled her eyes and pulled Bastion upright. “We don’t have time for intricate formalities. These are my students and partners on this mission. Eric Meyers, you’ve already acquainted yourself with Aylin, and this is Nick Gateon.”

      Bastion’s eyes shot over to me immediately upon hearing my name. “Gateon, you say? You must be Inferno’s boy.”

      “Yes, Captain,” I replied politely.

      Bastion smiled warmly at me. “Haven’t seen you since you were a guppy.”

      I blinked, bewildered. “Have we met?”

      “Briefly,” Bastion replied shortly. “Your pops and I go way back to when he was enrolled in Valcav.”

      “Bastion used to be a professor but gave up the teaching gig to become a full-time sailor,” Gemma explained.

      “So, that’s how you know one another!” Eric exclaimed as he put the pieces together.

      “I was the best damn professor that ever happened to that school,” Bastion boasted, “but the sea called to me every day and night. I’ve never been much of a hero, but I had my own ways of helpin’ out here and there.”

      I couldn’t help but offer a gracious smile at that. Not all heroes wore capes. Some of them were surly sailors that wanted a better life, and who was I to fault him for that?

      “I don’t recall seeing any photos of you on the Academy’s portrait wall,” Eric mused.

      “Well, that’s because you wouldn’t! Ol’ Triton’s had a bug up his tightly wound ass ever since--”

      “What did I say, Bastion?” Gemma sighed.

      “Of for fuck’s sake, Gem, I’m still your elder. Treat me with some respect and at least call me Captain,” Bastion scoffed.

      “You’re only five years my senior, and I’ve known you since you were able to blow bubbles to trap fish in and pop them when they were well above sea level,” Gemma added with a huff.

      “Childhood friends, then?” I ventured with a bit of a smirk. It explained the familiarity between them and made me feel a little better knowing that Bastion was someone Gemma knew personally, and not just because he was another super.

      “We were neighbors growing up in Raban,” Gemma explained.

      “Raban isn’t far from here, right?” Eric inquired. “It’s a forest village.”

      “It used to be,” Gemma added with that telltale sigh that told me my father had seen to it that it was no more, “but what’s done is done, and we have a mission.”

      “You know, you could tell me what this mission is,” Bastion smiled. “After all, I am your chauffeur.”

      “I’ll tell you once we’re settled on the boat,” Gemma promised as she flipped the iron brackets that kept the loading ladder in place on the ship. The ladder landed with a loud thud on the dock, and Bastion winced.

      “Watch it!” he scolded. “She isn’t as spry as she used to be. Be gentle.”

      Gemma ignored him and waved her arms to invite us aboard. I was no expert in sailing, but I was certain that it was customary to wait until the captain said you could board. Hesitating, I looked to Bastion, who sort of just waved us on like he wasn’t going to argue with his childhood friend. Eric beat me to the loading ladder, though, despite me being closer, but I was still right on his heels. Excitement had overtaken me, and I wasn’t ashamed of it.

      It was like walking onto an enlarged replica ship that I saw in textbooks and museums, except it was real and I could touch it with my own hands. The captain’s wheel was situated over his quarters, and there were two doors on either side that lead into the hold.

      “These pirate ships are something that humans show joy for?” Aylin asked as she boarded the ship herself and took in her surroundings.

      “Sort of, but it’s more than that,” I explained. “It’s like being able to experience a dream you had as a child.”

      “You wished to be a seaman?” She inquired more, and I thought about it carefully.

      “Not in particular, but pirate stories are commonly told to kids as bedtime stories, like a fairytale,” I tried further.

      “Oh, I do know about your fairytales,” Aylin delighted. “Andie told me some of her favorites one night when we couldn’t sleep. We call them t’lush.”

      I smiled brightly as Aylin used her native tongue. It was less and less frequent now that she had been here for a little while and was constantly surrounded by Terrans. That, and she was also a very quick learner. I was sure that was a contributing factor as well.

      “That’s a lovely word,” I complimented, and I relished in the dark blush that danced across the bridge of her nose.

      Gemma and Bastion joined us, and the two of them lifted the ladder, setting it back in place.

      “Is this boat ready to go?” Gemma asked as Bastion left her side to climb the short set of stairs to the helm.

      “Aye,” he replied as he took his place, hands steady on the wheel. “That’s the power of magic.”

      Gemma rolled her eyes, but this time it was in good nature. “Then let’s be off, Captain.”

      Bastion, still standing at the wheel, closed his eyes. Like before, when he held his hands over the water, I could see that his fingers were wiggling and tapping the wheel ever so slightly. The deck rumbled beneath our feet, and the boat started to move.

      “Whoa…” Eric breathed in awe as he rushed to the front of the boat. I quickly joined him and was immediately taken with what I saw. The light that had appeared beneath the surface before outlined the ship, and the fish were back, pushing it from its docked position and sending the boat out to sea.

      “Who needs a crew when you have these guys?” I grinned happily as I continued to observe them. Most of the fish were commonplace bass and catfish, but the dolphin from earlier had returned, as well as several other colorful fish that I had no idea even existed.

      Bastion steered the ship to due north, and we began our trip through the mist, leaving Glimmer behind. As the mist parted, the sky brightened. Without the bog to dim it down and the city lights to drown them out, the stars decorated the blackened sky. There were so many, more than I had ever seen with my own two eyes, and it made me a little giddy inside. I knew that this was all a mission to rescue Kristen and Matt, but I had to allow myself to see the good and the beautiful as well.

      Eric snapped several photos with his phone, and I drew mine out to do the same when the fish fell away one by one, and the light that surrounded the boat faded. Bastion stepped away from the wheel and relished in the soft breeze as it whipped through his braided hair.

      “I assume you’ll be hungry and such. I didn’t have much time to prepare a stock, but you’ll find soups and chips in the hold,” he explained, “or, if you’re feeling so inclined, we can always catch dinner and cook it up.”

      “So, you talk to fish, but you also eat them?” Gemma asked incredulously. “Haven’t you ever heard the saying ‘fish are friends, not food?’”

      Bastion shrugged. “Man’s gotta eat. Besides, fish know their role in the circle of life. They accept their fate well before I spear them and stick them over a fire.”

      I couldn’t help but wince sympathetically for the fish. That was harsh, but I supposed Bastion had a point.

      “I’m up for a little fishing,” I volunteered, despite never having fished for anything in my life that didn’t involve swinging a net around a fish tank for Kara.

      “Yeah, sounds like we could have ourselves a time,” Eric chimed in.

      We looked to Aylin then, who stifled a yawn behind her hand. When she saw both of us looking at her, she blushed. “Um, I think I should like to rest for a little while, if that is alright?”

      “Of course it is,” I smiled. “It’s been a long day. You deserve the rest.”

      “Thank you for understanding, Starlight,” she smiled and waved to me as she turned to Bastion. “Might I find a place to rest?”

      “Aye, there be a few bed quarters below deck,” Bastion told her as he put his hand lightly on her back. “I’ll escort you to them, and you can take your pick, but don’t expect anything fancy, Your Highness.”

      Aylin smiled. “Please, lead the way.”

      As Bastion led Aylin down into the hold, Gemma joined Eric and me at the front of the boat. She looked tired, drained, but still smiling as she looked out over the horizon, or rather, what the stars allowed her to see. Despite the brightness of them and the moon overhead, it was still dark. Go figure.

      “You should join them,” I suggested. “I’m sure we’re not going to be running into Icebringer anytime soon.”

      “We do have a way to go,” Gemma agreed.

      “Glimmer is the closest point to the Lunarfrost,” Eric noted, “and it’s still going to take a while, huh?”

      “I can’t say for sure how long,” Gemma sighed, “but it’s more than a day trip. Might as well make the best of it while we can.”

      “In the meantime, go rest,” I interjected. “If you want, I’ll come to wake you up when dinner is ready.”

      The tension that had been building in Gemma’s shoulders from the time we left until now had finally started to ease, and she batted her lashes as she smiled at me. Her eyes met mine, and I felt a familiar heat creep up my neck and spread across my chest. She was a trooper today, and she deserved someone that was going to look at her and compliment her instead of licking their lips like she was a treat. Oh, she most certainly was, I imagined, but that was something that I intended to explore on her terms if she wanted me to.

      “I’ll wait for you.” She winked and slid her fingers over mine as she sauntered away. It took everything in my body to not follow after her.

      Within a few moments after she disappeared beneath the deck, Bastion returned with three fishing poles and a large jug of… something.

      “Whatcha got there?” I called to him with a grin.

      “What sort o’ pirate doesn’t have a stash o’ rum,” he replied with a hearty chuckle.

      Eric and I smirked as we took a pole from Bastion, then looked to one another. This was going to be one hell of a night.
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      As I was going to Derby, 'twas on a market day.

      I met the finest ram, sirs, that ever was fed upon hay.

      Bastion, with rum spilling from the corners of his lips and dripping into his beard, had begun to sing loudly and with conviction as he swung his bare feet over the edge of the side of the ship.

      That's a lie, that's a lie

      That's a lie, a lie, a lie!

      Eric and I, cheeks flushed and tongues numb from the alcohol, sang back with equal passion and abandon.

      This ram and I got drunk, sir, as drunk as drunk could be

      And when we sobered up, sir, we were far away out on the sea

      That's a lie, that's a lie

      That's a lie, a lie, a lie!

      This wonderful old ram, sir, was playful as a kid;

      He swallowed the captain's spyglass along with the bo'sun's fid

      That's a lie, that's a lie

      That's a lie, a lie, a lie!

      One morning on the poop, sir, afore eight bells was struck

      He climbed up to the sky's I yard an' sat down on the truck

      That's a lie, that's a lie

      That's a lie, a lie, a lie!

      Before we could continue onto the next verse, we hit a particularly harsh wave, and Bastion teetered on the edge of the boat. I reached for him quickly, and Eric helped me drag the loon back onto the deck. He cackled madly and coughed as he sat up, reaching for the bottle of rum. When he wrapped his fingers around the neck and tipped it to his lips, he grunted, for nothing came out. He tossed the bottle aside and grabbed another. This one was still rather full, and he took several long swigs before he handed it to me.

      My head buzzed, and my fingers tingled as I tried to keep a hold of my fishing rod and take the bottle at the same time. I hiccuped, then giggled when Eric snorted at me and swiped the bottle. He took a few long drinks himself, then smirked at me with alcohol-soaked lips. His fishing rod had long since been all but forgotten and had instead been used to keep him upright as he slumped forward on it, gripping it tightly with one hand.

      Bastion took a long drag from a glass pipe he told us he’d salvaged from a dive some years ago as a youth, but it looked brand new. It was clear enough that I could see each inhale fill it with smoke before Bastion released it into the night air, and the whole thing was speckled with yellow and blue paint smears. It reeked something awful and reminded me of skunk, but I was far too drunk to care. As far as I was concerned, it added to the chill atmosphere of men drinking and fishing on a pirate ship.

      I propped myself up on a keg and let my line drift as we sailed across the water. A small fire in a lantern illuminated our faces just enough to make out one another’s features as we talked and drank.

      “So, then,” Bastion continued a story about how he and my father had been close once, “he tells me, ‘Captain, I met a girl, and I want to keep her.’ Said she was the prettiest woman he’d ever seen, and even more beautiful on the inside. Cecily, wasn’t it?”

      “Yeah,” I nodded quickly with a sad sort of smile. I didn’t talk about my mother often, not that I didn’t love her or want to talk about her, but I’d long since buried any thoughts of her when I realized that she was the only one that would have been able to bring my father back from the side of the villains. After all, losing her had been what turned him in the first place. Still, it made me wonder if my dad had seen something that day on top of the volcano that made him change his mind. Something had to have happened, but I never really questioned him about it. I took him at face value because I knew something as heavy as turning his entire empire upside down wasn’t a decision he made lightly.

      “They were very in love,” Bastion continued. “You were lucky to have two parents who loved you as much as they loved one another.”

      “I am,” I agreed, eager to change the subject.

      A moment hung between us. Bastion must have realized he struck a nerve and cleared his throat with a hoarse chuckle. He looked over his shoulder, nearly tipping himself over again in his drunken stupor, then turned back to Eric and me with a sly grin.

      “Methinks that Gemma fancies you,” he teased, and I felt my spine go stiff as he and Eric both eyed me knowingly.

      “What about it?” I answered gruffly, determined to get back to fishing. We’d been at it for hours, and there hadn’t been a single nibble. Maybe the hunger was starting to get to me, but I wasn’t really in the mood to talk about whatever was going on or wasn’t, for that matter, between Gemma and me.

      “Damn, kid, don’t be like that,” Bastion laughed as he stared harder at me. “What’s stopping you from going after her?”

      I inwardly groaned and lulled my head to the side to look at the grizzly captain. “She’s my teacher,” I replied flatly.

      To my surprise, Bastion shrugged. “Never stopped me. Not with her, because I didn’t want to ruin the friendship, but others.”

      Eric shuddered. “I don’t think I could ever sleep with a teacher.”

      “That just means you haven’t found one worth hooking up with,” Bastion snorted and took another puff from his pipe.

      I rolled my eyes and went back to focusing on my fishing, not that there was anything to focus on. I was beginning to think that this was going to remain a fruitless endeavor and that Bastion was going to end up using his powers to lure the fish onto the boat or some shit.

      “Maybe,” Eric finally answered quietly. “I like the smart, shy types personally, but if Miss Corcoran makes you happy and does it for you, why not go for it?”

      “Are either of you listening to me?” I questioned with a hint of annoyance. “She is my teacher, a motherly figure in my life. It’s… weird.”

      “Is it?” Eric asked sincerely. “Or is that what you’re telling yourself because you’re afraid that it will complicate things?”

      I whipped my head around to glare at Eric, but when our eyes met, I saw something deep and wise inside of them, as though Eric had just enough booze in his system to have all of the answers to life’s simple questions there before him at his disposal. Maybe he was right, though. Gemma made me happy, and there was certainly no denying that there was a physical attraction.

      Of all our years together, I never could recall any men or women being romantically involved with her. I wondered if that was a choice of her own making, or if it was an unfortunate happenstance. Either way, Gemma deserved someone that would love her for all of her quirks and beauty, someone that appreciated all of the little things that she did to care for everyone around her.

      I laughed a little to myself before I looked away from Eric again. I was sure there was someone out there that would chalk it up to an Oedipus Complex. Every man wants to sleep with their mother or something like that. It was more than that, though, at least for Gemma and me. She wasn’t my mother, but she was a maternal figure that I looked up to and respected. If that made my desires wrong, then I didn’t want to be right.

      “I have fish to catch,” I countered lamely.

      “Pfft, like hell you do,” Bastion snorted again. “There haven’t been any fish for miles. Too temperate for them to idle for long enough to get hooked.”

      Both Eric and I balked.

      “Then what the hell are we wasting our time for?” I asked incredulously, ignoring how I slurred my words ever so slightly.

      “I just wanted to loosen you up, so you’d go get the girl!” Bastion laughed boisterously. “Now go get her, Gateon!”

      I scowled but stood up with gumption as I reeled in my line and tossed the fishing pole aside. Liquid courage raced through me, and I leapt down from the keg. No one had to tell me twice to go after a woman I’d been pining after for years.

      As I stomped off to the hold, I briefly heard Eric whine something about the fish, but I couldn’t make out his words beyond my own voice telling me that I could do this, that this was what I’d wanted for so long, and I was going to tell her how I really felt.

      I passed a few rooms, one of which I knew Aylin was still asleep, and I pondered for a moment if I should ask her permission. I reasoned that I already had it, and it wasn’t worth waking her for. She needed her rest, and I needed to rip off the proverbial band-aid and get on with this.

      After I peeked into a few of the rooms and the kitchen, I found myself wandering down into the brig where I knew pirates tended to keep prisoners. There was still no sign of Gemma, which was odd. I would have thought she’d come back out after settling Aylin into her room. The brief thought of Gemma having joined Aylin crossed my mind, and it was a little exciting to entertain, but neither Gemma nor Aylin struck me as the type to take that leap together.

      I continued to pass cell after cell, but unlike the pirate movies, there weren’t any bones of the dead within them, though the smell left something to be desired. I didn’t think Bastion really had the heart to imprison anyone. Which raised the question: was he even a real pirate? My instincts told me no, that he just acted like one because people left him alone. I wasn’t much of a fan of being left in solitude for too long, but I could also see the appeal of having no one to answer to but yourself. Out on the sea, Bastion had all the freedom he could want, unbound by laws and prejudices that were placed on supers. This was his escape.

      The further back I went, the darker it got until I was walking with my hands out in front of me to guide myself along. The iron bands were cool on my skin, though a little rusty, and they rattled a little as the ship gently rocked along the waves.

      It wasn’t until I felt I was nearing the end of the brig that I felt something soft and warm graze my fingertips. A sharp gasp hitched along the shell of my ear, and it wasn’t until my eyes had adjusted to the darkness that I realized I had wrapped my hands around Gemma’s curvy hips.

      “Nick?” she questioned as my shock caused me to hold her tighter. “What are you doing?”

      “I came looking for you,” I answered honestly. “What are you doing down here?”

      She was quiet for a moment, and I felt her body stiffen beneath my fingers. Though my eyes were getting used to the darkness, I wasn’t able to make out her expression.

      “I needed to clear my head,” Gemma huffed. “What do you need?”

      If it hadn’t been for all of the rum that was coursing through my veins, I likely would have backed off and dismissed myself from the conversation in favor of instigating her further. As it were, however, I was very inebriated, and the longer I held her, felt her skin against mine, the more insatiable my need for her grew.

      “I think we have some talking to do,” I replied smoothly, at least, I hoped it was smooth. It sounded okay to my ears, but my judgment was slightly impaired, this there was a good chance that I was slurring.

      “What about?” she asked carefully, as though the simple statement had stricken a deep-seated fear in her.

      “You, me, you and me, us,” I listed.

      “There isn’t anything to talk about, Nick,” Gemma informed, and she tried to step out of my grasp. I let her, but I didn’t back down.

      “Who are we fooling, Gem?” I countered with a low chuckle and stepped closer to her again. “We go around the Academy with longing glances and implied speech, but what are we really doing? What is it that we have?”

      “Nothing,” she replied sharply, but her eyes, now visible in the dark of the brig, told me otherwise.

      I took a deep breath and held up my pointer finger. “One kiss.”

      “What?” she gasped with a short laugh.

      “One kiss. If you can tell me that there isn’t anything between us after one kiss, then we’ll never speak of it again and pretend this never happened,” I bargained with a smirk.

      Gemma hesitated, then stepped closer, rising to the challenge issued to her. “And what if there is? What do we do about that?”

      I leaned closer still, just enough that I could feel her breath against my lips. “We run away with our desires and think about the consequences in the morning.”

      “You play a dangerous game, Nick Gateon,” she murmured, and she was so close that I swore I felt her lips ghost my own.

      “You have no idea,” I chuckled deeply as I brought my hands up to cup her cheeks. I pulled her that last hair’s breadth that separated us, and we connected. Time stood still as our mouths formed together, and I felt her fingers slide up my chest to tangle in my hair. She sighed softly, briefly, and before I could chastise her for sneaking in a second kiss, we were losing ourselves. Her plush lips parted for mine, and I slipped my tongue in to dance with hers. I could taste a hint of cinnamon and whiskey on her, and I couldn’t help but chuckle as I hoisted her legs up around my hips and kicked open one of the iron-wrought doors that concealed the cells.

      “You’re drunk,” she giggled as I pressed her back against the wall of the cell, not at all phased by it.

      “Suspect you are as well,” I teased, and I trailed my hands over the curve of her ass, making sure I gave both cheeks a firm, appreciative squeeze. Her tight dress did little to conceal her as it was, but I definitely reveled in sliding the fabric of her skirt over the curve of her ass, and it jiggled against the palms of my hands as it was freed.

      What surprised me, however, was the lack of panties that were underneath, and I groaned as I bit the pout of her lip.

      “Do you always walk around like that, or is this a special occasion?” I asked. When Gemma didn’t initially respond, I slid an eager finger between the slick fold of her lips and rubbed slowly.

      Gemma moaned loudly, and I grinned wildly. If she was this loud with just a simple touch like that, I could only imagine how loud she was going to be when I plowed my cock into her over and over again. The thought went straight to my groin, and I growled again.

      “Well?”

      “Always,” she answered between soft breaths. “I always want you to catch me and take me right then and there.”

      I groaned deeply against the shell of her ear. “I guess I’d do well to remember that in the future.”

      Gemma hummed against my lips and stretched her arms upwards for me to free her breasts, which I did quickly and all too willingly. As I pulled her top over her head, I felt the distinct chill of metal above our heads. Though it was still hard to see in the dark, I was able to make out that they were handcuffs, chained to the wall to keep prisoners, well, imprisoned. On the other hand, however, it could be used for much more… interesting things.

      I reached for one of Gemma’s wrists and pulled closer to the cuff, then the other, all as I held her in place with my hips. A devilish smirk crossed my lips as I quickly tightened the cuffs around her with a satisfyingly series of clicks.

      “Nick,” she half gasped, half moaned, and she rolled her hips as she squirmed in the cuffs, trying to find a comfortable position.

      “You don’t mind, right?” I asked after the fact, but I had a feeling that I knew what her answer would be.

      “No,” she laughed quietly, “I like it.”

      “That’s good,” I grinned as my hands found their way back to her ass, and I didn’t forget about her now exposed breasts. I dipped my head down and sucked on a pert nipple, rolling it with the tip of my tongue and grazing my teeth over the sensitive bud. Goosebumps raced up Gemma’s back, and her breaths were already ragged and strained.

      “I’ve wanted this for so long,” she admitted as she purred loudly. “I’d think of you every single night while I spent the semester away.”

      I lifted my head up and nuzzled her cheek. “Then why did you leave? I missed you.”

      “I needed to figure things out for myself,” she continued, “but it became obvious very quickly that I was doomed. I was head over heels for you, and there was no turning back.”

      “I’m glad you came to your senses,” I teased, and I dragged the tip of my finger over her again, eliciting a sharp intake of breath, followed by a staggered moan as she exhaled. “Now, let me live up to those fantasies of yours.”

      “Please…” Gemma begged, and rolled her hips harder, desperate for friction, to feel my cock against her. Who was I to deny her of such a treat?

      Shifting her carefully, I shucked off my shirt and made quick work of my jeans, letting them pool at my ankles without care. As soon as the warmth that was building up in my pants was released, the both of us moaned, me from being set free, and Gemma from my arousal tickling her vagina.

      “I wonder if you’re as big as you are in my fantasies?” Gemma taunted sweetly, and she settled back onto my hips. The tip of my cock rubbed against her clit as she eagerly humped me, and I chuckled into the side of her neck.

      “Let’s play a game,” I offered. “I’ll push myself inside of you, just a little at a time, and you get to guess how big my cock is.”

      Gemma shivered as I accentuated my idea by pressing hard against her. Feverishly, she nodded.

      I lined myself up with her, but before I gave her what she wanted, I seized the opportunity to toy with her even further and whispered in her ear. “By the way, I am rock hard and at my full length, so you’re definitely going to feel it.”

      With that seed planted, Gemma gasped, and I slid my cock inside of her, just enough that the head breached her inner walls, then pulled back out.

      “More,” she whined, and I obliged, filling her up with only another inch before taking it out once again. Each time I repeated this earned me a louder, more appreciative sound. As torturous as it was for me, it was just as hard for me to keep myself from losing control and cheating at my own made-up game. I wanted so badly to bury my cock as deep as it would go into her, but that would all come in due time.

      “How is it so far?” I asked teasingly. “Is it everything you’ve ever dreamt of?”

      Gemma giggled breathlessly. “Not quite. You can do better.”

      “Oh, really?” I countered. I would show her better. I slowly slid out of her again and rubbed the tip of my cock against her clitoris. Her legs shook as she whimpered, and she rocked forward to try to get me to go back inside of her.

      “Nick…” she cooed, and she squirmed again. The cuffs rattled above our heads as she struggled against them, clearly wanting to do something about her current predicament.

      “Something the matter?” I asked, falsely innocently. “I thought I wasn’t pleasing enough for you.”

      “Th-that’s not what I said,” Gemma argued. Even in the blackened brig, I could see the faint flush on her cheeks. I bet it was absolutely stunning in daylight.

      “Tell me, what can I do to please you better?” I questioned as I plucked her nipples between my fingers.

      A strained noise fell from Gemma’s lips as she mustered up her words. “Fuck me.”

      “Fuck you?” I repeated coyly.

      “Fuck me hard and fast until I can’t remember my name,” she managed to string out between panting breaths.

      I groaned low in my throat as I heard the filthy words come from her mouth. She was so desperate and dirty, and I would be stupid not to give in to such a plea like that. There would be other times to play with her, but this time I wanted to at least give her something she wanted. After all, I did have her chained up right where I wanted her.

      I bit down hard on her neck, and at the same time, I slid my cock all the way in without warning. A choked noise lurched from Gemma’s throat, and her legs went stiff around my hips. It wasn’t until I started moving that she relaxed, though at the pace I was setting for us, it wasn’t all that relaxing. My balls slapped her ass as I pounded into her wet pussy with a delicious sounding smack of skin on skin, and her breasts bounced up and down in time with each furious thrust of my hips.

      Gemma felt amazing around my cock, hot, dripping wet, and tight. Her vagina latched onto me like it needed it to breathe, and I was more than happy to give it life. Each time our bodies met and her lips left wet smears on my groin set me on fire, though that might have also been the lack of air movement in the brig. Sweat clung to our skin, and I knew I was flush from how hot the back of my neck was. Even resting my forehead on Gemma’s shoulder was too hot, but her candid moaning of my name over and over again made every wave of heat rolling between us worth it.

      “I-I’m going to come, Nick,” she stuttered quickly, and before I could get any kind of word out in reaction, she clamped down around my cock with a guttural scream of immense pleasure. She came so hard that she pushed my cock out of her and sent a stream of her juices all over my thighs and calves. As Gemma rode out her waves of pleasure, I stroked my cock, allowing my hand to be covered in her secretions.

      My idea to finish off inside of her as she wound down was shot, however, when we locked eyes. They were so intense that I would have sworn they were glowing, or maybe she was glowing? Maybe the alcohol was getting to me after all. Either way, meeting her eyes, feeling her cum drip and slide between my fingers, it all sent me overboard, and I came with a hitched moan, squirting myself on the inside of her thighs and her stomach.

      I slumped against her and held her close. Gemma’s afterglow was incredibly gorgeous, and I wanted to allow myself to be lost in it forever. She was warm, sweet, and the kisses she placed on the side of my head felt like rose petals brushing my skin. We stayed that way for a few moments, basking in the love we’d made, afraid that once we left this moment, it would all be over. I didn’t want that. I wanted her to be a part of the relationship that I was building with my other girls, my Sun, Moon, Stars, Aurora, and now…

      “Zenith,” I said sleepily. “You are my Zenith now.”

      Gemma’s smile was bright, a beacon in the otherwise dark brig. “I like that.”

      A few more beats pass, and the roaring of my stomach broke the atmosphere. I stifled a sheepish grin in her neck as she laughed.

      “Let’s feed you some real food,” she offered, and I nodded against her. I stepped back, or at least I tried to, but her legs held me in place.

      “I can’t get dressed if you don’t let me go.” I chuckled.

      “As much as I’d love to see you walk around as you are, we have a small problem,” she said in a more serious tone than before.

      “What is it?” I asked cautiously. What could possibly be wrong after such amazing sex?

      Gemma wriggled her arms, and the sound of the chained handcuffs alerted me to what the issue was. I blanched and felt the urge to both be embarrassed and to laugh when I realized neither of us knew where the key to the cuffs was. Either of us could just break the chains, me if I powered up or Gemma if she grew a size factor, but neither of us wanted to wreck Bastion’s ship.

      “Well, shit.”
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      With Gemma still tied up, I went in search of the key, using my cellphone as a flashlight. Thankfully, the keys were conveniently kept in a toolbox next to the cell that we were occupying, because I did not want to have to drag my ass back up to the deck with cum spotted jeans and looking a hot mess to ask Bastion where they were. I could only imagine the jokes I’d hear from him and Eric for the rest of the trip.

      I unlocked Gemma’s cuffs and eased her onto the ground. When her feet were planted firmly, I kissed her sweetly and ran my hands through her hair.

      “I’m glad we did this,” I confessed. “The girls were starting to get on me about making a move.”

      Gemma laughed as she pulled her top back on and situated herself. “They’re good judges of character.”

      “They are,” I agreed.

      Once she felt she was suitable to be seen again by everyone but me, we both climbed the stairs back up to the deck. I didn’t think I was gone all that long, but from the looks of it, we were at it for a while. There was a camping grill going with fish and what looked to be potatoes on it, and a bucket full of even more fish.

      Aylin and Eric were chatting about how different fish lived in different parts of the world when we approached them.

      “Starlight!” Aylin beamed, and she jumped up to give me a long hug.

      “Hey there.” I returned her hug and chuckled. “Did you have a restful nap?”

      “Oh, I did,” she replied happily, clearly refreshed. She then bounced out of my arms and pointed to all of the fish. “Capitan Bastion used his fish speaking powers and lured all of these fish onto the deck. It was amazing to see!”

      “Sounds like it,” I said as I looked over the stock of fish that had seemingly volunteered themselves for slaughter. Bastion was like a fish god, though he couldn’t create life, he could only control the fish and send them to their deaths. That was good enough for me if it meant I could eat.

      “It’s really good,” Eric said through a mouthful of what looked to be snapper. “He’s, like, a master chef or something.”

      Bastion chuckled from the other side of the deck where the grill was positioned. “Nah, just learned by trial and error, boy. That’s the best and most effective way to learn anything.”

      I nodded to myself. The man had a point, crazy as he may be.

      If anyone noticed that Gemma and I had done anything or cared, no one stated so. Everything went about as they normally did, except for Aylin perhaps being a little more chummy with Gemma than she would have been before. That was the beauty of our relationship, we all loved and cared about one another. It wasn’t just about one person. It was about all of us.

      We ate, and Bastion and I drank some more before we called it a night. And by night, I mean that we stayed up and watched the sun rise over the horizon, and I snapped a thousand photos with my phone to show Andie and Kara later. They would have loved to have seen this, and I wished they were with us. Kristen, too.

      The next couple of days were more of the same, only this time I was sharing three beds pushed together in one tiny room with Gemma and Aylin, and I actually had the best sleep I had in a long time. Part of it had to do with finally being open with my feelings for Gemma, but a bigger part of it was that the waves were lovely to fall asleep to. The sound, the rocking, all of it was conducive to a good night of sleep.

      Well, for me, it was. I couldn’t say the same about Eric. At first, we thought him being sick was from all of the alcohol, and then we thought maybe it was the fish, but after some process of elimination, it turned out that the poor kid was seasick. He spent most of the rest of the trip in bed trying not to hurl. I felt for him because he would be like this on the way back, too.

      It wasn’t until the middle of the night of the fourth day at sea that Bastion came knocking on our doors, hollering.

      “Rise and shine, princesses! Let’s go!”

      I grumbled sleepily, tucked solidly in between Gemma and Aylin, who also blinked blearily. With a huff, I put on sleep pants and a sweatshirt and padded to the door to see what the crazy man wanted. To my annoyance, he was already back up the stairs to the deck, and Eric, who had popped his head out of the door across from ours, looked murderously after him. I motioned for the girls to get dressed while Eric and I followed Bastion up the stairs and onto the deck.

      I had half a mind to tell him off for waking us at this hour, and I hugged myself as I made my way to the edge of the deck.

      “What do you wa--”

      I cut myself off as I took in what exactly it was that I was seeing. Auroras lit up the dark sky, and the stars twinkled in the darkness overhead. The waters were icy now, and there was snow on the horizon. A huge back building rose in the distance, like a giant skyscraper that nearly blended into the backdrop of the night sky.

      “Welcome to the Lunarfrost, kid,” Bastion said.

      “Holy shit,” I gasped. I wasn’t expecting it to look so hauntingly beautiful.

      Next to me, Eric seemed to be in just as much awe. “Never in a million years would I have imagined that I would be standing on a pirate ship this close to the Lunarfrost with my favorite hero’s son and my best friend.”

      “Sounds dreamy when you say it like that.” I smiled warmly. If our trip had been under any other circumstances, it might have been just that. Unfortunately, this was a rescue mission. A misinformed and revenge bent ex-hero had kidnapped his own kids and brought them across the world to keep them there.

      In reality, this was anything but dreamy.

      “You have to find the good somewhere, kid,” Bastion interjected. “Otherwise, the world will always get you down.”

      I nodded. “I suppose that’s true.”

      Aylin and Gemma joined us then, but I only realized they had when I heard Aylin gasp in her native tongue.

      “V’neis! It is most beautiful!”

      “V’neis?” Gemma repeated for clarification.

      “I believe a proper equivalent would be your people’s exclamation of a higher being’s name,” Aylin explained. “V’neis is a goddess to our people, similar to what I think you refer to as Mother Nature.”

      “That’s really lovely,” Gemma commented with a smile. It warmed my heart that she had taken an immediate interest in learning more about Aylin and the Sahanan people. It helped make for a perfect match in that regard.

      “We’re docking soon,” Bastion interjected, “and by docking, I mean that I’m basically going to ram this baby into the side of the shore, and you’re gonna hop off.” With that dramatic statement, he made his way back up to the captain’s wheel, where he had spent most of his time over the last couple of days.

      “But why?” Eric questioned. “Won’t that damage the ship?”

      “Nah, the Leviathan can handle it,” Bastion insisted. “Besides, don’t be thinkin’ that the Lunarfrost welcomes visitors. It doesn’t exactly have a dock.”

      I chuckled at that. Touché.

      While Bastion steered the ship to the edge of one of the ice banks, the four of us dressed and prepared ourselves for what was to come. The truth was, none of us really knew what to expect, except maybe Gemma because she’d fought alongside Icebringer for years.

      But that was part of the issue at hand. It had been years since anyone had seen him. Maybe Kristen and Matt had gotten a letter or two, but I doubted that they talked about revenge or defensive measures or anything like that.

      That was one thing, if the only thing, he and my father had in common these days. They loved their kids to a fault.

      I had just came back up to the deck when Bastion shouted at the top of his lungs.

      “HOLD ON TO YOUR BRITCHES!”

      I barely had time to grab onto one of the masts before the Leviathan bumped into the side of the island. That had been far less dramatic than I anticipated.

      “I thought you were ramming the boat?” I called up to him as I released my unnecessary grip of the mast.

      “Are you crazy? I can’t ram Leviathan. She’s a rough and tumble kind of girl, but I gotta treat her right!” Bastion argued. “The fish slowed the boat to a stop until they reached the shore.”

      I blinked at him several times, confusion and mild annoyance building in my expression as I shook my head. With a long exhale, I walked away. Pick your battles, I told myself. This was not one I wanted any part of.

      Eric and the others joined me moments later, and Eric came up beside me on the edge of the ship to look out over the Lunarfrost.

      “Are we ready for this?” he asked, and I sensed the nervousness in his tone. I put a reassuring hand on his shoulder and squeezed.

      “Yeah, we’ve got this.”

      He nodded to me, a little more confident this time, and the two of us looked back at the girls.

      “Let’s go!” we said in unison before we leapt from the ship. Chill air swept past my face, and snow landed on my skin, melting instantly. As we hit the ground, ice-covered snow crunched beneath our feet, and we sank about a foot into it.

      “Boys will be boys,” Gemma chastised as Aylin effortlessly carried her down, floating gracefully. “Honestly, what were you thinking?”

      Eric and I looked at one another and shrugged.

      “I thought it was a nice landing,” Eric commented as he climbed out of his self-made hole.

      “There’s snow doubt about it,” I replied back with a grin as I freed myself from the icy confines I’d created.

      Gemma rolled her eyes. “No ice puns,” she reprimanded, but Eric and I only grinned wider.

      “Oi, I’ll just wait here for ya!” Bastion called to us from the ship and waved as he lit up his pipe.

      We waved back, calling out our thanks, and began our exploration of the Lunarfrost. It was pretty much as it was named, no sunlight, but the moon hung brightly over our heads, and there was frost. Lots of it. So… Lunarfrost.

      I laughed to myself, which drew Eric’s attention.

      “What’s up?” He asked with a knowing smirk.

      “Moonsnow, Lunarfrost’s less loved, second rate brother.”

      He snorted and elbowed me in the side. “You’re terrible.”

      I snickered, ignoring the unimpressed looks the girls were giving us. We were having fun and making the best out of a heavy situation. What was life without a little sunshine?

      In all seriousness, though, there wasn’t much to see initially. There was very clearly a fortress or headquarters of sorts up ahead, but it was obscured by gusts of snow-filled wind. Other than that, all there really was to see was snow, snow, and more snow, with a hint of ice here and there that almost landed Eric flat on his ass several times as we walked.

      “Do you really believe that Icebringer is keeping Kristen and Matthew here, Starlight?” Aylin asked as she floated along. She was lucky, she didn’t have to traverse the snow. I wouldn’t have to either if I powered up, but alas, I shouldn’t waste my power on the fact that I didn’t want cold feet.

      “I do,” I replied. “Something about this place tells me so.”

      “I think that’s just the mysterious aura around here,” Eric said, brushing off my gut feeling. “It has that vibe, like in video games. You know that the ice levels are always the coolest.”

      I stared at him, at first because he called my gut a liar, but then…

      “Hehe, ‘coolest,’” I snorted, and Eric cackled.

      “Stoooop!”

      “You’re both ridiculous,” Gemma sighed with a smile. I knew she couldn’t stay mad, especially at me.

      As we got closer to Icebringer’s fortress, the distinct squawk of a bird caught my ears. Within a few more feet, I was able to make out the small shapes of penguins. Not just any penguins, mind you, but the ones that we had fought against in Alexandria when Icebringer made his return.

      “I don’t think we should disturb them,” Gemma suggested, but Eric and I were already running through the snow to get a better look at them.

      Okay, it wasn’t the brightest of ideas we’d ever had. There was always the chance that they were set to attack intruders, alert Icebringer we were here, or something that would clearly give us away. Did we think of that, though?

      Not even for a second.

      “There is a whole pen of them!” Eric exclaimed as we walked up to the wired area. There was a blue energy barrier, crackling like static electricity, that surrounded the robotic penguins, likely to keep them from wandering off or protect them from violent weather. After all, it snowed non-stop here, and something told me that Icebringer wasn’t out here plowing every day if the giant banks that surrounded the island were any indication.

      On the barrier to my right was a control panel, so I side-stepped to look at it. It was a simple high-tech interface with an LCD screen and a series of cryptically labeled buttons. The one that caught my eyes read simply ‘Penguin,’ and so I pushed it. How much harm could that cause?

      The screen cycled through the penguins, all of which were in the enclosed pen. For the most part, they looked to be all of a similar model, save for one. It was smaller, with giant yellow feathers that looked like eyebrows, and it had a burn scar over one of its mechanical eyes, which was mostly covered by an eyepatch. Honestly, it reminded me eerily of a fighting game’s character select screen.

      On a hunch, I touched the screen over him, and it brought up a prompt to pick another penguin. I shrugged and motioned for Eric to check it out.

      “Pick one,” I told him, and I stepped aside so that he could get a better look at the penguins in the lineup. He settled for a taller penguin with a bulletproof vest and a bandana, then pressed the screen again.

      All of a sudden, the rest of the penguins lined the side of the pen, and the two penguins that Eric and I chose stepped into the middle. A bell sounded from within, and the two of them took a fighting stance before they lunged at one another.

      “Whoa!” I jumped back a little. It really was a big fighting game of sorts, but maybe it was a training unit of some kind. I then watched with rapt attention, so much so that I didn’t even hear Aylin and Gemma catch up to us.

      “Ten bucks on Tiny,” I told him and offered him my hand.

      “Yeah, right.” Eric laughed and shook my hand. “I’ll bet on that.”

      “What did you do?” Gemma scowled, and I chuckled sheepishly.

      “Uh, not sure?” I answered honestly. “I think it’s a combat simulator or training program, though.”

      As the words left my mouth, Eric’s penguin gave mine a huge uppercut to the face, sending it flying over the onlooking penguins and into the side of the pen. Tiny landed in a lump in the snow, but it picked itself up and charged at Eric’s again.

      This time, my penguin tricked Eric’s into thinking it was going to jump up and strike, and instead, it went for a low kick, knocking it onto its back. My penguin jumped on top of Eric’s and stomped on its face repeatedly until his penguin was able to get its bearings and swing its wing like a backhanded slap.

      My penguin stumbled, but again, it got up like a champ. The little guy went for the same tactic as before, but this time the other one was ready, and it reared back its foot, kicking it square in the jaw.

      Again, my penguin brushed itself off, but this time its eye was red, furious and angry. I saw it pull what looked to be a grenade out from under the eyepatch where its eye should have been, and pull the pin. It stuck the grenade into its beak and got a running start before belly-flopping and gliding across the ice. When it reached the other penguin, there was an explosion. The smoke cleared, and the other penguins cheered as my penguin held the mechanical head of Eric’s in a triumphant pose.

      “That’s dark,” Eric commented as he fished ten dollars from his pocket and stuck it in my hand.

      “The short one is a mighty warrior,” Aylin complimented. “That was a well-played match.”

      “See, Aylin’s into it,” I commented to Gemma, who still looked less than amused, though she did nothing to stop us from our shenanigans, either.

      “While it would be entertaining to watch this all day, we do have a mission at hand, boys.” She sighed, and I had a feeling this was why she volunteered to come with us in the first place, to keep us in line and on-task.

      “Yes, ma’am,” we answered in unison, and I didn’t miss the small blush on her cheeks when I called her by a proper title. That little bit of information would go right into my back pocket to go right to my cock later. For now, with the penguin pen fight out of the way, we had to find a way into the big, black box of a lair.

      “I don’t think there’s a front door to this place,” Eric grimaced as we made our way around the pen and closer to the building.

      “More than likely not,” Gemma agreed. “We’ll have to find a way in. It’s quite possible between the four of us that we could use brute force to get in with our combined powers, but…”

      “That would set off every defense and alarm in the place,” I finished for her as if we were having a pop quiz. Considering we were in school to be superheroes, well, I guess this whole mission kind of was.

      So I scanned the building, looking for any signs of doors or cracked windows. That was when I saw the cellar doors. They were small in comparison to the giant building, but it was definitely a way to get inside. A basement on an island, though? That seemed dangerous like the walls would get too cold and crack the foundation, which would cause everything to collapse.

      “Found one,” I said as I pointed to the aforementioned cellar.

      Gemma smiled. “See? You can be helpful,” she jabbed.

      I clutched my chest dramatically. “Your words wound me. I need some ice for that burn.”

      “I can chuck a snowball at you,” Eric offered as he very clearly tried not to laugh.

      “Rude,” I commented. Aylin giggled as I marched over to the cellar doors, my friends in tow. It was no surprise that they were locked, and I gave the bar that kept them shut one good, solid tug. The lock broke like shattered glass, and the wood snapped like, well, it snapped like a neck. That was the most accurate way to describe it.

      “You got some anger to take out, buddy?” Eric questioned with a hint of genuine concern, but I waved him off. There wasn’t really a need to be.

      “Probably somewhere deep in my heart of hearts,” I joked as I pried open the metal doors to the cellar. They creaked something awful from the rust that had accumulated there from erosion, but they opened all the same and revealed to us metal steps that would hopefully lead us into the building itself.

      “Ladies first,” Eric offered, and Gemma was the one that decided to take the lead.

      I wasn’t entirely comfortable with that, seeing as she could get herself hurt, or worse, something else hurt her, but I knew that she could hold her own. After all, she was one of the heroes that trained me into the man I am today. She could handle anything.

      Aylin followed after her, followed by Eric and then myself. Our boots clunked down the metal stairs that never seemed to end. Further and further down we went until Aylin had to produce a ball of light in her hands that illuminated the surrounding space.

      I was shocked to see that the walls glistened with ice. Well, not shocked per se, but it wasn’t what I was expecting. Above us was the same, though looking up when going down was a good way to get vertigo, and I wasn’t about to fall down the rest of these stairs and bowl my friends over because I wanted to see what was on the ceiling.

      When Gemma reached the bottom, she stopped, causing a backup on the stairs. She didn’t move for a minute, her eyes seemingly entranced as she looked up and side to side.

      “What is it?” I called out to her, but she didn’t verbally respond. Instead, she moved forward, allowing us to step onto a moving walkway that was surrounded by reinforced plexiglass. Or ice. It was hard to tell. Either way, what was above us was what she was gawking at, and I couldn’t blame her one bit.

      What was more was all of the fish and creatures that we could see. I couldn’t name many, save for the whale that swam by. That sent shivers down my spine in that ‘holy shit, that’s so cool’ way, and I couldn’t help but stare in wonder and amazement. If this place hadn’t been so cold and creepy, it would have been so cool.

      As we let the walkway move us along, Eric and Aylin chatted animatedly about all of the different fish, and Gemma and I locked eyes from over them. She smiled kindly, but I could see the worry in her face. There was still so much to come, and we hadn’t seen any signs of Matt or Kristen anywhere.

      Still, this was only the beginning of our search, though, so there was no reason to give up just yet.

      We reached the end of the moving walkway and found ourselves in a dimly lit hall, still line with the same icy glass on either side. The sound of mechanical whirring caught my ears, and I listened closer. There was definitely the sound of a drill and the hiss of what sounded like steam, but that could have also been hydraulics.

      On the right side of the hallway were an oval-shaped machine and a few mechanical arms assembling what looked to be mechanical penguins. For the most part, they all looked the same, but there were some features here or there that looked different from the rest. They were sent off in a different direction as the ones that came out seemingly perfect. Strange. I wondered where the rejects ended up, or where any of them went as they were escorted away by the conveyor belt.

      “Um, guys?” Eric called with a tremble in his voice.

      Aylin and Gemma beat me to where Eric was standing on the other side of the hallway, face pressed against the glass and eyes wide.

      “What’s up?” I asked, and Gemma stepped aside so that I could step between her and Eric to take a look.

      My stomach dropped immediately.

      “Holy fuck.”

      The conveyor loaded with perfect bots from the other side of the hallway spit out the penguins here, where there wasn’t just another machine that created the robotic, flightless birds. No, there were nine more of them, and all of them were producing more penguins at a rapid pace. At the end of each belt was a slide where the robo-birds slid down them on their bellies and fell in line with other penguins, all marching to an area beyond where we could see.

      “There are many hundreds of them!” Aylin exclaimed.

      Eric scoffed. “More like thousands.”

      “We don’t know how many there are.” I shook my head. “Icebringer has been here a long time. We don’t know when he started production of these things.”

      Gemma stiffened, catching my drift. “He could have millions of these penguins by now. Hell, he could have tens of millions!”

      I nodded, and Aylin and Eric frowned. It was very likely that Icebringer had so many of these penguins that he could take over the world. Worse still, he could use them to try to jog people’s memories because he believed they were living in an illusion created by my father.

      He could potentially wipe out the human race on the belief that he is saving them.
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      With the reality settled in the pit of my stomach, I tore my eyes away from the penguin factory. I couldn’t stand to look at it anymore, especially knowing what kind of damage it could cause.

      I continued down the hallway, desperate now more than ever to find Kristen and Matt and get them the hell out of here. I knew my father was eccentric, if a bit crazy, but this was…

      Actually, they weren’t really that much different, I supposed. They both wanted to keep everyone safe and be the hero, and they both thought that their actions were doing as such. That was the way of a villain, though, at least the notably tragic ones.

      The room I entered was more or less barren, save for a control board that I assumed was for the penguin machines, though it could have also been for the giant underwater tunnel, too. Or both. Either way, I wasn’t about to play with switches. I had no idea what they did and could possibly cause more harm than good. I wasn’t that careless.

      My friends followed behind me as I left the room at the end of the hall and exited into another hallway. This place was like a maze. We could very easily get lost in here, and I was not a fan of that idea.

      “What should we do?” Eric asked me, but I deflected it to Gemma. She was technically the leader of this mission. I was just the brawn, and sometimes the brains. She could make the ultimate decision, and I would follow whatever she decided.

      “Stick together,” she whispered. “This place is a labyrinth, and we’re likely to get lost. Besides, who knows what other weird shit Icebringer has here.”

      I snorted. She was probably right.

      “Lead the way,” I stepped aside to let her pass again, but this time I followed directly behind her, letting Eric take up the rear. His speed and zappiness would be a more than sufficient distraction if anything should approach us from behind.

      We peeked our heads into each room as we passed, taking note of anything interesting, which there wasn’t much. If anything, most of the rooms were bare, save for a singular piece of furniture, like a chair or an empty bookshelf. It was unnerving, to say the least.

      “Why do you suppose there are so many bare rooms?” Aylin pondered aloud as we entered yet another near-empty room.

      Admittedly, I wondered the same. Icebringer was but one man. Surely he did not need so much space. Then again, if I had learned anything from being my father’s son, it was that those with a plan needed space to execute said plan. In fact, Lord Inferno was the perfect example of that. He had rule over half of the world, if not more.

      My point was that if there was space, there was a purpose for it. What that purpose was remained a mystery to us, but it was certainly something to keep in mind to crack.

      “Let’s just keep moving,” I said without really providing Aylin an answer. The longer we were there, the more anxious I became. Finding Matt and Kristen were our priority. We didn’t have permission or authorization to do anything beyond a search and rescue, and I wasn’t confident that Gemma was the power to override Triton’s orders.

      My friends in tow, we continued peeking into more rooms and wandering down every hallway we came across. Like the others, though, they were mostly bare, a pattern that was beginning to irk me.

      “What if Icebringer set up a secret code of some kind that you have to decipher using the clues hidden in all of the books or something?” Eric excitedly suggested. He was way too excited about that prospect, and I glared at him, unamused. The thought that we would have to go back through every room in this labyrinth of hallways and doors made my stomach drop.

      “What?” he asked, seemingly innocent. “He’s kind of villainy. Don’t put it past him.”

      “I’m not,” I groaned as I wiped a hand over my face. “That’s the problem.”

      I opened another unassuming door. For the first time since arriving, this one actually had something in it, and it wasn’t just any something.

      The first thing I noticed as we stepped over the threshold was that the room was gigantic. It was easily the size of my father’s unnecessarily large auditorium, sans all of the flashy lights and pyrotechnics. A plush blue carpet covered most of the space, save for a few places where there were patches of white tile along the wall. Above those patches were paintings, though from this far away, I couldn’t quite make out of what, just that they seemed to be portraits.

      Another thing I noticed was the creepy music that echoed from corner to corner. Music was a loose term. The notes resembled a garbled music box playing a tune that sounded vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t put a name to it.

      A grand chandelier lit up the enormous room. The damn thing had to be at least three of me in radius, and the glass glittered like ice as the light hit it.

      “Soooo, what do we think this is?” Eric asked as he peered around the room.

      “Only one way to find out,” I replied, and I took a cautious step forward. I was certain that I was going to run into some kind of booby trap, but nothing had caught my eye. No camera, no trip wires or lasers.

      With my friends behind me, I made my way to the first portrait but stopped abruptly a few feet from it. The eyes were blacked out with x’s, but not just that, they were purposely burned that way. Otherwise, the framed portrait was in pristine condition, but that didn’t settle me.

      “Holy shit!” Eric exclaimed as he ran past me to get a better look. He stared at the portrait, then back to me with wide, horrified eyes.

      “Oh my God…” Gemma added and shook her head.

      The portrait was of my father, and it wasn’t that just that one. I looked to each of the portraits that lined the walls, running to them to be sure I saw things right. Every single one of the frames contained a photo taken of my father from his days as a hero and was blown up to be the size of a large portrait. With each portrait came another mar. There was one where Icebringer was superimposed into it choking him, and another that was graffitied with what looked to be old, dried blood smeared over his face. Also in blood were the written words, ‘sweet revenge.’

      I was sick to my stomach. My father and I might not have always seen eye to eye, but he was still my father. I still loved him, and seeing these images of him, imagining these awful things happening to him… It was too much, and those didn’t include the three ice sculptures that lined the back wall, all of them also depicting my father dying in brutal, almost inhumane ways.

      “Nick?” Gemma questioned, concern heavy in her tone as she put her hand on my back. It was too late, though, and I turned away from her quickly to heave in front of one of the sculptures.

      Icebringer was sick, demented, and he was going to pay for whatever this bullshit was.

      Gemma didn’t flinch at the sound of my retching. Instead, she put her hand firmly on my shoulders and rubbed my back, allowing me to relax in my hunched position. Tears pooled in the corners of my eyes from the painful lurching, and I furiously wiped them away with the back of my hand before I stood again, pointedly not looking at the vile substance that had spewed from my throat.

      “Oh, Starlight…” Aylin frowned, and I tried to put on a smile, but it was weak in comparison to the rage and disgust that was coursing through my veins.

      “Come on,” I rasped with a hoarse voice, “let’s keep going.”

      I moved away from Gemma and passed the walls that made a showcase of my father dying as quickly as I could, careful to avoid looking at them or even thinking of them, lest I lose my stomach again. Once I was back in the hallway from which we came in, I took a long breath. I didn’t know what I thought I would see when I more or less invaded my father’s once-best-friend and now-nemesis’s lair, but a gallery featuring his demise was not on top of that list. In hindsight, I supposed I should have figured Icebringer had something to keep his motivation since that was clearly his only reason for survival anymore.

      As Eric, Aylin, and Gemma joined me, another harsh thought caught me by surprise. If Icebringer was so bent on his revenge, what would he do to Kristen and Matt? What if he had already done something? My stomach flipped again at the thought of finding the twins in any less of a state than they were in when they left with him three weeks ago, and I nearly vomited again.

      “We have to find them,” I gasped, suddenly frantic.

      “We will,” Gemma assured me with a softness that only she could manage. “Are you okay to keep going?”

      I nodded quickly and took a few more slow breaths. “Yeah, I’m good.”

      Eric clapped me on the shoulder, and I offered him a sincere side smile at the gesture. I knew that I would never find a better friend than I had in Eric. For all of his little oddities, he was a trooper and excellent support both in battle and out.

      I bounced on my heels a little and pepped myself up again. I wasn’t going to let Icebringer intimidate me. What kind of Gateon would I be if I let him get under my skin?

      We continued down the hallway once again, going about the same business as we had before, only now the rooms were becoming more and more sparse, and when we did come across them, there were more than just a chair maybe some neatly placed books. There were empty teacups on small round tables and a few photos of people that I didn’t recognize hanging on walls. Maybe they were family?

      We finally reached the end of another hallway, which lead… to another hallway. I sighed in frustration. Why the hell did Icebringer need this much space? And why were there so many fucking hallways?

      “This is ridiculous,” Gemma sighed alongside me and put her hands on her hips.

      “You said it,” I bit, less than impressed. We’d been searching for what felt like hours, and we were no closer to finding Matt and Kristen than we were when we first got here. All we had accomplished was discovering that Icebringer was hellbent on revenge and spent his time creating artistic pieces depicting the many ways he fantasized about killing my father.

      “Starlight!” Aylin gasped, and my head whipped around to face her. She had opened the door to our left, and judging by the disturbed look that settled in her features, whatever was inside wasn’t pretty.

      I took a deep breath and stepped over to her, peering into the room. Immediately, I saw why she was so upset. Lavender painted walls with butterfly decals and a small bed with pastel blankets greeted me. A dollhouse was set up in the corner by a fake window, and posters of fairies were hung crookedly with scotch tape. The floor was wood, and there was a ratty, old shag rug with an apple juice stain on the corner.

      A lump formed in my throat. I knew this room. I had been in this room, played in it, had sleepovers in it. I’m the one that spilled the apple juice on the rug fifteen years ago.

      “This is Kristen’s old bedroom,” I revealed with a dry throat. I swallowed several times to get it to moisten, but no matter what I did, it remained scratchy.

      “Then this must be Matt’s,” Eric said behind me with a dark tone. Directly across the hall was another door, and I loathed to see that upon looking inside, it was indeed a replica of Matt’s bedroom. Dark blue walls with dinosaur posters, a superhero bedspread, and toys of all sorts scattered the floor greeted me, and I shook my head in disbelief.

      “What the actual fuck?” I swore as I shuddered and looked away from both rooms. I marched down the hallway and opened the next room, a replica of the Barburs’ old living room where Kara had accidentally broken their brand new flat-screen television when her powers first manifested. The next room was a replica of Mr. and Mrs. Barbur’s room, I assumed. I had only ever seen it once when Matt and I went snooping for our Christmas gifts in the closet.

      Every room in the hall was dedicated to a room in the house that Matt, Kristen, Kara, and I had spent so much of our time in. It dragged up a million memories, most of them good, some of them not so much, but more importantly, it posed the question of why? Why would Icebringer could through all of this trouble? Why did he have so much space when he was only one person?

      “This is sick,” Gemma hissed quietly, clearly uncomfortable with the revelation. She’d been in this ‘house’ too, years ago. I vaguely recalled her coming to a party, perhaps Christmas or birthday. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but I remembered her presence all the same.

      “Oh, now it’s sick?” I half mocked. “Icebringer is off his fucking rocker. My father was right to go after him.”

      “I don’t know, Nick,” Eric interjected timidly. “I know their history and all, and this is definitely creepy as shit, but he thinks he’s doing the right thing.”

      I stared at him hard as he continued.

      “I’m just saying that Lord Inferno thought he was doing what was right, too.”

      There was a beat of silence before I exhaled slowly. Eric was right, sort of. I didn’t think my father was this batshit crazy, but then again, he was good at hiding things from me. For all I knew, there was a secret room somewhere on Inferno Island that mirrored Icebringer’s murder room.

      “I am beginning to think that this was not such a good idea,” Aylin commented.

      “What were we supposed to do? Leave Matt and Kristen to heaven knows what?” I snapped, and then immediately felt guilty as Aylin winced. “I’m sorry. This place is just giving me bad vibes.”

      “I think we’re all a little on edge,” Gemma stepped in. “But Nick is right. We can’t leave them here, any more than Triton and I could have left Nick with Inferno. So… let’s keep going. The sooner we find them and get out of here, the sooner we can leave.”

      I nodded and made sure to brush my fingers along the back of Aylin’s hand apologetically as she floated by me. I was grateful for the smile that she offered in kind, as I hadn’t meant to be nasty to her.

      Just beyond the hallway of replicated rooms was a balcony that overlooked what appeared to be a large study. There were two staircases on either side of the balcony that led down to it, and it seemed we were finally going to get out of hallway hell.

      As we descended the stairs, I noticed that there were a baby grand piano and a handful of lounge chairs. Books were scattered in various places, and there was a fireplace situated next to the piano that was still lit. Strange, I didn’t remember seeing any signs of smoke outside. I wondered how the smoke filtered out.

      “This is nice,” Eric drawled and whistled as he glanced around the room. There was another smaller hallway in the back of the room opposite the stairs, but I was more interested in what was going on here. Curiosity struck me, and I placed my hand down on each of the seats in the room.

      I stopped when I put my hand down on a purple cushioned Papasan chair that was facing away from the fireplace. A vintage, hardbound book laid in the seat beside a warm spot. It had no title, so I picked it up, interested in what kind of story could be inside. To my surprise, the pages were hand-written in a font that I recognized almost immediately as Kristen’s.

      “I’ve got something,” I stated as I flipped back to the first page to start at the beginning.

      “I believe I have found something as well, Starlight,” Aylin announced, and I looked up to see her back to me staring at a corkboard with a specific string pattern tying notes and photos together. It was the kind of thing one would see in one of those cop dramas on television, accompanied by a small wooden desk with notes strewn about it wildly.

      I closed the book but kept it at my side as I joined Aylin, Gemma, and Eric not far behind. She seemed particularly drawn to a specific photo, and I leaned closer to get a better look. Immediately, I knew why she was interested in it. The photo was of another Sahanan, purple-skinned with black hair parted directly down the middle. His smile in the photo was small as he stood next to my father, who looked about ten years younger, right around the time I was taken from Inferno Island by Triton and Gemma.

      “Kyp Soval,” Aylin said with a strangely even tone.

      “The Sahanan that worked alongside Doctor Delacruz?” I asked with interest.

      “Yes. Andrea and Eric accompanied me to pay him a visit shortly before the end of the semester,” Aylin explained, and I recalled her mentioning the meeting in one of our phone calls, but we didn’t linger on the conversation. “What would he be doing on Icebringer’s wall of string?”

      “Beats me,” I replied, and I looked at the other photos that were attached to him specifically. The first one was a person I didn’t recognize, but many of the others I knew in an instant. Switch, Mother, Diamond, Dark Rose, Malik… all of them and then some were connected to Kyp.

      Before I could continue further, though, footsteps echoed down the small hallway, I froze.

      “Hide!” Gemma whispered and then ushered all of us against the wall as quickly as she could get us there, where we waited with anticipation. As the sound got louder, my palms begin to itch. If it was Icebringer, I wanted to get the jump on him. He was sick, maybe even needed professional help. Having a session or two with Mindbender might do him some good.

      The footsteps stopped as Matt and a purple-haired girl entered the room without a word. I felt my shoulders relax just a little, but I didn’t want to make a sound, not yet. What if this girl that Matt was with was some kind of spy? I wouldn’t put it past Icebringer to have accomplices.

      Matt stopped, sniffed the air, and whirled on us immediately with a puzzled arch in his brow. As he did, the purple-haired girl turned as well, and she stepped closer to us.

      “Nick?” she asked, then looked to Aylin, Eric, and Gemma. They all looked at her suspiciously, but the longer I looked into her beautiful green eyes and those sweet, pouty lips, I smiled. I knew who this was, and I wrapped my arms around her as tightly as I could.

      “My Aurora.”
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      “What are you doing here?” Kristen asked into my neck. “How did you even get here?”

      “It’s a long story,” I chuckled, relieved that she was real, she was alive. I looked her over again and twirled my finger around a strand of her now purple curls. “What’s this about?”

      Kristen sighed softly with a bit of a frown. “My hair started changing its color almost as soon as we got here. My dad said it probably had to do with my powers versus the magnetic energy of the poles or something. It shouldn’t be harmful, but we’ll see.”

      I frowned as well. Clearly, she was unhappy about the sudden change. I thought she looked nice in purple, but if the change wasn’t welcome, then I wasn’t going to impress my opinion on her. What was important was that Kristen and Matthew Barbur were alive. Our trip hadn’t been for nothing.

      “We came to rescue you,” I declared with a grin, quickly changing the topic.

      “Who said we needed rescuing?” Matt smirked as he leaned against the desk.

      I ignored him and went straight to the subject upon which he had propped himself on. “Maybe it’s a good thing we did, anyway. Have you seen that map?”

      Matt turned to look at it and nodded slightly. “Sure have. We made it.”

      Eric balked. “You? But why?”

      Kristen shrugged as she stepped out of my arms to join her brother. “Not much to do around here, if you haven’t noticed.”

      “We’ve noticed plenty,” I countered. “The replicas of your house room by room, for instance.”

      “Yeah, it’s creepy,” Matt admitted.

      “The giant aquarium tunnel, too,” Gemma added.

      “Okay, that’s kind of cool,” Kristen argued.

      “Don’t forget about the penguin fight club,” Eric tossed in.

      “We’re not allowed to talk about it,” Matt shrugged.

      “Anyway,” I interjected, “why are you collecting data on Kyp Soval and Carter?”

      Matt turned and pointed to a series of notes on the board. “Our dad had actually already started to do the research. We were just continuing it out of boredom.”

      “Okay, but why?” Gemma reiterated. “Does he know something that we don’t?”

      “He has a lot of pieces of the puzzle, that’s for sure,” Kristen informed. “Whether he’s put them together or not himself, that’s a different story.”

      “Fortunately, we took the liberty of doing it for him,” Matt butted in.

      “And he hasn’t found it at all suspicious that you’re gathering information?” Eric asked with a skeptical quirk of his brow.

      Matt shrugged. “If he has been or has a problem with it, he hasn’t said anything.”

      “So, then what have you found?” Gemma inquired. “You’ve had all this time, and it certainly looks like you’ve been hard at work.”

      “Oh, we have,” Matt replied cockily and referred back to the board. “As you can see, we have a few key players here, the first of them being Wrath, who we already know is in control of the Carter students.”

      “Off to the side here are three other familiar faces,” Kristen pointed out.

      “Triple Triad,” I supplied, “but what’s their connection to Wrath?”

      Matt pointed to Switch, and I felt a sharp sting in my gut as I remembered our battle atop the volcano at the end of last semester. I had come to terms with having killed her, but it still left an uneasy feeling seeing her face.

      “Turns out Triple Triad served as mentors for the Carter students,” Matt told us. “Wrath brought in other villains to help shape their devious ways. From what we can figure, they were the only ones that filled that role.”

      “So, they were teachers,” Gemma concluded and furrowed her brows. “Are we sure that there weren’t others? A school of villains with only four teachers doesn’t seem likely to me.”

      Kristen shrugged. “We haven’t found any leads to others yet, but we have found out other things.”

      “Like what?” Eric pondered as he stepped closer to the board to examine it himself. He was quiet for a moment, and I followed his gaze as it landed on a photo of a short, stocky woman in a lab coat. In one hand was a book that looked worn and tattered, not unlike the one that I had in my own hands. In the other was a telescope. Above the photo was an index card with the word ‘ALIVE?’ written in Kristen’s frantic scrawl in red ink.

      “No way,” his voice shook as he stepped back.

      “Starlight, is that…?” Aylin trailed off, but I knew what name was about to roll off her tongue.

      “Doctor Delacruz,” I said evenly.

      “We don’t know what her connection is, but her work is definitely tied to Carter,” Matt explained.

      “How do you figure?” Eric spat, clearly upset that one of his favorite heroes was connected to the villains that we had been fighting almost the entire school year. “She was a pioneer for humankind. Her work was meant to help people, to preserve and maintain the planet’s health and how we viewed life itself. Don’t tell me that she threw all of that away.”

      “Easy, dude,” I frowned and put a hand on his shoulder.

      “Like I said, we don’t know her connection, or if she’s even connected at all,” Matt interjected and pointed to her photo that was placed well off to the side of pretty much everything else.

      “What we do know is that our father has an obsession with keeping track of the heroes he left behind,” Kristen explained as she pulled up a large pile of papers that were organized by hero names. Everyone from Doctor Delacruz to my father was in that stack, his being the thickest, of course.

      “Let me see that,” Gemma demanded with an outstretched hand.

      Kristen handed it over, and Gemma set to work on looking through the tabs.

      “That does not explain Doctor Delacruz’s supposed involvement with Carter,” Aylin noted.

      “I’m getting there.” Kristen sighed, then pointed to the book in my hands. “What Nick is holding is her personal journal.”

      My eyes widened, and I clutched it gently to my chest with the sudden urge to be overly protective of it. Whatever was in here was precious. There was no arguing that.

      “If you look in Delacruz’s tab, you’ll see that our dad picked it up about five years ago when he first began testing out his portals,” Matt went on. “Apparently, he miscalculated where his portal would open up to. Instead of opening up onto a beach, he ended up atop a nearby cliff. That’s where he discovered the journal, without a trace of her or anything else.”

      Kristen pointed to the map on the board, a specific point where several strings connected to. “Stegfer’s Crag is her last known location, which matches up to a bunch of recorded portal activity, according to our dad’s logs.”

      “Switch must have been in and out of the area a lot,” I noted.

      “That’s what we think, too,” Matt said. “There’s something of interest there if Delacruz was all the way out there.”

      “No one knows where she went after a while,” Eric muttered. “Some people say she retired and went to live out her days in peaceful solitude. Others claim she died years ago, but there are no official documents confirming that.”

      “If what you say is indeed the truth, then perhaps we might find Doctor Delacruz at this Stepfather Crag,” Aylin suggested.

      “Stegfer’s Crag,” I corrected gently, “and I agree. If Carter is involved, then it’s definitely something worth looking into.”

      Aylin blushed at being corrected but nodded as she affirmed the right name mentally. “Still, that does not explain why Kyp Soval is on your board of string.”

      “He’s cropped up in a few places that our dad has made notes on,” Matt informed. “Mostly in Inferno’s files, but he’s mentioned in Delacruz’s as well.”

      Gemma flipped through to the giant stack of papers that was under my father’s tab. “There’s so much here. It’ll be awhile before we can pinpoint anything that ties directly to Kyp.”

      “You don’t have to. They’re already marked,” Kristen informed. “We’ve had a lot of time on our hands.” She shrugged helplessly before stepping up to Gemma. Together they went through the packet until they reached a pink highlighted section. Gemma read aloud.

      “Kyp Soval appears to be one of the beings that Delacruz made contact with during her expedition to space. He’s taken a shining to Inferno. Most unfortunate.”

      She flipped to another highlighted section and began to read again.

      “This Kyp Soval seems to get around. I’ve seen his name appear on the visitor logs of the Alexandria jail a number of times, but no mention of who he’s visiting. He’s up to something.”

      “Who would he be going to see?” Eric asked with a skeptical twitch of his brow. “This doesn’t really prove anything other than Icebringer is overly paranoid.”

      “Just listen,” Matt rolled his eyes.

      “Here’s another one,” Gemma cut in. “Kyp Soval might deserve his own tab before long. Though he has done nothing heinous, his absence from Inferno Island concerns me. Does Inferno have him on some sort of mission? Why else would he be meeting with villains across the world? Something is afoot. My time to resurface and get my revenge on Inferno is coming closer.”

      “He was indeed rather hard to track down when Andrea, Eric, and I attempted to pay him a visit,” Aylin confirmed. “I assumed he was collecting research on Terra’s minerals and natural flora and fauna. He was fascinated with Doctor Delacruz’s geological studies, after all.”

      “It’s possible that Carter is using him,” I theorized.

      Eric shrugged but still nodded in agreement. “Anything is possible. This is a lot to unpack.”

      “We should take this back to Triton,” Gemma suggested. “Once we have it all laid out, we can fit more pieces together and maybe come up with a better idea of what the bigger picture is.”

      When Matt and Kristen didn’t move right away, I knew something was up.

      “What are you waiting for?” I asked. “We came to rescue you, and we can’t do that unless you come with us.”

      “Again, who said we need rescuing?” Matt tossed, only this time, there was more of a bite to his words.

      “Oh, right. Maybe Icebringer wants you to be rescued. He probably thinks that you’re going to lead him to Lord Inferno’s ultimate demise or something,” I muttered scathingly.

      “Don’t say that.” Kristen frowned as she defended her father. “I know that he’s a little confused, but he means well.”

      I blinked a few times, then sighed heavily as I crossed my arms and stared a hole into the plush area rug that spanned most of the room. A thick silence hung in the air, either because there was nothing to be said, or because there was too much to say.

      Either way, someone had to let them down, and it looked like it was going to be me.

      “Kristen, Matt, I don’t know how to tell you this, but Icebringer is cracked,” I blurted out tastelessly.

      The twins narrowed their eyes on me, and for the first time since the beginning of our time at Valcav, I felt the chill that spat from their icy gazes. I definitely should have worded that better.

      “All offense, but your old man was the world’s most feared villain in history,” Matt sneered.

      “Understood,” I shot back cooly. “I’m not one to forget that rather large detail seeing as I had to grow up living with that fact, but let’s not mince words here. Icebringer has an entire banquet hall dedicated to the many ways he could murder my father. I’m sorry if that isn’t the kind of mental instability I want to leave you here with.”

      “He’s not…” Kristen countered but trailed off. The internal struggle on her face damn near broke my heart.

      Honestly, I could relate. No matter how bad things got, I still loved my dad. I wanted to see him turn around and be the great hero he used to be, and he did. They only wanted the same for their father, as well.

      “It isn’t safe here,” Gemma said as she stepped carefully between us. “Your father being who he is isn’t relevant at this time. What matters is that you are both in danger while he struggles with reality.”

      “Just come with us for now,” I insisted. “We can take this information to Triton, and from there, maybe we can figure out a way to make Icebringer see reason.”

      Matt and Kristen looked at one another, and I assumed that they were doing that weird twin telepathy thing again, as they seemed to have an entire conversation without saying a word. After a few beats, Kristen sighed heavily and crossed her arms as she stepped over to my side. She stared hard at her brother, who shook his head and grunted.

      “What’s going on here?” Eric asked, never one to pick up on social cues.

      “We’re fighting,” the twins answered creepily in unison.

      The four of us blinked in surprise and calmly stepped back towards the stairs, not wanting to provoke either of them on their father’s turf. I would, though, if that was what it took, but I’d let them figure themselves out first before intervening. This really wasn’t my fight, but I did have a mission to complete, and both friends and lovers to protect.

      “Matt, come on,” Kristen implored. “We’ve been here for weeks, and he still thinks that we’re brainwashed.”

      “He just doesn’t get it yet,” Matt argued. “Give him time. It’s been a decade since he’s shown his face to the public. It was probably a shock to his system.”

      “An unnecessary one,” Kristen persisted. “He’s making a bigger deal out of this then it needs to be.”

      “In case you forgot, he has every right to be angry,” Matt snarled.

      “No, not at the world, Matt!” Kristen put her foot down. “At Inferno, yes, but not at everyone else.”

      “He’ll see reason, Kristen. You just need to give him a chance,” Matt begged, but he showed his growing frustration by slamming his fist down on the desk. The impact rattled the papers and highlighters that sat upon its surface.

      “I have, and I’m done,” his sister said with finality and turned her back on him. “You can come with us or not, but I’m not coming back.”

      “Kristen!” Matt yelled, and I saw the fury in his eyes as he charged for her arm to keep her with him.

      In the back of my mind, I knew that he would never hurt his sister. Matt would rather die than ever put a hand on her, but I couldn’t take that chance. I stepped in between them and held out my arm, effectively shoving Matt gently backward.

      “Out of the way, Nick,” Matt warned. “This is between my sister and me.”

      “I know you’re upset, but you need to calm down and see reason yourself,” I told him firmly.

      “Starlight, if he wishes to stay…” Aylin cut in timidly, but I shook my head.

      “You should listen to Aylin,” Matt sneered. “Just let me handle it.”

      “Yeah, because you’ve done a great job at that so far,” I replied firmly. “You had your chance, and you haven’t had any success. It’s time to go.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do,” Matt growled in my face now, and I could feel the heat rolling off him, the spittle through his teeth as his chest heaved, tipping on the edge of boiling over with his rage. Who would have thought that his father was such a touchy subject?

      “Matt, let’s just go,” Kristen pleaded. “If we can’t get through to him, nothing can.”

      “Says you,” Matt huffed without tearing his eyes from me. “You’re so quick to turn your back on your own father because you’re sleeping with him.”

      “That’s enough, Matt.” Gemma stepped forward and tried to come between the two of us, but out of the corner of my eye, I saw Eric put a hand on her shoulder and shake his head.

      “Why don’t you do as you’re told, Gateon?” Matt warned again. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I won’t let you interfere with our family matters.”

      “First, I think we’ve pretty well established that you can’t hurt me if I don’t want it,” I began, just to set the right boundaries. “Look, I’m just trying to help, Matt. Why can’t you see that?”

      The look on his face in response told me that this was going nowhere good.

      “I don’t want your help!” Matt roared, and he shoved me aside, away from Kristen and our friends.

      “Matt, stop!” Kristen cried, but her voice fell on deaf ears.

      I composed myself and rolled my shoulders. Fine. If fighting Matt was the only way to get him to see reason, then so be it. I squared up and smirked, taunting him.

      “Come on, wolf boy. Let’s see if you’ve gotten any better.”

      As predicted, the jab went straight to Matt’s pride, and his teeth turned to fangs and fingernails to claws. A wet, menacing snarl rumbled from his throat before he lunged at me, ready to tear me limb from limb.

      The upside was that he wasn’t so pissed off as to go full wolfman on me, which was good, because I didn’t want to go full-power now and waste it if Icebringer were to show up in the middle of this scuffle.

      I tried to evade, and a hard bump of a sleek black end table caught my knee, effectively tripping me up. I hit the tile hard, but instead of letting that stop me, I used the slick surface to my advantage and rolled away just before Matt’s fist would have connected with my jaw.

      Still utilizing the tile, I spun on my back and kicked out my leg, landing my foot square into his side and sending him rolling across the floor until he was stopped by a plush armchair. It was more than obvious to me that egging him on in such close quarters wasn’t the brightest of ideas I’d had. Someone was going to get hurt, whether it was from our fight or from drawing attention to ourselves. Icebringer was sure to hear the commotion and come to check it out. I would throw down with him if I needed to, but I had been hoping to avoid a clamor.

      Matt stood and shook off the jolt I’d given his ribs before I was even on my feet again. He was really riled up for this fight. As he launched himself at me again, I hopped to my feet. This time I stood my ground. I grabbed his wrists and lifted him up over my head. As his head crested over mine, I released him and sent him flying into the wall behind me with a loud smack. Between me using his own enhanced strength against him and the force of his own momentum, the impact cracked the foundation.

      “Nick, no! Stop!” Kristen’s voice broke, and I glanced at her to see tears rolling down her cheeks. She’d already been through so much these last few weeks. I couldn’t imagine her desperately trying to reach the father she once knew and getting nowhere. It certainly reached me.

      So I held up my hands and laced my fingers behind my head as Matt dragged himself up from the floor. I didn’t want to fight him anymore. Hell, I didn’t want to fight him in the first place.

      In the moments that Matt started to dust himself off and ready himself again, the sound of a slow, methodical clapping sound echoed from the top of the stairs. My heart stopped as I slowly tore my gaze from Matt to see the source.

      Icebringer.

      “What are you waiting for, Matthew?” he asked cooly. “Finish him.”

      “Cole, you’re better than this!” Gemma hissed and stepped closer, but froze as Icebringer’s eyes met hers icily.

      “You’re a sympathizer now, Gemma,” he snarled. “Your opinion is noted, but it means nothing to me, not anymore. You’re no better than any of them.”

      “Maybe not,” she agreed for the sake of argument, “but you aren’t an evil man. Don’t become the thing that you’ve fought against for so long.”

      “Enough of your chatter!” he bellowed, then glared at his son. “Kill him! Now!”

      My eyes quickly fell back to Matt, and I watched as he struggled internally with the command. If there was anything Matt hated, it was being controlled, but more than anything, he wanted to please. He sought praise for his actions and wanted to earn the respect and love of his father. For years, Judgment had filled that role, but now that Icebringer had reemerged in his life, he had a lot to make up for.

      Still, despite that, Matt took a long, steadying breath, then lowered his guard. His once furious gaze softened as he caught sight of his sister’s tears, and he looked up at his father.

      “No.”

      “What?” Icebringer immediately spat out, and Matt visibly winced as his father whisked down the stairs. “You’ll do as I say, Matthew. Now, end him! Deliver the crushing blow to the man that killed your mother!”

      Matt stiffened as our eyes locked. Fear was etched clearly on his pale features, but what was it he feared exactly? Failing his father? Of going through with his wishes and dealing with the repercussions? Both? The war in his green eyes clashed wildly as he struggled with himself.

      “No,” he repeated, but his voice was much timider this time.

      “Do it!” Icebringer yelled in his ear, then slid his hand along the back of his neck as he seemingly slithered behind him. “She’s watching you, you know. She sees that you’re failing to avenge her, and she is not happy with you.”

      “Stop it,” Matt murmured, but his voice was weak, unsure.

      “Avenge her, Matthew,” Icebringer whispered to him icily. “Kill Nick Gateon.”

      “He said, stop it, Dad!” Kristen rushed forward and pushed past me. The air hummed for just a moment before she snatched the chandelier with her magnetic powers and brought it hurtling down. With that distraction, she tried to shove her brother away from Icebringer.

      Icebringer was quick, though. He saw what was coming and drew his hand back, smacking Kristen to the ground before he shot a beam of ice from the palm of his hand that shattered the falling light fixture into shards of crystal and glass.

      “Kristen!” Matt bellowed as he lunged to cover her before any of the glass could puncture her skin while Aylin produced a barrier around us. The glass turned to dust as it hit the shield, but the damage had been done. As the glass rain stopped, Matt stood, bloodied and covered in gashes from small to large. He leaned down to help Kristen to her feet, and I released a breath of relief I hadn’t realized I was holding when she stood up proper, unscathed, save for the black and purple bruise that was already forming on her cheek.

      Matt bristled as his wounds immediately began to close, and his eyes turned even angrier than before as he turned on his father. He stepped between him and Kristen, and as soon as I could, I reached out and dragged her to my side, holding her close.

      “You insolent children,” Icebringer hissed, and it was suddenly obvious where Matt got his temper from. For someone that controlled ice, he had absolutely zero chill.

      “Nick had nothing to do with Mom’s death,” Matt said firmly. His voice picked up volume as he continued his march towards his father. “You claim you want to make the world a better place, but you’ve hidden in the far reaches of the earth for over a decade expecting to pick up things right where they left off. Well, I have some news for you.” Matt stopped in front of his father and stood in his face, much like the way he had mine, but this time he was just as ready to fight him as he had been me. “You were gone too long. We grew up, and you’re not the father that we need anymore.”

      Icebringer sneered. “Is that right?”

      “Yeah, that’s right,” Matt confirmed. “I always wanted to be you, even when you were gone, but seeing what you’ve become… an obsessed freak who would stoop so low as to use his children for his bidding, striking your daughter… you aren’t any better than Inferno. In fact, I think you might actually be worse.”

      Silence hung in the air thick enough to suffocate as Icebringer narrowed his eyes at Matt. A range of emotions twisted his handsome features as he trembled.

      “Leave,” he hissed loudly. “Get out of here.”

      Matt faltered, and I didn’t blame him. Icebringer could have been bluffing. As soon as his back was turned, he might attack. Anything was possible with his manic state.

      “Leave!” he repeated louder, and the twins flinched.

      “Cole, please,” Gemma stepped forward and pleaded again. Her face was sad but determined, and I could tell that the events that had taken place had been hard for her to watch. Shit, it had been hard for all of us, I think. “This isn’t you.”

      “Gemma, for the last time, your words mean nothing to me.” Icebringer replied, his voice strangely even as he tore his eyes away from Matt, “You’ve been brainwashed, just like everyone else, and the words you speak aren’t your own. They are a mere illusion of the words that I want to hear. I’m sorry, but as much as I want to, I don’t believe you. I am not the man I used to be.” Icebringer stepped away from Matt and paced, bringing his hand to his chin in thought. “This illusion that Inferno has you under is much stronger than I anticipated. I’ll have to come up with something else to counter the mind corruption.”

      “There isn’t any corruption!” I shouted. “You’re so wrapped up in revenge that you’re blind to what’s really around you!”

      Icebringer sighed, and for the first time, we really locked eyes. For a split second, I was able to see the man that I remembered from my childhood, the fun uncle that built snow forts with us in the middle of summer and played tag with us at night after the other kids on the block had gone to bed. But then he was gone again, and the mania swirled in his eyes as he spoke.

      “Nick, you will be the first one I revive, I think,” he pondered aloud. “Yes, it would be the most brilliant plan yet, to turn you against your father. He’ll never suspect it. You may go now, but I’ll be seeing you soon enough.”

      Without sparing us another glance, he vanished into thin air, and his footsteps echoed on the stairs above us. Just like that, he had let us go, and left Matt and Kristen behind once more.
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      What mattered was getting the twins to safety and reassessing our approach, as clearly whatever they had set out to do was not successful in convincing their father that there was no Inferno Illusion, or whatever he wanted to assume it was.

      I could only imagine the dejection and heartbreak that Kristen and Matt felt. Without wasting time, we gathered their research, climbed the stairs, and wandered back through the winding hallways. Everyone was quiet, even Eric, for once. There was no rush to get back to the Leviathan either. Icebringer wasn’t going to come for us, of that I was certain. He didn’t want to cause his children any more harm than he already had, but I was pretty sure the damage was done. It would take more than a little groveling to get back in the twins’ good graces, even if he was their father.

      No one questioned the odd replicated room of their old home, or why there were mostly empty rooms and so many winding hallways. I doubted that the twins really had any answers, anyway. I did wish that we’d had the foresight to leave ourselves a breadcrumb trail or something so that we didn’t get lost. Going through this maze once was hard enough, but doing it backward was somehow even more puzzling.

      “Not that way,” Matt said stiffly as Eric moved to turn left at the fork in the hallways. He looked like he was about to ask how he knew, but I cut him off by pointing to my nose. Matt could sniff out the right direction with his wolf senses, which was handy. I wondered what scent he was picking up on that was leading him through the labyrinth.

      Before long, we were back at the giant murder shrine that was dedicated to my old man. It still made me ill to see it, and judging by Kristen and Matt’s shamed faces, it didn’t sit well with them, either.

      “Did you see this while you were here?” Gemma asked them softly, clearly trying to handle this situation with kid gloves.

      They had no words, only able to shake their heads collectively as they stared at the floor. Clearly, they had already seen enough.

      “I’m sorry.” I frowned and gently put my arm around Kristen’s waist, holding her tightly enough for her to know that I was here for her if she needed me and loosely enough to give her the space that she wanted. I knew first-hand the anguish of having my father break my heart, and I recalled not wanting anyone to talk to me or touch me for days. Eventually, I came around, but during that time immediately after being taken from Inferno Island, I needed to sort things out on my own.

      Unsurprisingly, Kristen didn’t verbally answer me, but she did lean into me a little more. I took it as a sign that she appreciated the gesture, but she wasn’t ready to talk about anything just yet. That was fine with me.

      Through more twisty halls and past more and more doors, we finally came out the other end of the maze and back into the penguin factory, only there was a distinct lack of mechanical whirs and the scent of soldered metal. One look out the window into the factory, however, and it was obvious that production had stopped. Half of the penguins were missing parts, and they stared coldly and lifelessly in various directions, waiting for the time that they will be ‘born.’

      “What do you suppose that’s all about?” Eric asked quietly as he crossed his arms and bounced on his heels.

      “Not sure,” I answered honestly, “but I doubt it means anything good for us.”

      “Starlight!” Aylin shouted from up ahead at the start of the aquatic tunnel. Her eyes were wide as she pointed in the direction that we were headed.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked as we moved passed the stalled production line. As I approached, however, I knew exactly what it was that Aylin was referring to. The aquatic animals were gone. Not a fish, shrimp, or shark in sight.

      Eric and I exchanged worried glances with one another before we stared back into the ocean abyss. The chilling fact that it was suddenly devoid of all life when only a few hours ago it was buzzing with life didn’t settle well in the pit of my stomach, that was for sure.

      “I don’t like this,” Gemma muttered under her breath. “He’s plotting something.”

      “He let us go,” Matt argued. “He’s good on his word.”

      As soon as the words left his mouth, he frowned, probably realizing that there were a lot of things that his father had told him that he hadn’t made good on just in the last few weeks. I was sad for him and Kristen. They’d spent so much of their lives defending Icebringer and protecting his honor, only to have that ideal image of him broken before their eyes. I knew that deep down, Cole Barbur was a good man. He was still in there beneath all of that hatred and revenge, but this was neither the time nor place to confront him.

      “Let’s just keep going,” I suggested. “The sooner we get out of here and back to the ship, the better off we are.”

      “What ship?” Kristen asked quietly with am ever so slight twist of confusion in her features.

      “I know a guy,” Gemma answered. “He got us here safely.”

      They were quiet for a moment before Matt spoke up sheepishly. “And where is here, exactly?”

      My jaw dropped as I looked between them.

      “You spent weeks here, and you don’t even know where you are?” Eric questioned incredulously.

      “It never really occurred to us to ask,” Matt admitted. “Just answer the question.”

      “The Lunarfrost,” I supplied. “An acquaintance saw the portal that Icebringer came in and said she recognized the geography. She gave us a lead, we found somehow who could safely navigate the waters, and now, here we are.”

      Matt and Kristen’s eyes went wide as they registered the watered-down version of our story. They really had no clue just how far out they had been taken. Hell, I was surprised that they knew how long they had been gone.

      We silently traversed the now empty aquatic tunnel and climbed the stairs up and out of the cellar. As soon as the metal doors creaked open, a freezing burst of air shot down the narrow passage, and a sharp chill raced up my back. My teeth chattered from the cold, and I instinctively grabbed onto something to pull close to keep me warm. As it turned out, that something was someone, two someones to be precise, and I cuddled Kristen with one arm and Gemma on the other. I didn’t miss the exchange of looks between them as Kristen realized what that meant. Though it was small, she did smile, but only for a brief second as the cold racked her smaller frame as well.

      “Holy shit,” Matt swore as he held himself. “You could have warned us to grab a jacket or something.”

      “I did not realize that you had a wardrobe here, Matthew Barbur,” Aylin commented. “Do they have shops here in which you can purchase warmer attire?”

      “He’s being sarcastic.” Eric chuckled. “He can just use his fur to keep himself warm.”

      Matt opened his mouth to object but stopped when he realized that Eric had a point. He allowed the fur on his arms and neck to grow out, but not without gaining a snout and ears as well. We were traversing the snow with a literal wolfman, and I couldn’t help the smirk that spread across my lips as Kristen snuggled close, choosing me over her ability to share powers with her brother in order to keep warm.

      Back through the thick banks of snow, we traveled the same way we came, or at least, I thought we were headed in the same direction. I didn’t know if Matt would be able to pick up our scents to tell us if we were straying off the path since the snow had already covered our tracks.

      Eventually, however, the penguin arena came into view, and that was a surefire way for us to tell we hadn’t gone astray. The last thing we needed was to get lost in the Lunarfrost with no food or means of survival. Sure, we had our powers, but they were no guarantees that they would be enough in this case. If I thought Aylin and I could have flown and carried our friends, we would have done that in the first place. Aylin’s top speed was too slow to make the jaunt without the problems of environmental dangers, and with my time limit, it was no guarantee that I would have made it back to the shore of the mainland before running out of juice.

      As we came up to the dome, I faltered, then sighed as I stopped in front of the console that Eric and I had utilized to pick our penguin fighters. I shouldn’t have been surprised at this point, but there was not a penguin in sight, and no traces that there had ever been any kind of activity within the dome, to begin with.

      “What the hell is going on here?” I asked aloud through clenched teeth. The icy chill had already seeped into my bones, even with the jacket that Bastion had lent me.

      My question was answered almost immediately. The ground shook beneath our feet, and the snow and ice that coated it began to split and crack. Inside the dome, the arena floor started to open from the center outwards. A platform that spanned the entire circumference of the dome rose, and upon it was what had to be at least two hundred of the robotic penguins. They looked to be inactive, asleep standing up as the platform came to a stop.

      “I don’t like this,” Gemma stated. “We need to go. Now.”

      “Wait a second,” Eric stepped up to the console beside me and began flipping through the menu options.

      “What are you doing?” I asked curiously. I trusted Eric’s genius most of the time. He was no Kara when it came to machines and electronics, but his knowledge and the ability to retain information never ceased to impress me.

      “I just want to see something,” he mumbled as he continued to flip through the menus. He finally stopped on what appeared to be a page that displayed the operation status of each section of the production line. To no one’s surprise, the assembly line inside read ‘Manual Standby.’

      “What does that mean, though?” Kristen quietly questioned.

      “It means that someone deliberately stopped production and overrode the protocol,” Eric explained.

      “Three guesses who,” I sighed sarcastically.

      “Come on,” Gemma insisted. “We shouldn’t waste any more time here.”

      Eric huffed, clearly not happy that he wasn’t able to find whatever it is he was looking for, then waved his hand away from us.

      “Step back,” he warned.

      We collectively did just that as Eric put his hand over the display of the control panel. Lightning dazzled his fingertips and then exploded into a white and blue bolt that shot through the dome. Sparks jumped from the controls before an acrid stream of smoke arose from the display.

      “That should delay him a little,” Eric explained. “It isn’t much, but it should at least stop them until we get back to the ship.”

      “Good thinking, Eric!” I clapped him on the shoulder. “Now, can we go?”

      “I thought you’d never ask,” he joked with a quivering grin.

      Gemma rolled her eyes at our antics, a slight grin on her lips at our antics as she turned to lead the way forward.

      We began the second leg of our trek through the snow. It was much longer than I recalled, probably because Eric and I had raced through it the first time through. Eventually, we did come across a familiar embankment, though once you’ve seen one snowbank, you seen them all. Maybe the cold was getting to me more than I thought. Each step was becoming more and more agonizing, even with all of us huddled together for warmth.

      Finally, I could see the shoreline. The dark waters crashed gently on the ice, and the wind was calm. It was as though salvation had come, and we were finally going to be free of the Lunarfrost. There was just one problem with this picture.

      The Leviathan was gone.

      “No!” Gemma screamed as she raced towards the edge of the water. “That bastard!”

      My heart sank, and my stomach flopped as I mentally raced through a million different scenarios. Bastion had seemed to be a nice guy, maybe a bit peculiar, but everyone had their quirks. He was a pirate, though, or at the very least a self-proclaimed one that happened to have a ship to match. I didn’t think he really had it in him to leave us stranded, but now that the Leviathan wasn’t anchored on the shore where we’d left it, all I could think about was how we would likely freeze to death or be held captive by Icebringer. The more I thought about it, the ladder was more and more appealing.

      “Bastion!” Gemma shouted desperately. “Bastion!”

      She turned back to us suddenly, and her expression stopped me in my tracks. Before I could ask her what was wrong, she assumed the powerful stance that she only took when she was about to go into battle.

      I whipped my head around to look behind us and swore loudly when I saw at least a thousand robotic penguins sliding belly first along the banks, headed straight towards us like pins at the end of a bowling alley.

      “Let’s go!” I yelled.

      Without hesitation, my friends and I powered up and charged into battle. Gemma’s transformation into Amazoness was always something that I was awestruck by. Her body grew exponentially, her thighs, which were thick and already able to crush heads without the added mass, become near thunderous. Her height shot up into the sky, and she suddenly towered over us, looking down upon the penguins like the ants they were to her. The snow sunk, and the ice cracked beneath her weight. I had a momentary flash of panic when I realized that she might actually be able to break off a part of the island. It wasn’t a bad idea, thinking about it.

      Then there was Eric. Lightning surged through his body like the conduit it was, cracking and arcing with small explosions around him. To be honest, it looked really cool, and his eyes did that thing where they glowed with power as his skin sparked.

      They didn’t need my direction or any direction for that matter. Our battles over these last few semesters had given them the confidence they needed to act on their own.

      Power surged through my veins as my timer began. If my calculations from all of my training were correct, my power would be able to last for ten minutes and nineteen seconds now. It didn’t seem like a lot more when said aloud, but someone with my caliber of power can get a lot done in those extra nineteen seconds, and I was going to make sure every one of them counted.

      I charged through the middle of the pack as they streamlined for our line of defense with my arms outstretched. My flesh was nigh impenetrable in this state, and the penguins exploded on contact as though they had collided with a solid brick wall at full speed.

      “Nick, launch me!” I heard Eric yell as he zipped up behind me.

      With a short nod, I skidded to a stop in the snow and positioned myself with my fingers interlocked in front of me. Eric leapt, and as I caught his foot in my hand, I tossed him up high.

      Suspended in mid-air, he held his arms above his head and maneuvered his wrists in a figure-eight motion, gathering dark grey storm clouds. They loomed menacingly over us and created a cyclonic lightning surge that spiraled in a brilliant show of light. With a mighty cry, he used his body as a conduit and turned himself into a what could only be described as a lightning machine gun. Bolts of electricity, supercharged by the tempest overhead, shot from the tips of his fingers as he took out no less than fifty of the flightless, robotic birds with a single burst.

      I had no idea when he had learned that, or when he had come into his own enough to harness that kind of power, but it was nothing short of inspiring. I reciprocated his battle cry and rampaged through another line of the penguin force. Smoke rose as cinders and flames burned in my wake. They were many, sure, but I was strong. We were strong.

      The ground shook suddenly when Amazoness took a giant step forward, effortlessly crushing the enemy beneath a massive foot. Though they tried to scatter and save themselves, the penguins stood no chance against a being that large, not unless they had the ability to become just as tall and bulky like one of those childish karate shows with the clunky mechs that the Kai-lao city-state produced.

      I seized the opportunity to gain the higher ground and flew into the sky, high-fiving Eric as he sailed down to prepare another attack. Aylin joined me, and together with her energy blasts and my laser eyes, we destroyed what must have been an entire colony of penguins as they breached the top of a snowbank that laid to the east of us.

      That was when I noticed what had really happened to the Leviathan. On the shore, some fifty feet away from where we had left her and her captain, were several large chunks of debris, the shattered remains of the vessel. Some of the pieces still smoldered, but the dampness from the snow and the rougher waves of the open blue had seen to it that any sign of the Leviathan having been under attack was minimal. I could have brushed it off as any other vessel that had made it to the Lunarfrost, but Bastion was the only one to have ever succeeded traversing the waters. Besides, this was a fresh fight. Bastion had been ambushed while we were gone.

      Again, my stomach twisted in a knot. It was bad enough to know that we were stranded in the Lunarfrost, but it was even worse knowing that Bastion had likely died defending his ship. He died because we persuaded him out here on a favor that he owed Gemma.

      My blood boiled, and an enraged scream tore through my throat as I pushed myself to the brink of my power. All I could hear was my heartbeat in my ears. All I could see was what was immediately in front of me, and everything was encased in an aura of red. My eye lasers felt hotter than usual and burned brighter, but maybe that was only because of how cold it was here.

      One by one, tiny explosions littered the snow as I annihilated the army of thousands. I narrowly avoided catching Matt in my rage, who had leapt out of the way of my glowing fury just in the knick of time. I thought that I had heard someone call to me, perhaps Kristen, but it was so faint compared to my pounding heart pumping my blood erratically through my veins that I probably imagined it.

      I screamed, maybe to answer her back, but all that came out of my mouth was another sharp beam of light. I screamed, again and again, relishing in all of the non-existent pain and fear that the penguins felt as I turned them into nothing more than scrap metal.

      They kept coming in droves over the banks and through the snowfields, and now that I had the height advantage, I was able to see that they continued to come from inside of the dome. Whatever Eric had done to attempt to override the system and buy us time had only worked for so long. Or, more likely, Icebringer had repaired the systems or used some other override. Still, Eric had bought us the time to get this far, and that had been something important.

      “Nick!” I heard my name again faintly, and when I turned in the direction in which the voice came from again, I saw why Kristen had been trying to get my attention.

      The dark waters of the ocean began to glow along the shore, not far from where the wreckage of the Leviathan lay. It pulsed through the waves as it grew brighter and brighter and rose towards the surface. A spiral-like horn pierced the tension, and from the depths emerged a giant creature that resembled a whale in both shape and size. It moaned as it threw itself out of the water and arched like a belly-flopping dolphin as it surfed onto the snowy coast.

      That… was a truly monstrous narwhal, and as it moaned again, a familiar being appeared from inside of its mouth.

      “What are ya waitin’ for, an invitation?” Bastion hollered as he waved his arms frantically. “Let’s get out of here!”

      My anger settled just enough to where I was able to see without the red edge in my peripherals, and I hung in the air slack-jawed as I blindly shot more penguins with energy blasts from my hands.

      “What the hell are you talking about, old man?” I yelled back. “Your ship is toast!”

      “That’s why we’re hitching a ride in this beauty!” he cackled as he patted the roof of the narwhal’s mouth.

      I shook my head. He was joking, wasn’t he? He had to be. This was all a weird fever dream of epic proportions. I was going to wake up in bed, surrounded by my girls, who had been giving me all kinds of attention while I slept, and all of this would vanish.

      “You’re crazy!” I shouted.

      “You’ll be dead otherwise!” Bastion continued to laugh boisterously, seemingly unphased by his pride and joy being reduced to little more than sawdust.

      With the penguin army still attacking en masse, it was clear that unless we blew up the base itself that we would be fighting them off for hours, and I literally did not have enough time for that. We had to make it out of here before we got overwhelmed, and if we stuck around much longer, it was going to happen sooner rather than later.

      “Move to the beach!” Gemma whistled to us, “Get inside the narwhal!”

      Every single one of us looked skeptically between her and the aforementioned titanic sea creature, and I understood why entirely. If anyone else in the world had told me to climb inside of a giant narwhal because my life depended on it, I would take my chances as far away from the sea unicorn as I could physically be. But this was Gemma. She trusted Bastion, and something about him quelled my unease about the situation. I knew that we would be okay inside of the narwhal, and if we weren’t, well, not everyone could say they suffered their deaths by way of giant narwhal. If I was going to go out, that wouldn’t be the worst way, I supposed. In fact, it might actually be on the list of cooler ways to die. I could live with that, so to speak.

      “You heard her,” I shouted when no one moved. “Get to the narwhal and get inside!”

      There was some muttering, specifically from Matt, who had never been big on seafood as a kid and probably even less of a fan now, but he raced towards the narwhal anyway, being sure to scoop up his sister in his arms. Kristen was capable of running, yes, but Matt was faster, doubly so when his full wolf instincts had kicked in. Aylin and I shot down from the sky and picked Eric up by his arms, carrying him as we flew low and fast. My time was running short already, and I had a feeling that it was due to pushing myself too hard earlier. This escape would have to be a quick one.

      All Gemma had to do was take one giant step towards the beach, and she shrank back to her normal size. Hastily, she and Bastion ushered all of us inside the waiting mouth of the monstrous narwhal. Its innards reeked of dead fish, or like a humid dumpster full of rotting seafood. Yeah, that was more like it, and slime coated the bottom of my boots as soon as I touched down onto the bluish-grey tongue.

      “Nasty!” Matt groaned as he put Kristen on her feet and tried to wipe the saliva from his own boots. “How the hell do we know this thing doesn’t want to eat us?”

      “Oh, it does!” Bastion howled as he smacked Matt’s shoulder, “but I’ve convinced it not to. ‘Sides, you wouldn’t make a sufficient meal, anyway.”

      “He talks to fish,” Eric offered with a grin as Matt turned his nose up in disgust.

      “We still have company!” Gemma yelled.

      I turned back to look outside of the narwhal’s mouth to find that the penguins were making a mad dash for us, sliding on their stomachs and jet propelling themselves with boosters that shot out from their webbed feet.

      “Damn it,” I swore as I ran to the front of the narwhal’s mouth. I floated just above the jagged row of bottom teeth. “When I say so, dive, and hang on to something!”

      “Like what?” Matt argued. “Its taste buds?”

      “Just do it!” I shouted as I brought my hands back and gathered energy between my palms. Normally, I would just pound the snot out of the penguins, but this energetic power that I wielded would come in handy for our escape. When I felt I had gathered enough, I took a long, steadying breath. It pulsed hot in my hands, waiting to be unleashed. This shot had to count as my powers were only seconds away from cooldown.

      As soon as the penguins breached the beach, I thrust my arms forward and released the energy I had gathered. Upon contact, the penguins were obliterated, but those that were on the outside of the beam, though charred and malfunctioning, still approached. That was okay, though, because as the energy was discharged, we propelled backward from the force. I was mildly impressed that my blast was powerful enough to move a giant narwhal, but there would be time to celebrate small victories later.

      “Dive!” I shouted when we were a good fifty feet from the shore.

      Bastion spoke whatever magic fish language that sounded more like whistles and gibberish to my ears, and the narwhal closed its mouth as it sank beneath the surface of the water. The penguins disappeared from view, and I collapsed onto my knees as my powers waned away. Immediately, the captain and Gemma were at my side, helping me to my feet.

      “You got some power, kiddo,” Bastion complimented as he leaned me against one of the narwhal’s teeth.

      All I could do was nod in response as sweat dripped down my brow, and my eyes grew tired. The crash was almost always inevitable, but I didn’t think I’d ever get used to the feeling of being completely devoid of energy.

      Before my eyes slipped shut, I glanced at Kristen and Matt one more time. They were heartbroken and mentally scarred beyond what they had already been, but they were safe.

      For now, that was enough.
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      “Love is like hang gliding during a storm, and then your glider rips, dropping you into the ocean. Then, the narwhals come.”

      I read that in a book once, or rather, Lyla did. She would repeat the latter part of the quote to me when it was dark, and we had a moment of silence amongst the rambunctiousness of twins and their two friends. Every time, no matter what, I would laugh. It was ridiculous and strange, but then again, Lyla had also been these things.

      She had the ferocity of a lioness and the tenderness of an angel. Her fangs were sharp when they needed to be, as in she would literally shift into animals and growl when she was displeased. The kids thought it was funny, but that was because she never bared her teeth to them.

      Instead, she always greeted them with smiles and open arms, kisses and lollipops. I once warned her that she was going to rot the teeth right out of their mouths, but she insisted that they deserved something sweet in their lives when there was so much else wrong with the world.

      I couldn’t disagree. We were heroes, but we couldn’t save everyone. That was the hardest part of the job, and one of the hardest lessons to learn.

      What they didn’t teach you at the Academy was that your best friends would always be capable of turning on you in the heat of the moment, the blink of an eye. That was what it had felt like when Nicholas burned Lyla alive. I supposed, in hindsight, I should have seen it coming. Not that he will ever be excused from his actions, but spending this time in solitude allowed me to understand just how alone he felt after Cecily had passed. Even surrounded by adoring fans and friends that were more like family, his world stopped. I couldn’t understand that pain, that deep-seated darkness that loomed, the helplessness that followed with it hand-in-hand.

      We all watched him spiral out of control. He drank a little more and would answer my calls less and less. His son, so young and confused, tried his best to be there for his father while dealing with his own grief that I hardly doubted that he ever got the chance to mourn properly.

      Then, one night, it was like someone had taken Nicholas’s cold, lonely heart and cranked the heat up to eleven. He was going to start the world anew, create a utopia amongst men, give them jobs, make everything all better, and he was going to be the one to head it all. That was what he told me when he asked to meet me for coffee in the middle of the night several weeks after Cecily’s death.

      “Nick is with the Johnsons,” he assured me, and I believed him. If there was anything that I trusted him on to this day, no matter how much I despised the air that touched his foul skin, was that he loved his son more than anything, and he would always do his best to do right by him. Of course, that fell through as well, and Triton had to come and rescue the kid from his own father’s insanity, but that was a different story for a different day.

      Nicholas told me of his plans, and I hung on every word as though I were listening to the town drunk spew stories of nonsense. By the time he had finished his monologue… he always did love to talk… I wished that there had been about six shots of bourbon in my little mug.

      What he was proposing was lunacy, and there was no way I could condone it.

      I tried to talk him out of his madness, but everything I said to him was treated like a knife in his back. There was no reasoning with Nicholas. He stormed out of the little cafe without ever having touched his coffee.

      The next day, all hell broke loose when Inferno put his plans into motion. We… I… should have known that he wouldn’t have talked to me if he hadn’t already spent time preparing for his dreams of conquest. Nicholas was many things, but unprepared he was not.

      Still, the heroes rallied and tried to stop him, tried to implore him to see that this wasn’t the answer that he was seeking, and that he needed help. Of course, he refused. I understood that now. We fought for three long weeks, lost so much, so many, and at the end of it all, he took Lyla from me.

      Nicholas wanted me to feel the pain he felt. He wanted someone to share his burden with, someone to stand by him as an equal, and in his warped mind, we were no longer as such, not until he evened the playing field.

      Seeing his face still made me seethe. My blood boiled at the mention of his name, and I was always brought back to the scene where he stood above me with a wicked grin as I held Lyla’s dead body in my arms.

      “Now, you know. There’s no going back now,” Inferno said to me, his voice filled with sick, vindicated malice.

      That was when I knew I had to make myself scarce. It would be hard on the twins, no doubt, but I needed the space to feel what he intended me to feel. I stayed long enough to attend Lyla’s service and get my kids squared away with Douglas. I hugged Matthew and Kristen, promised that I wouldn’t be gone long, and then I left them.

      That was ten long years ago.

      Now, finally, the Lunarfrost was coming along. It had taken me a long time to gather the materials and resources, but I had a head start. A subarctic research center existed here long before heroes were ever popular, abandoned before my arrival. Doctor Delacruz made mention of it in her journals several times as a point of reference. As it turned out, it was just what I needed to begin my own revenge. I didn’t need most of the space it offered, but if I ever decided to expand, I had options.

      After all, Lyla had always wanted something a little bigger.

      The penguins were my first order of business. They were my pride and joy here. I had to create something that wouldn’t look suspicious to anyone that happened by here, not that anyone dared to come this far north. The waters were entirely too treacherous. In all of my years, I had only ever heard of one man with the ability to navigate the waters of the Lunarfrost.

      Regardless, I had to take precautions. Penguins were a suitable choice, and their natural behaviors lent themselves well to my plans. They were territorial and would have their fun with anything that they deemed a threat.

      There had only been one man to escape my penguin defense system, a man that I had lost track of years before I ever traveled out this way. Bastion had always been a slick son of a bitch with a knack for shirking his duties. Escaping me was likely a piece of cake to him.

      I’d decided that he wasn’t worth tracking down to kill. Someone had to remain alive to whisper the tales of the dangers that lie in the Lunarfrost, after all.

      Imagine my surprise when he dared to show his face here again, this time with Gemma and an entourage that included Nicholas’s son. No doubt, they had come here to look for the twins. They would find them, of course. I knew that eventually, they would come looking for their comrades, as any good heroes would.

      What I had not anticipated, however, was Matthew’s sheer determination to fail. My son, the boy that had always been so eager to please, to protect those whom he loved dearly, had turned on me. I supposed I should have anticipated his rebellion. After all, it had been only a decade with minimal interaction with him. Perhaps my decision to keep my distance caused more harm than good? I would like to think that wasn’t true. Everything I’ve done has been for my children, hadn’t it?

      No, I know the answer, and that simply was not the truth. I wanted my revenge on Inferno, and I would have it whether my children agreed with it or not.

      And do not get me started on my beautiful daughter. Kristen looked so much like Lyla, but her heart was colder, like mine. That had likely been my doing as well. She was so quick to defend the Gateon boy, so much so that she begged her brother to stop fighting him. I sensed that there was something more between them.

      If that indeed was the case, she had committed the ultimate betrayal in my eyes.

      I sighed. No, I mustn’t blame her. This was Inferno’s doing with whatever mind-trickery he’s imposed upon her, upon all of Alexandria and seemingly the rest of the world as well. He had brainwashed them with his lies and false heroism. False, for he was no hero, not anymore.

      As I observed the penguin hordes rushing the group I had allowed to walk away, I took note that the Gateon boy held an interesting power. Invincibility for any period of time was nothing to scoff at. It figured my greatest nemesis would produce a son with the ability of what essentially equated to being a temporary god.

      There was some sort of irony in that.

      My point, however, was that Nick was someone to keep my eye on. If my plans to cripple Inferno by destroying the only thing he loved more than himself were to come to fruition, I would have to take his ability into consideration. I would have to come up with something much more dastardly than that of an army of robotic penguins. Oh, they would still be joining the fray. I worked far too hard on their design and unique individualities to leave them behind in what would be my greatest moment as a hero, but they wouldn’t be the star of the show.

      I would have to create something new, something unexpected.

      I wrung my hands together, quietly seething as my children and the rest of the group made their escape by way of what appeared to be a trained narwhal.

      And that was where we come full circle. The narwhal had come, taken my children, and now, I was left alone again. I had to admit, having them with me did bring me a joy that I had lost touch with over the years. Simply passing their recreated rooms in the halls hadn’t been enough to fulfill them actually being here.

      I got to hug my son and daughter. We talked, getting to know each other a little more, learning who we had become. Our time together, though short, was well spent. I like to think they enjoyed being here, or at the very least, they enjoyed having me around.

      I twirled in my chair and briskly walked through the halls until I came to stand between their replicated bedrooms. They might have been my babies, but they were no longer children. They were nineteen now, adults with adult problems and emotions that I hadn’t been there for. I left them with complex feelings and confusion.

      In a sense, I had been the one that failed. I couldn’t protect my children from the deceit that Inferno had forced upon them, and now, they lived in this false utopia where the lies were better than reality. That was all on me.

      Lyla, please forgive me for not being the father I promised to be to our children. Forgive me for letting them drift so far away from me that there might be a chance that I can’t get them back. I’m going to do everything I can to protect them now. I have the means, the power, and now, I’m ready to make my final stand and avenge you once and for all.

      With renewed vigor, I continued to walk to my laboratory. There was much work to be done if I was to save my children, no, the entire world from Lord Inferno. And my first step to ensuring my success was to obliterate Nicholas Gateon Jr.
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      If someone had told me at any point in my life that I would be traveling the open water via the inside of a narwhal and constantly fearing that I would be eaten alive, I would have first asked what kind of substance they were taking, and then laughed my ass off. After all, the idea of such a thing was entirely absurd. Yet, here I was, staying as far away as I could physically get myself from the creature's taste buds alongside three of my lovers, my childhood friend, my best friend, and a crazy, fish speaking, drunk captain doing just that. Crazy how unpredictable the future is, right?

      Not wanting to take the chances of Bastion losing his control over our narwhal taxi, we stopped back in Glimmer with the intent to send word to Inferno Island that we would need an escort back. Frankly, I was just thankful for the fresh air, and I gasped as I gulped in as much of it as I could as I clambered out of the narwhals. Being back on dry land that wasn’t freezing cold was also a plus. I liked the cold every so often, but the Lunarfrost was a whole new level of chill that I never wanted to experience again.

      “Finally!” Eric cried dramatically as he collapsed onto the dock and kissed the wood. “I thought I’d never see you again!”

      “I’m sure it missed you, too,” Matt joked as he helped Kristen out of the narwhal’s mouth.

      Kristen still hadn’t said much, but as theorized, her hair had already started to fade back to the blond that it normally was. I could tell that she was at least grateful for that much.

      “You really pulled through for us, Bastion,” Gemma commented as he helped her out of the mouth of the narwhal, followed by Aylin before he himself hopped onto the dock as well.

      “You doubted me?” He smirked as he patted the narwhal on the tip of its nose before he released it from whatever power he had over it. The narwhal wailed, then slid back into the water, splashing its tail on the surface like a way of saying goodbye, or ‘thank the heavens you’re out of my fucking mouth you filthy humans.’

      “It’s hard to know who to trust nowadays,” Gemma countered. “Thank you for everything.”

      Bastion hummed and offered a genuine smile. “Consider my debt paid then.”

      “As you wish,” the brunette laughed lightly. “Where will you be off to now?”

      “Back to the bar, o’course.” Bastion laughed heartily. “You lot are a troublesome bunch. I deserve a few drinks after losin’ my ship!”

      I frowned at that. I supposed that he really hadn’t had the proper time to mourn the loss of the Leviathan. That ship, from what I’d seen and heard over the last several days, had been his pride and joy. I could only imagine that for someone who spent so much of his time alone, losing that ship was like losing a member of his family.

      “Don’t look so glum, kiddo,” Bastion snorted and clapped me on the shoulder. “Building a new ship will give my old bones something to do other than drink and piss my life away.”

      I chuckled at that. “If you’re ever in need of anything, let me know. I know a guy that would hook you up in a heartbeat.”

      To my surprise, Bastion pulled me into a tight embrace and squeezed. I thought I might die from the stench of fish innards and lack of a shower, but then again, I imagined I didn’t smell any better. I returned the gesture kindly before he pushed me back and held my shoulders at arm's length.

      “You’re gonna do amazing things, Nick Gateon,” he told me in a serious tone. “Hell, you might just be the one to bring peace to us all.”

      “Uh, thank you?” I replied, flustered.

      Bastion smiled as he ruffled my hair, then turned to my friends. “Be safe,” he warned, “the seas ahead will likely be rough. Remember to keep your heads above the tides.”

      With that, Bastion tipped his hat to us and turned on his heel, coat swishing and boots clicking on the wooden dock as he made his way back to the Eelixir.

      “What now?” Matt asked as he hauled Eric to his feet. The smaller boy stumbled to stand on his own but grinned widely as he found his balance.

      “I’ll send word to Triton to have a boat pick us up,” Gemma answered. “In the meantime, enjoy the fresh air.”

      Several hours and a hot meal at the local dive later, the promised boat sped up to the docks to take us back to Inferno Island. The sun had started to set into the horizon, and that was my cue to take a well-deserved nap. I rested my head atop of Kristen’s, who had fallen asleep almost as soon as we had gotten on the boat. Aylin cuddled up on the other side of me, and Eric next to her.

      The waves at night were a sound that I had taken for granted before this mission. Even at the speed that we were going, the sound of the water crashing against the boat and rippling outwards was like a seaside lullaby, and it lured me into a quick, deep sleep.

      “Starlight,” Aylin’s voice gently dragged me out of my slumber. Blinking my eyes open, I was met with a sweet smile on what looked to be a rather relieved face. “We have arrived back at Inferno Island.”

      I wiped the remaining sleep from my eyes and carefully nudged Kristen awake. She hummed and slowly sat up, but said nothing otherwise. Part of me wanted to take her aside and have some time alone with her, but I had the feeling that she needed some space to process what had happened in the Lunarfrost. She took my hand when I offered it to her, however, and she smiled graciously as I held it tightly.

      No sooner had she and I stepped onto the dock did I hear heavy, hasty footfalls echo in the early morning. Twilight still lingered in the sky, and Kristen and I barely had half of a second to step aside before Niji passed by us in a blur. Matt hadn’t even gotten off the boat yet, but he was more than ready to catch the boy in his arms. Strong arms wrapped around Niji’s smaller frame, and I vaguely heard the words ‘I missed you’ mumbled into his shoulder.

      “We tried to stop him, but he’s a quick little bugger.”

      I whipped my head back around to see Andie and Kara hand in hand and approaching us much more calmly than Niji had. A broad smile spread across my lips. They were certainly a sight for sore eyes.

      “You have stretchy arms. You could have just grabbed him,” Kara teased.

      “Nah, the kid has been worried sick. Let him have his moment,” Andie shrugged with a smirk, then scanned over Kristen. “Whoa, nice hair.”

      As Kristen opened her mouth, half of me expected her to tell Andie to fuck off since I knew she wasn’t a fan of her new hair color. The other half of me expected nothing to come out at all. Neither of those things happened.

      “Really?” she ventured with a meek voice.

      Andie nodded. “Hell yeah! Lavender looks good on you.”

      Kristen considered her words for a moment, then smiled brighter than I had seen since we had found her and Matt. “Thanks, Andie. Maybe I’ll keep it then.”

      “You should,” Kara chimed in. “It brings out your eyes.”

      I didn’t miss the sweet dusting of a blush on Kristen’s cheeks at the compliment, but we were interrupted before our conversation could continue.

      “Nicky!” My father yelled as he threw his arms out wide with a splitting grin. The girls stepped aside as he beelined for me and hugged me close. “How was your vacation?”

      “It was hardly a vacation, Dad,” I snorted and hugged him back.

      “Tell me all about it,” he said excitedly, then paused. He sniffed the air, and then me dramatically, “well, maybe after you’ve had a shower.”

      “I would love a shower,” I replied with the utmost honesty.

      “Take some time to clean up and have something to eat,” Triton’s voice sounded from behind my father. He looked over the lot of us. “I’ll expect a full report by noon.”

      “Yes, sir,” we replied instinctively.

      “Matthew, Kristen, it is good to have you back,” he followed up. “Take as much time as you need to recuperate.”

      “Thank you,” they answered in creepy twin unison.

      Triton bowed his head and took his leave without any further inquiries. Admittedly, I was exhausted, and really could have used more sleep, but a shower and some stellar food would help me bounce back in no time.

      “You did excellent work out there,” Gemma commented as she stepped up to me and addressed us.

      “We could not have done it without your fish friend,” Aylin commented, “he was most helpful in our endeavor.”

      “He was,” Gemma agreed.

      “So, are you going to tell us what happened?” Eric asked eagerly. “Like, why does he owe you a favor? What happened between him and Triton? What-”

      “Those are questions best saved for another time, Mr. Meyer,” Gemma sighed as she held up her hand to silence him. “For now, take Triton’s advice and clean up. We all smell like rotten sushi that has been left in the hot sun for a week.”

      “Ew,” Andie turned up her nose.

      “Attractive,” Kara snorted as she plugged her nose.

      “We will.” I laughed. “We’ll see you in a few hours.”

      Gemma winked, not wanting to draw unwanted attention to us, but the girls easily picked up on the connotation as she sauntered away, letting her gaze linger on me for a moment. I subconsciously licked my lips, letting my gaze idle on her as well.

      “Oooh,” Andie cooed and poked my gut, “you finally did it, didn’t you?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I played coy as I smirked and brushed past her and Kara. They followed in tow with Kristen, Aylin, and Eric behind them. Further back, Matt and Niji were taking their time, and I couldn’t help but smile, seeing Matt at ease next to him. They were a cute couple.

      “Uh-huh, suuuure you don’t,” Andie drawled playfully. “Spill the deets, Kidferno.”

      “Maybe later,” I promised. I wasn’t so keen on recounting my sexual encounter with the woman that was technically my superior and my teacher in some present company. Despite what some might believe, I did have some amount of dignity, and more importantly, respect for the women I took to bed.

      “I’ll hold you to it,” Andie proclaimed.

      When I unlocked the door to my room, I was admittedly bewildered. My bed was unmade, and there had been signs of someone going through my drawers. Had someone broken in? That was the last thing I wanted to deal with.

      “Nick! You’re back!” Buttons yawned as he stretched across my bed and hopped to the floor. He circled my feet, rubbing against my legs with a generous purr. “You smell absolutely divine.”

      I actually laughed at that. Of course, I would smell delicious to a cat.

      “Thanks, but I’m about to shower it off,” I told him. I shucked my shirt off before I even got the door shut tossed it into my hamper. “By the way, what the hell happened in here? Was I robbed?”

      “Robbed?” Buttons questioned as he leapt onto my desk. “Not at all. Andie and Kara spent most of their nights in your bed. I imagine it was because they missed you.”

      A soft blush crept up the back of my neck at that. Those girls were the best, too good for me, but I wasn’t going to let them go. Not in a million lifetimes.

      “At least you were kept company,” I replied as I wriggled out of my jeans and kicked them aside as well.

      “Yes,” Buttons agreed, then paused. “Are you sure you have to shower? I rather like that scent on you.”

      “I’m showering,” I affirmed as I stepped into the bathroom. Nothing would stop me from washing this stink off me. It could be raining meteors and exploding magma from the center of the planet, and I wouldn’t fucking move.

      “If you insist,” I heard him mumbled before I turned the water on.

      It was just about noon when I made my way to Triton’s office, granola bar and lemonade in hand. I decided a quick nap would serve me better than a meal. Besides, the cafeteria was always open. I could just as easily grab something to eat after the briefing.

      As I approached, Aylin and Eric were already waiting there talking in hushed voices.

      “What’s up?” I asked, mouth stuffed full of granola.

      “Miss Cocoran has been in the office with Triton and Lord Inferno for quite some time,” Aylin informed me, “and it is my understanding that the other A-class heroes will be joining in on this briefing.”

      My eyes widened a bit. Having all of the heroes in for a debriefing wasn’t always a common thing. In fact, I distinctly recalled being told once that it was only necessary if there was something major that was going to be discussed. Rescuing Matt and Kristen was no small feat, but did it require this much attention?

      “We think it’s because of what we found out about Carter,” Eric supplied.

      Ah, yes, that made much more sense. I nodded sagely as I took another bite of my granola bar.

      “Yeah, that’s a lot to unpack. I guess our trip out there was more valuable than a rescue mission after all.”

      “Just don’t take all of the credit for what we found out,” Kristen’s voice came from behind me.

      I turned to greet her with a smile. She was cleaned up, freshly showered, and her hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail with wisps of her bangs hanging in front of her eyes. Her uniform looked a little loose on her body, as though she maybe hadn’t eaten all that well while she was held captive in the Lunarfrost.

      “Hey,” I grinned between chewing. “How are you feeling?”

      Kristen shrugged. It was obvious from her distant stare that she was still anguished by what had happened, and with good reason, but she put on a smile for the crowd, anyway. I didn’t want to push her any further, nor did I get the chance to.

      Gemma stepped out of Triton’s office at the same time that Mindbender and Judgment came up behind Kristen. We were all here for the same reason.

      Kristen and Judgment locked eyes. I could imagine how awkward it must have been for both of them to see one another right now. Judgment wasn’t exactly known for showing his emotions, and Kristen was still dealing with the abuse from her father versus the disdain she generally held for the man who raised her in his absence.

      A silent exchange passed between them, and for a split second, relief flashed across the vampiric hero’s eyes. Then he gently placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. I expected Kristen to pull away, but instead, she welcomed it and placed her hand over his as well. It was a tender moment for them, one that was long coming and most definitely needed after the trials and hardships that they had faced in their relationship.

      “You made it,” Gemma addressed the group of us. “As soon as you’re ready, we can get started.”

      “What exactly is this about, Gemma?” Judgment asked as he gave Kristen’s shoulder a final squeeze before allowing his arm to drop back at his side like the exchange never happened at all. “It isn’t often Triton insists that all of us sit in on debriefings. What did you find out there?”

      “All will be revealed, I am sure,” Mindbender commented. “Gemma, after you.”

      “Thank you, Hiro,” Gemma smiled politely with a slight bow of her head. “Let’s go, kiddos.”

      She held out her arm and ushered the four of us into Triton’s office, or at least what I thought was Triton’s office. It looked nothing like the room we were in when we first received our mission. This was at least twice the size, and a long table with about a dozen chairs sat in the middle of the room. Sandwiches and juice were laid out in the middle, and there was a fresh pot of coffee brewing in a pot by the window.

      “What’s all this?” I asked upon seeing my father standing by the aforementioned window with a dazed look in his eyes. A worry line was settled in his brows, and his lips were tugged into a frown.

      I looked between him and Triton, who stood at the head of the table. My father offered me a smile that I’m sure was meant to be reassuring, but it had just the opposite effect. Whatever Kristen and Matt had uncovered about Kyp Soval and Carter must be a bigger threat than we imagined.

      “Whoa! This is so cool!” Eric bounced in on his heels and zipped around me to get a look at the spread laid out before us. “Is this for us?”

      “It is,” Triton confirmed with a soft chuckle. “Why don’t we all settle down and we can discuss the debriefing over some lunch?”

      I looked down at my granola bar and immediately tossed it in the trash can next to the door. Why in the world would I continue to eat that when there were delicious deli sandwiches with all of the fixings waiting to be consumed? I could practically hear those little meat-and-bread snacks calling to me begging to be in my mouth. Who was I to deny them what they so desired when I too wanted the same thing?

      “This is certainly much different from the last time that we were in here,” Aylin commented as she floated up beside me.

      “Quite,” Triton replied. “As it turns out, Lord Inferno here has developed an expandable, modular architecture for the entire Academy here. A technological version of what our own City Master does at Valcav. Why that was necessary was beyond me until today.”

      I chuckled at that. “He’s never liked to waste space.”

      My father turned at that and graced me with a distant smile. Something was definitely up with him. Usually, he greeted me with a loud and boisterous hug in a way that would almost be embarrassing if I wasn’t so used to it already. In fact, he was so excited to hear about my journey when I got off the boat this morning, but now, he barely seemed to acknowledge that I was in the room.

      “Let’s begin,” Triton announced.

      I awkwardly took a seat across from my father, wedged between Aylin and Kristen. Eric sat on the other side of Aylin, and Gemma sat between my father and Triton, across from Kristen. The other heroes, which now included Miss Magus, City Master, and Adelaide Jones, filled in most of the other spots. An unoccupied seat was left at the other end of the table.

      “Are we missing someone?” Eric asked, already reaching into the center of the table for a ham and swiss sandwich.

      “My brother,” Kristen supplied with an eye roll. “He’ll be along shortly.”

      As if on cue, there was a rapt knock at the door, followed by a quiet swear as it opened. Matt entered and closed it swiftly behind him, looking a little disheveled and groggy.

      “My apologies for being tardy,” he said politely when Judgment leveled a look of disapproval on him. His eyes softened though when Matt met his gaze, and he nodded as if to excuse him this one time. It was kind of nice to see Judgment have some kind of emotion outside of, well, judgment.

      “Quite alright, Mr. Barbur,” Triton beamed. “We were just getting started.”

      “Where would you like to begin?” Gemma asked as she sat back in her seat.

      I forced myself not to laugh as the chair rocked slightly. After all, my father spared no detail in anything he did, so of course, the chairs were plush, black leather that you could rock in. I wasn’t sure why it so was funny to me to see Gemma this relaxed, perhaps because inside of the Academy, I only ever saw her as upright and professional. Here, however, though she was definitely ready for business, looked outright bored out of her mind already.

      “Well,” Triton began as he took his seat at the head of the table, “I find that the best place to start is at the beginning. Why don’t we begin with you, Matthew? Since you were so eager to tell us your story that you showed up early.”

      The light jab earned a chortle from the table, and Matt quite visibly blushed at the scrutiny. Still, he cleared his throat and began to tell us about how Icebringer was thrilled to have them there, and that he had gone on and on about breaking the curse that Lord Inferno had over them despite them insisting that there wasn’t any sort of mind trickery to be had. He had refused to listen to them on the matter, completely lost in his revenge. No surprises there.

      “What about the research you and Kristen partook in?” Triton inquired. “Was this something that Icebringer has already started?”

      Matt shook his head. “He had a few pieces of the puzzle, but he hadn’t put them together. He was too wrapped up in his own work to care what we were up to. We could have been plotting against him the whole time, and I doubt he would have even noticed.” The venom in Matt’s voice as he continued became more and more apparent. “I don’t think he really took any interest in what we were doing so long as we didn’t interfere with what he was working on. We kept out of his way, and in kind, he kept out of ours.”

      “What exactly did you find?” Judgment asked in a cool tone, as though depending on Matt’s answer would determine whether or not he actually believed he found anything at all.

      “We found the location of Carter and how they’ve been getting their funding,” he supplied.

      “Kyp Soval,” my father interrupted. His eyes were downcast, and his fingers were laced so tightly that his knuckles burned white. “He’s the New Sahanan that I’ve been funding under the impression that he was doing research to restore order to his home.”

      Aylin shuddered, then scowled deeply, a look that I wasn’t familiar with on her face, nor was I a fan of. She stiffened in her seat, her eyes trained on my father.

      “Please forgive me,” she said stiffly, “for being unable to see through his tricks and lies. This is not the way of New Sahana.”

      “We know that, Princess,” Triton assured her, using her proper title. It always came as a wild reminder to me that Aylin was, in fact, royalty. Not that I ever forgot, per se, but she was so much more than her title that I often brushed that rather large fact aside in favor of her just being Aylin Ajlal.

      “His actions are inexcusable,” she continued. “If there is any way I can repay you for the grief he has caused, please do not hesitate to ask it of me.”

      “That won’t be necessary, Your Highness,” my father grumbled. “You are not to be held responsible for the actions of another.”

      At that point, he twirled his chair and stood, hands clasped behind his back as he paced back and forth along the length of the table. His face twisted in thought, and a deep frown tugged at his thin lips, making him look much older than he really was.

      “This is all my fault,” he muttered. “I’ve been the one funding him, and he’s been taking my generosity for granted by putting it towards those lowballing Carter scumbags.”

      “Nicholas, you didn’t know,” Mindbender chimed in calmly. It was odd to hear him address my father by name after being enemies for so long, but it was also oddly nice to hear such a familiarity still existed between them.

      “I should have!” Dad snapped as he stomped his foot and stopped in place. “I should have been more cautious, but I was too blinded by my own itinerary to see that I was being played.”

      “We were all being played, as you say,” Aylin cut in. “When I arranged to meet with him during my time here last semester, he was never around. It was not until I pulled my rank with his receptionist that he finally agreed to see me. When we did meet face to face, he was cold and standoffish. He was not the man I had heard about.”

      “So, he could have been stringing us along from the start.” I sighed and propped my head in my hand. “That’s a lot of years to have funded research that was going to Carter for who the hell knows what.”

      “What do we do about it?” Gemma asked. “We know he’s a threat, and we’ve dealt with Carter on a few occasions now, so the question that remains is how do we take care of this?”

      “Well, cut the funding first of all,” Kristen suggested. “The more money he has to put into whatever he’s planning is just going to set us up for failure.”

      “But we don’t want to tip him off that we know anything, either,” Matt added.

      “Cut the funding in half for now,” Triton spoke. “It might hinder him long enough to get to the bottom of things without tipping him off entirely.”

      “That won’t be enough.” Judgment pinched the bridge of his nose. “We need to know what that money was going towards. I suggest we perform an investigation.”

      “I was getting to that,” Triton grumbled.

      “Search his room,” my father spat. “Turn everything upside down until you find every shred of evidence that he’s a traitor.”

      I had to bite my tongue at the irony of the situation. Just a few months ago, my father was the world’s most feared villain, and now, he was ready to burn his entire island to the ground to find the villain that had out-villained him.

      “Maybe we shouldn’t completely wreck his shit,” I offered. “We have to take into consideration that we don’t want him to know that we know anything. If he comes back to his room totally trashed, that’s a big ol’ red flag.”

      “Your son raises a valid point,” Mindbender chuckled.

      “Nick, take Princess Aylin and your friends to Kyp Soval’s quarters,” Triton instructed. “Be thorough, but exercise caution. Put everything back the way you found it.”

      “Yes, sir.” I accepted my task with pride. Even if it was a small step towards finding out the truth, I would gladly help.

      “While the young heroes take care of that part of the investigation, what are we going to do in the case of Icebringer?” Miss Magus asked in her high-pitched voice.

      “Destroy him,” was my father’s immediate answer, and he sneered unapologetically.

      “Don’t be so extreme.” Gemma rolled her eyes and sat back in her chair. “I think, for now, we keep the idea of him being a threat in the back of our minds. He’s a foe that we’ve dealt with before, one that we once all called friend.” She added the last part with a glare to my father, who scoffed as though she had no idea what she was talking about.

      “So, keep our focus on Carter?” Eric asked quietly around his second sandwich.

      “Yes, that does seem reasonable,” Triton concluded. “Very well. I agree with the course of action.”

      The rest of the table, sans my father, who was very clearly itching for an excuse to retreat to his lab and come up with something diabolical, nodded and hummed in agreement.

      “Then it’s settled,” Triton said as he stood. “Young heroes, you’ll lead the investigation on Kyp Soval for now with the continued guidance of Amazoness. As for the rest of us, we will continue this meeting to further discuss the evidence that has been brought to our attention.”

      When Gemma stood, so did my friends and I, and she escorted us out of the meeting room quietly. Excitement mixed with a bit of fear of the unknown bubbled in the pit of my stomach.

      Whatever happened from here on out was going to be big, and we had to be ready for it.
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      “Do you think she’ll let us in this time?” Eric asked as Aylin led us down the hall to where Kyp Soval’s quarters were located. “I mean, without the whole having to pull rank thing.”

      “I will not know unless I try,” Aylin answered shortly.

      “Also, is it necessary for all of us to do this?” Matt hung around in the back of our little group with his hands shoved into his pockets with a bored expression. “Seems like a job for maybe half of us.”

      “Do you have someplace better to be, Mr. Barbur?” Gemma quizzed him with a sharp look over her shoulder, a clear challenge to answer her in any other way but what she wanted to hear.

      “I guess not.” He frowned, though it was obvious as he yawned that he definitely wanted to be anywhere but where he was.

      “Maybe you should have slept when we arrived like you were instructed to,” Kristen shot at him with the tiniest curl of a smirk on her lips.

      Matt blushed but shrugged and kept his eyes forward, refusing to look his sister in the eye. “That’s none of your business.”

      I bit back a laugh and continued to follow behind Eric and Aylin with Gemma at my side. “Besides, Matt, we could use your expertise in sniffing through other people’s things with your doglike senses.”

      I could practically hear Matt’s eyes roll at my comment, and it was enough to give me all of the gratification that I needed.

      As we approached the desk that was stationed between two adjacent hallways, one leading left, the other to the right, the receptionist looked up from her flat-screen state-of-the-art computer and smiled brightly.

      “Hello there! How can I help you today?” she greeted us cheerfully. Her teeth were impossibly white, so much so that I thought that they might actually be fake and made from the same stark shade as the walls.

      “Good afternoon,” Aylin bowed her head politely and smiled. “My name is Princess Aylin Ajlal of New Sahana. I wish to hold an audience with Kyp Soval.”

      “Oooh, yes! Hi, Princess!” the receptionist clapped happily upon recognition. “I’m so sorry, but he’s away on one of his meetings again. Can I have him contact you when he returns?”

      “When will that be?” Gemma asked as she stepped around to join Aylin at the front of the desk.

      “Oh, I’m not sure,” she replied and clicked her nails on the desk as though she were trying to think with a mental calendar. “He’s always so busy these days.”

      “Please allow me to be frank,” Aylin started, “we do not need to see him. We need only to access his quarters.”

      The receptionist blinked a few times, then shook her head. “I’m afraid I can’t do that without the proper authorization, Your Highness.”

      “I give you authorization,” Gemma cut in angrily. “You can take a record of that.”

      “I don’t know who you are,” the receptionist replied curtly. “I need authorization from Lord Inferno, blessed be his name, if I’m to give you direct access to another person’s personal quarters.”

      Without hesitation, I stepped between Aylin and Gemma with a roll of my eyes and leaned on the counter. “Then perhaps I’ll do.”

      The receptionist, whose name was Monica as indicated by the nameplate on her desk, looked me up and down as though she ought to know who I was but couldn’t place her finger on it. She stared at me for a long while, and I would have sworn I saw her lick her lips as her eyes landed on my crotch, then back up to my face.

      “You are…?”

      “Nicholas Gateon Junior,” the name rolled off my tongue like that was something that I always said upon introducing myself, “son of Lord Inferno and heir to Inferno Island.”

      Monica’s eyes flew wide open, and she hastily bowed her head as she scrambled for a pen and paper blindly. She quickly scribbled a series of numbers onto the paper and ripped it off the pad to hand to me.

      “M-my Lord! I’m so sorry!” she apologized without looking up from the hole she was staring into her desk. “This is the access code to Doctor Soval’s quarters. Please, do with it as you see fit.”

      “I will,” I replied with a smirk and took the paper from her fingers gingerly. 25991, it read. “You’ve been most helpful, Monica. I’ll be sure to pass along your willingness to help us in this matter to my father.”

      “Th-that would be most kind of you, My Lord,” she stammered. “Thank you.”

      I smirked and turned to my friends, wriggling the paper between my fingers triumphantly. Okay, maybe slinging my heritage around in the Brand wasn’t a bad idea if it got me my way.

      “Lead the way, Your Highness.” I grinned at Aylin, who blushed madly at the use of her title.

      “As you wish, Starlight,” she replied with a sniff and briskly turned on her heel to lead us down the right side hallway. All the way in the back was a lone door, the entrance to Kyp’s office.

      Aylin waved her hand in front of the scanner above the door handle, and a little blue light scanned her.

      “Data unrecognized. Please input the access code,” a tinny electronic voice commanded.

      I handed the paper to Aylin, who input the numbers into a small keypad underneath the handle. The lock clicked, and the little voice chimed once more.

      “Access granted. Welcome home, Doctor.”

      “Oh, thank you,” Eric mocked, and I snorted as we crossed the threshold into his quarters.

      The same white, cold feeling that the hallways held carried on into here as well, but the added decor, as little as it was, brought significantly more warmth to the room. Most of what Kyp Soval owned were books, amongst a few trinkets the likes of which I’d never seen before.

      “Doesn’t look like he’s been here in a while,” Eric commented as he stepped into the sitting area. “It looks almost exactly the same as it did when we were here last.”

      “Yes, it does seem to appear that way,” Aylin noted with a bit of hesitation. I wondered if she could sense something was off, or maybe she was generally uncomfortable being in his quarters now that she knew that he had been helping the enemy all along.

      “Are you okay?” Kristen asked her as she set a gentle hand on her shoulder.

      “I am fine, Kristen,” she replied calmly and with a slight smile. “Though I do not sense the same energy that I felt the last time I entered his quarters.”

      “What does that mean?” Matt asked as he leaned against the doorframe and clicked away at something on his phone.

      “You should know,” I countered with a sigh. “Don’t you get that same feeling when you smell something that should be familiar, but now it doesn’t smell like it used to?”

      Matt growled, but he didn’t disagree with me, either.

      “I guess so,” he replied finally and pocketed his phone. “So, what are we looking for?”

      “Anything,” Gemma answered as she started to leaf through a pile of books that were stacked on the kitchenette table. “Since you and Kristen were the ones that picked up some of the pieces from his reports, perhaps you’ll have an idea of where to start looking for more evidence.

      The twins exchanged looks briefly before nodding and splitting into separate directions. Kristen joined Gemma in looking through the books, while Matt and Eric took to overturning every little knick-knack that Kyp Soval had on display. Every few seconds, one or the other would turn to Aylin to ask what it was they were looking at. Despite the less than stellar situation, she was more than overjoyed to explain each of the artifacts that they picked up and, in great detail, what its purpose was in her culture. Both of them were entirely enthralled and hung on her every word. It was admirable to see something so pure even when the going was rough.

      With everyone else doing their own thing, that left me alone to do my own thing. I wandered about the smallish space and mentally scanned everything I laid my eyes. To be honest, I was with Matt in his thinking. Where was I supposed to start? What was I looking for?

      I didn’t really know what would be considered suspicious or out of place, especially because I’d never even met the guy, much less been in his private quarters. Not to mention that he was, well, an alien, so I couldn’t even tell if it was normal for a Sahanaian to hoard gemstones in various colors in different shaped glass vases on the back wall. Like, was that normal?

      Still, I was intrigued by the gemstones, so I made my way to the back wall. They were gorgeous, that much was certain, and they were polished to shine brighter than anything I’d ever seen before, except for maybe Diamond himself. He was one shiny motherfucker.

      The stones were arranged by the hues of a standard rainbow, starting with red and ending with a deep indigo color. There was one thing I noticed, however. Each of the glass vases had one color in it that didn’t match the rest. For example, there was an amethyst in the topazes, a ruby in the emeralds, and so on. At first, I thought that it was done intentionally to showcase the vibrancy of each stone. Still, it seemed very deliberate, so I glanced back at Aylin and gestured her over.

      “What is it, Starlight?” Aylin stepped up beside me, and when I nodded to the stones, she gasped.

      “I take it that I found something important?” I asked, curious as to what she could see that I couldn’t.

      “Indeed! These are not ordinary stones, Starlight,” she informed me. “These are what we call y’tsahl cr’ndr.”

      I blinked several times, then heard Eric behind me yell ‘bless you’ as though she had sneezed.

      “What does that mean?” I asked, not daring to even try repeating what she said.

      Aylin pondered for a moment, then clicked her tongue in thought. “I suppose that the closest thing you could compare them to is your own gemstones, but these stones are not used for jewelry or decoration like humans use them for.”

      “Then what are they used for?” I pressed.

      “These stones are precious resources that when ground to dust can be used to power machinery such as weapons,” she replied darkly. “I have not seen so many of these crystals in one place in all of my existence. They are extremely rare and hard to come by. Just one of them can power a machine that can kill thousands of people in the blink of an eye.”

      “So, how did someone like Kyp Soval get ahold of so many?” I asked incredulously. There had to be upwards of a hundred of these stones in each of the vases. If what Aylin said was true, and just one stone was that powerful, we were looking at mass murder in a vase. Hell, we could be looking at the extinction of the human race.

      “I am afraid I do not know,” she replied sadly, “but if he has this much power, then we have much more to fear than just his involvement with Carter.”

      By now, we had attracted everyone else’s attention, and they gathered behind us. Aylin again explained what she had just explained to me, and Gemma’s face fell with a deep grimace.

      “Triton and the rest of the heroes need to know this immediately,” she told us. “You are sure that these are those gems?”

      “I am certain of it,” Aylin nodded sagely. “These gems give off a distinct energy aura that we Sahanans can see easily. Admittedly, their glow is faint. I expected them to be much more vivid given their numbers.”

      Gemma nodded. “Then I will leave and inform the others at once. When you’re finished up here, you are dismissed until further instructions.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” we replied in unison. With that, she briskly walked back down the hall we had come from.

      “This wasn’t here when you and Eric met Kyp before?” Kristen asked Aylin, and she and Eric both shook their heads.

      “I think there was a curtain covering it, maybe?” Eric recalled.

      “I cannot be certain, but I would remember seeing them if we had,” Aylin supplied confidently. “Whatever it is that Kyp Soval is up to is meant to cause a great amount of harm, and that is something I cannot allow.”

      “Don’t worry.” I put my hand on her shoulder and squeezed lightly. “We’ll get to the bottom of this and make sure his plans fall through. We’re the good guys, remember? The heroes always win.”

      “Yeah, what he said!” Eric chimed in enthusiastically.

      Matt rolled his eyes but put his hand on Aylin’s other shoulder. “They’re right.”

      “I thank you all kindly for your encouraging words.” Aylin smiled. “Let us retire until we are needed once again.”

      “Finally, a nap,” Matt yawned with exaggeration.

      Kristen snorted, and before she could open her mouth to tease him again, he cut her off.

      “Shut up.” He pointed at her, and she held her hands up as if she was innocent. She wasn’t, but it was an amusing exchange all the same.

      We had started to file out of Kyp Soval’s quarters when I stopped suddenly. A chill raced down my back, and I turned back to the gemstones. Something drew me back to them, and I stepped back to face them, to look them over again. I hadn’t had a chill like this since the attack on Valcav. My nerves were on edge, and I couldn’t help but think the walls were suddenly going to cave in on us like they had that fateful night.

      “Nick?” Eric called to me as he raced over to my side. “What’s wrong? You’re white as a ghost.”

      I was? I didn’t feel like I was, but I was suddenly really cold, and goosebumps raced up my arms. The feeling reminded me of when Kara and I were in bed, when the words that Icebringer used to use as his catchphrase seemed to tickle the shell of my ear again.

      Revenge is best served cold.

      My first intuitive thought was that Icebringer was attacking us, but it was too soon, wasn’t it? Had he been waiting for us to rescue Matt and Kristen before he launched an all-out offensive on Inferno Island?

      I paused. No, this wasn’t Icebringer. This was a red herring, the same as it was before. This was Carter trying to trick me into thinking that we should turn our attention to him instead of pursuing them. Call me crazy, but I just knew it.

      “Nick, we should go,” Kristen tried.

      Did no one else feel that chill?

      Anyway, my eyes drifted over to the rubies again. There, in the middle of them, sat a pristine, shiny sapphire. Blue was the color that was generally associated with ice and cold, and revenge, well, that was the color red, obviously. With that in mind, I reached for the vase that held the rubies and lifted it up to reveal a small ornate key. It was copper in color and fit perfectly in the palm of my hand. There was what looked to be a bird’s head on the top of it, though it looked rather cartoonish instead of a more realistic depiction.

      “Nick!” Matt yelled, and that was what made me snap out of it. I looked to him, then to Eric, whose hands had been on my shoulders, then to the girls, who looked worried for me.

      “Uh, sorry about that,” I apologized lamely, “but I found this.”

      I held out the key with one hand and wiped my brow with the other. How was I so sweaty if seconds ago I was freezing my balls off? Everyone examined it, but only Aylin spoke.

      “That is a sekl’t noh,” she stated. “It is supposedly a key that can lock and unlock any door.”

      “A skeleton key,” Eric summed up. “Your Sahanaian word for it even resembles ours.”

      “Now, what would Kyp Soval need with something like that?” Matt wondered aloud.

      “I don’t know, but I’m not letting him keep something like this,” I replied. “If it tips him off, then so be it. This key is too dangerous to be kept here.”

      “I agree, Starlight.” Aylin nodded. “Kyp Soval cannot be trusted with that kind of power. He is already much too powerful and knows far too much.”

      I shoved the key in my pocket and crossed my arms. I was still trying to get my bearings from whatever that little spell was, but my world seemed to be coming back to reality, and my body temperature was leveling out again, so that was a bonus.

      “Okay, now we can leave.” I grinned as though nothing had happened and thankful that no one else questioned what had indeed transpired. Again, I was on the same train of thought at Matt. A nap sounded fantastic right about now.

      “What about that?” Kristen nodded to the key in the palm of my hand. “Shouldn’t we hand it over to Ms. Cocoran?”

      I closed my fist around it and stuffed it in my back pocket. “I’ll pass it along to her when we see her next. I’m sure it won’t be that far off.”

      Seemingly satisfied with that answer, Kristen shrugged and turned away, leading the group of us out the door of Kyp Soval’s lab.

      When I got back to my room, I was bushed. A two-hour nap had not nearly been enough time to recover from the amount of strain and energy I’d put into the last week or so. My body was ready to hibernate for the next year.

      I opened the door and was a little surprised to see Andie wrapped in my blankets and propped up in my bed, Buttons in her lap and the tv on. Her head whipped towards me as I entered, and she greeted me with a bright smile.

      “There you are. I was starting to think they had sent you off on another mission, and you didn’t say goodbye,” she teased.

      “You know I’d never do that,” I shot back as I closed the door and joined her and my cat on the bed. She was watching one of those streamers that play through video games insanely fast and compete for world records.

      “I know you wouldn’t,” she agreed and reached out of the depths of her cocoon, pulling me closer to her and sidling up to me.

      I took a long, deep breath and sighed heavily. This was nice. It was the first time in weeks I relaxed, so it felt. The familiar scent of Andie’s citrus shampoo was refreshing and comforting at the same time, and I found myself burying my nose in her pin-straight, blond hair.

      “You poor thing,” she commented off-handedly and ran her fingers over my cheek. “You’re exhausted.”

      “Yeah,” I hummed. Already my eyes were giving out on me, and they slid shut as I curled up closer to Andie.

      “Get some sleep,” she insisted and kissed the top of my head.

      “Will you be here in the morning?” I asked half-dazed.

      Andie giggled softly and shifted so that her blanket burrito was draped around me as well. I nestled into her chest and was lulled to sleep almost immediately by the steady thrum of her heartbeat, but not before I heard her reply with a tenderness that would melt the heart of even the coldest man in the world.

      “I’m always going to be here, Nick.”
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      Nick always looked at peace when he slept. There are no worry lines about what the future held in store for him, no deep thinking behind his beautiful eyes that weighed him down. When he slept, he simply existed, and in those moments, I remembered how truly blessed I was to have fallen in love with him.

      As promised, I stayed with him, curled around him as the afternoon sun dropped behind the volcano outside his window and through the night as the television continued to glow despite the speedrunning stream having ended hours ago. Oh, I slept some, too. It’s hard not to when the person who’s cuddled up next to you makes it look so alluring.

      Buttons was gone when I woke up after having slept at my feet all night. Maybe Kara had snuck in and taken him? She did that some nights while Nick was gone if she was feeling particularly lonely, and then she’d bring him into my room and curl up in bed with me. I never minded. I wanted the company, too.

      Dawn had barely broken in the horizon when I woke, and try as I might to fall back asleep, it was futile. I’d always been an early riser, but this was a whole new level of early for me, and I wasn’t a fan. While I had the time, though, I used the slowly brightening sunlight that streamed through the blind to admire Nick’s face.

      I was an artist, but I knew that I would never be able to create something as beautiful and wonderful as Nick Gateon. He was a one-of-a-kind masterpiece that should be revered for the world to see for generations to come, like, hung in a museum or maybe sculpted in marble by someone with far more talent than myself. Nick deserved as much.

      I blinked slowly and traced my fingers along the cut of his jaw. Nick had a strong jaw, though he probably couldn’t cut diamonds or anything with how soft he was when he was in this state. His breath hit the inside of my wrist as I cradled his cheek. My body ached when I looked at him, a solid wall of muscle and might all mixed together with thoughtfulness and late-night taco runs.

      In short, he was perfect, and I had missed him. Not just since he left on his rescue mission, but when we were apart last semester, too. Every day seemed to be a struggle without him, but I kept up a sunny disposition, anyway. I couldn’t let anyone know how burnt out I was without him to give me a reason to smile. I was his Sun, sure, but Nick was my universe and the girls the galaxies within. We couldn’t exist without him, even if we were beautiful and sustaining on our own.

      Nick’s long lashes fluttered against his cheeks suddenly, and he blearily cracked his eyes open. He blinked several times to get his vision to focus, and when he did, I was rewarded with a grin that I had only seen in my dreams lately.

      “You stayed,” he mumbled as he pulled me closer and buried himself in my neck.

      He was warm, not just from being burritoed in a thick comforter all night, but he had that morning stickiness about him, the kind that makes your bones stiff and no matter how much you stretch the only cure for it is to just stay and bed. I called that perfect comfy. No one else used it, but that’s what I use for that particular feeling, and that was what I was going to stick with.

      “Of course I stayed,” I replied with a faint giggle and a kiss to the tip of his nose. “There’s nowhere else I’d rather be.”

      “The feeling is mutual,” he murmured, almost unintelligible, but I was pretty fluent in speaking Sleep Nick Gateon by now. It wasn’t a hard dialect, but it definitely took some practice. Thankfully, we’d had plenty of sleepovers that granted me the opportunity to learn just that.

      “You can go back to sleep, you know,” I told him gently and pushed my fingers through his soft, dark hair. “It’s barely dawn.”

      “I don’t want to,” Nick insisted with a bit of a pout that I could feel press against my neck.

      “Oh, okay,” I snorted and kissed his temple. “Do you just want to cuddle then?”

      Nick paused for a moment and let my question hang in the air for a few moments before he shook his head. It was then that he scooted even closer, if that were even possible, until he was lying on top of me. That was when I felt exactly what his intentions were. Nick’s cock was pressed to my stomach, caught between us and throbbing against my thin tank top.

      “I want you,” he stated plainly before he pressed our lips together.

      In an instant, Nick had me in a puddle on the bed, almost literally. His kisses were impossibly sweet for the amount of heat in them, and he never failed to make me melt. In his hands, under his command, I was his to mold and shape entirely, which was a pretty big deal since I’m bendy and all.

      Any words I had left were forgotten and lost to the desire of being this close to Nick. He was intoxicating, a drink that no one person should ever consume, but if they are lucky enough to get their lips on him, they will have an experience unlike any other.

      I purred as his larger hands slid up my tank top and cupped my small breasts. Rough palms brushed over my nipples and made me squirm beneath him. I was already getting damp from just the small amount of contact we’d made. His skin on mine never failed to give me goosebumps in the best possible way, and my breath stuttered as he slid his tongue between my teeth to clash with mine.

      Fuck, I was such a hot mess for him.

      My hips lurched, desperate for contact and friction that I admittedly had missed in his absence. Sure, we had the night at orientation, but it had been a long while since I’d gotten Nick to myself. It wasn’t that I minded sharing, because I didn’t. Sharing is caring, but there were times when I just needed it to be the two of us, and I knew from asking Aylin and Kara that they felt the same.

      Ah, vindication was so sweet.

      Nick hummed against my lips with an amused smile. “Someone is eager.”

      “I think I’ve been rather patient, actually,” I tossed back as I leaned up to grab his lips again. We kissed again, but even with how alluring the taste of him was, my body was screaming for more.

      “Yes, I do suppose you’ve been a good girl, waiting for me and all,” Nick purred in my ear, and I exhaled with a soft moan, shivering beneath him. “You deserve a reward.”

      “Please,” I begged, and my flesh was already hot, desperate to touch and be touched in the most sinful of ways.

      It was amazing how compliant Nick could be in situations like this when he was usually the one in control, both in the bedroom and in battle, and I was all too willing to let him be the bendy one once in a while. I was a nice change of pace from time to time.

      Without waiting for him to command me, I spread my legs for him and waited for him to settle between them. Nick, ever the type to worship whoever’s body was in his arms, wasted no time in devouring every inch of exposed skin. He kissed, bit, licked, and handled all of me, and each ministration left me quivering and gasping with pleasure. Clearly, I was not above begging, and I was going to let my body tell him exactly what I wanted from him. Knowing Nick, he would give it without question, always eager to please us, to please me.

      More goosebumps rose in the wake of his body sliding down mine until his handsome face was mere inches from my vagina. I shook with anticipation as Nick stole a glance with lust darkened eyes before he pulled my panties aside. Hot breath tickled my lips and warmed the sticky dampness that had already coated them, and then the tip of his tongue teased along the crease.

      I bit my lip, and my hands flew into his bed head hair of their own accord, holding him right where he was. It took nearly all of me to restrain myself from pushing myself flush to his mouth and fucking his face, and Nick could tell as he chuckled against me, his Adam’s apple sending pleasant vibrations through me. With a smirk, he hooked his arms around my thighs and pinned my hips to the sheets.

      My cheeks must have flushed about three shades darker. Even though I could stretch and make him take all of my pussy at once, there was something about him making me wait that always made my toes curl. I trusted that he knew what he was doing, and he always made it worth every second, so I’d forego the stretchy thing go this time.

      He dove his tongue in again, this time with more fervor. His impossibly hot mouth covered me, and his tongue slipped between my lips, tasting me deeply. A satisfied noise, something akin to a hum that sounded more like a purr rumbled in Nick’s throat.

      “I forgot how fucking good you taste,” he moaned, barely lifting his head to speak the words at all before going back in for another, longer taste.

      “Oh my god, Nick,” I moaned, and my fingers curled tighter into his dark locks.

      If I thought his kisses were intoxicating, then he was eating my pussy like it was a delicious wine from the fountain of the heavens or something. His tongue darted in and out of me and drank me as though he were an addict, and he couldn't get enough. He gorged himself on me, uncaring of the slurps and other lewd noises that echoed in his dorm room. There was no way that someone hadn’t heard them, or at the very least, heard me as I tried to keep my moans muffled behind clenched teeth. It was a futile battle, though, and as soon as his tongue circled my clit just once, I was singing for him as though he was the one who should be worshipped, and really, he was.

      It didn’t take long for me to come, and I did so with little warning. I squirmed once, and my legs quivered on either side of Nick’s head as I spilled myself into his mouth. My hands slipped from his hair, and I brought them up to tangle in my own hair as though that was going to stop my body from convulsing with each orgasmic wave.

      Nick sat up with a smile, licking his lips and wiping his chin with the back of his hand. He kissed his way all the way back up my body, making sure to pay special attention to each of my breasts before kissing me again softly.

      “You’ve been waiting for a while, haven’t you?” He asked gently.

      I managed a few short nods, and he chuckled.

      “I’m sorry to have made you wait, but was it worth it?”

      “S’always worth it,” I mumbled with a grin.

      “Enough to go again?” Nick questioned.

      I was going to say yes anyway, but the sudden, rock hard press of his cock against the inside of my thigh expedited my response and all that came from my mouth with a low, needy moan.

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” he teased, and if I wasn’t so spent, I might have smacked him for it, but I wanted more, and I wanted to give it to him. He adjusted just enough to take both his and my clothes off, if you could even call what I was wearing clothes, before he slipped back between my legs. Gently, he lifted them so that they hooked over his shoulder, and he lined himself up with my pussy. The heat from his cock radiated onto my raw lips, and I groaned, excited to feel it inside of me.

      There was no easing it in or taking his time. I was more prepped than I was necessary, and Nick slid his dick into me hilt to groin in a single motion. My breath caught in my throat, and a sharp cry tore from lips. Oh, it didn’t hurt in the slightest, but it was all so fast that it like a shock to my system, a welcomed one, but a shock all the same.

      “Fuck, Andie,” he gritted, and his fingers dug into my hips as he relished in filling my pussy.

      “Move,” I whined as I rolled my hips impatiently. I didn’t want to wait. I couldn’t. Now that Nick was inside of me, I wanted to feel it.

      I had half expected him to tease me and make me wait for it since he’d given me my first orgasm with such ease, but his own desire won out this time, and he moved on my command. His hips collided with the curve of my ass at a steady pace to start. The soft clap of his balls hitting my skin sounded like the ticking of a clock, a countdown to an explosion of bliss that was sure to come, and oh, we would come alright.

      We picked up speed soon enough, and his bed began to creak beneath the constant back-and-forth rocking motion our bodies made. The slide of his cock massaging the inside of my already tender pussy made my vision blur, and I would have sworn that I was in a whole other dimension of time. Everything else seemed to stop, and all that existed here was just Nick and me at this moment, moaning our appreciation for one another’s body and how good the other felt in and around them. All that was here was love and trust and everything that I had been missing for months, and it was all mine for the taking.

      “You’re so beautiful,” Nick commented. A sheen of sweat coated his muscles and dripped from his brow in the earliest rays of the morning, and he looked absolutely radiant. How he could say I was the beautiful one when he was the one that was glowing and godly would forever be beyond me.

      I opened my mouth to reply, I thought, but a staggered breath parted them instead, and I clenched around his cock, coming hard and silently as my chest heaved for breath that I couldn’t catch.

      “That’s it,” Nick coaxed. “Let it all go. I’ve got you.”

      I continued to come, spilling myself over and over again until I had nothing left to offer him but soft mewls. His fingers tightened on my hips again, and with a harsh sound, he emptied himself into me, filling me with his semen and reclaiming me as his own. Yes, I belong to Nick. I was free to be myself, but it would always be him that I went back to.

      He collapsed onto me, and my legs dropped from his shoulders. I replaced them with my arms and held him close, kissing his hair and temple and brushing the sweat from his face as his eyes slid shut again.

      “Sleeping already?” I joked, but I didn’t mind if he did. I could have used a bit more sleep myself.

      “Just for a minute,” he told me, but I knew that minute would turn to ten, then thirty, until an hour or two had passed.

      I giggled and ran my hands over his back, more than content to stay in bed with Nick Gateon running out of my body and pooling at my thighs. There were way worse ways to spend the morning, and I honestly couldn’t think of anything better than basking in the love I’d made with the one that I loved.

      Sounded like a good fucking start to my day.
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      Waking up next to Andie with her body still coated in sweat and sex was a beautiful moment that I didn’t know I had been missing until it happened. It had been far too long since she and I had any intimacy alone, and it was more than welcome. She was the first of my harem of ladies, my Sun. It all revolved around her. Andie kept things balanced and in order, and she had gone too long without the attention that she very obviously had been needing. I’d never let her go without for so long again, not if I had anything to say about it.

      But, as mornings usually did, it ended too quickly or was interrupted by something or someone. In this instance, it was both. A sharp knock sounded on my door, and Andie quickly covered herself up under the mound of blankets on my bed. I sprung up and threw on my boxers as I hopped on one foot to answer it. Once I finally threw it open, Triton loomed over me on the other side with a beaming grin that was way too chipper for this early in the morning.

      “Good morning, Mr. Gateon,” he greeted in a booming voice. “I assume you slept well?”

      “Um, yes, sir,” I replied as I ran a hand through my hair to try to smooth it out.

      “That’s good, you’ll need to be rested for your next mission,” he informed. “Gather your friends and make yourself ready for a briefing in my office in the next hour.”

      I stood up straight despite being mostly naked and nodded proudly. “Yes, sir. I’ll see you soon.”

      Triton smirked knowingly as he glanced past me. Could he see Andie? Maybe, but it’s not like Triton didn’t know about all of us, or we kept it a secret or anything. I simply didn’t want her to be stark naked in my bed with someone, much less Triton, standing at the door. Regardless, he left us with a short wave and trusted me to do the rest.

      I shut the door and sighed as I turned back to Andie, who had already thrown the covers from her body dramatically as she sat up in bed.

      “No rest for the wicked.” She laughed in an understanding fashion. “Back on the road you go.”

      “Hopefully, this mission won’t take nearly as long,” I muttered. “How am I supposed to get any school work done?”

      “Don’t tell me you actually miss school work.” Andie rolled her eyes, climbed out of bed, and sauntered off to the shower. “You’re out there doing real hero stuff. The stuff they’re teaching us here at this point is just busywork. You know that.”

      I couldn’t argue, really. Since our group’s victory at the World’s Finest tournament a few months ago, we had been given something of a break. After all, what’s left to teach that can actually be taught in a classroom when you’re the strongest junior league heroes in the world?

      I stood by the door to the bathroom as Andie ran the shower and watched her carefully. It seemed more and more than my friends and I were the go-to for missions that revolved outside of Alexandria and the Brand. There were other heroes than us, people who were likely more qualified to be dealing with Carter and Icebringer, yet Triton insisted that it was better for us to handle it. I wondered why that was.

      “We just had amazing sex, Nick,” Andie’s voice cut through my thoughts. I looked up at her to see her smiling over her shoulder at me as she climbed into the small shower. “Try not to look so glum, okay?”

      “Sorry,” I apologized with a soft smile. “You’re right, I’m overthinking things.”

      She nodded. “Life is complicated enough as it is. Don’t let your own mind make it any more complex and weird.”

      With her words of advice, she winked and closed the curtain, leaving me to mull over them. Yeah, I was thinking too hard about this. If Triton wanted my friends and me to be the leads on this mission, that meant he trusted our skills to get the job done. That was all there was to it. He was the greatest hero alive, so he must have some inclination of what he was doing.

      While Andie showered, I set up clothes for her on the bed and sent out a text in a group chat to have everyone meet at Triton’s office. Once the two of us were cleaned up and dressed, we left together and headed for the briefing.

      To my surprise, most everyone else was gathered at the end of our hallway, except for Matt, who came from a different direction entirely, wearing the same clothes as yesterday.

      I smirked to myself and leaned over to Andie to whisper as we approached. “Three guesses where he just came from.”

      “Leave him alone.” Andie elbowed me in the side sharply. “He’s happy.”

      “Hey, good for him. I’m not judging,” I countered defensively.

      Triton was standing amongst our friends, which was strange, considering he had just told us to meet him at his office. I’d heard that correctly, didn’t I?

      “Good, you’re all here,” he addressed. “There’s been a change of meeting place. If you all could follow me, please.”

      He turned on his heel in that authoritative way that he did and led our group through the cafeteria and down a hall that I hadn’t been down myself yet. I had no classes there, thus no reason to venture that way ever.

      We didn’t have to walk too far down the hallway before we reached an elevator with a keypad beside it. I assume that it was a restricted access elevator, and only those with the code were able to use it.

      “Excuse me, sir,” Kara finally broke the silence as Triton pushed in a five-digit code. “Are we perhaps going to Lord Inferno’s labs?”

      My ears perked up. Come to think of it, I did recall my father talking about an elevator that he would take to his labs located beneath the island. Down there, he would build, experiment, and all of the things that brilliant inventors and pyromaniacs do. That was years ago, though maybe this was the same elevator?

      Triton didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he ushered us in, then squeezed himself in last. Only once the doors were closed did he smile and reply.

      “You are correct, as usual, Miss Johnson. Lord Inferno has been hard at work over the course of the last several weeks on a secret project. Today, we will be viewing that project and hopefully putting it to the test.”

      “Ooooh!” Eric squealed and clapped his hands excitedly.

      “You’re pretty amped up.” I chuckled at him and leaned against the back of the elevator.

      “Aw, man, I can’t believe you’re not!” he enthused. “I mean, I guess I can, seeing as you’re Lord Inferno’s son and all, but it’s like, super cool to be able to see his genius mind at work and how all of that brainpower gets put into awesome ideas!”

      “Don’t forget that he used that genius to kill thousands of people and run them out of their homes in fear,” Matt reminded with a sour expression.

      Eric faltered, and his face fell with significantly less excitement. “I guess I didn’t think of that.”

      “Don’t fret, Mr. Meyer,” Triton consoled with an easy smile. “While it is true that many of Lord Inferno’s creations were used in a spiteful and vengeful manner, it was not always that way, nor has he continued to carry that malice with him in recent months. It is admirable to look up to him despite his past transgressions.”

      I tensed a little but said nothing. It wasn’t very comfortable to hear my father be talked about in front of me, and though it had been and still was a pretty normal occurrence, it didn’t make me any less awkward. At the end of the day, villain or hero, he was still my dad.

      “Thank you,” Eric replied to Triton humbly, but Matt simply scoffed and crossed his arms, looking away from the rest of us.

      I looked to Kristen in hopes that maybe she knew what was going on in her brother’s head, but she shrugged, looking equally confused and concerned. They still had a lot to work out between being with Icebringer for so long and coping with the idea that he had also developed a streak of villainy. Maybe it was best not to question him at all and let them figure it out on their own for the time being. We would all be here for them when they needed us. That was how our group worked.

      The elevator pinged pleasantly, and the door slid open to reveal what looked to be a tram station, but there was only one car situated on the two tracks. In the background was the ocean in which Inferno Island sat upon, splashing lightly against a wall of pillars that were carved out of the mountain.

      “Welcome!” my father greeted as he stepped into view. “Welcome to my home away from home!”

      We filed out of the elevator, and the doors slid shut behind us. Now that I had a better view, I was able to tell that we were well beneath the Academy. There were rocky floor and ceiling that had been smoothed over, under and above us, and there were streaks of what looked to be lava oozing from the walls, but my father didn’t seem concerned about that.

      “This is your lab?” I asked incredulously.

      “What? No, no, no, Nicky! This is just a station that will take you there,” Inferno explained. “I call it Inferno Station.”

      I bit back a laugh. “That’s… pretty under par for your naming conventions.”

      “That’s because I didn’t name it.” My father rolled his eyes. “You did. Don’t you remember?”

      My eyes went wide as I slowly shook my head. I did not, in fact, remember. I didn’t recall any of this, actually.

      “Sounds like you’re the one with the lame naming conventions,” Andie teased, earning a muffled giggle from Kara and Aylin as well.

      “Yeah, yeah,” I countered with a sheepish grin.

      “There are two cars that travel on separate tracks around the entire island,” Inferno explained. “This is the main hub for those tracks. The cars will never be in the same place at once because they work on a pulley system.”

      “Whoa!” Eric’s face lit up. He looked to Kara, who was just as fascinated by the design, and they both hung on my father’s every word.

      “So, this little train is going to take us to your lab?” Andie asked as she examined the metal car. It was easily only big enough to fit four people at a time.

      “In multiple trips, yes,” Inferno answered.

      “What’s the point in having such a small car?” Matt asked, clearly not as impressed as the rest of us.

      “I’m not hosting parties down here, Barbur!” my father tsked comically. “It is designed to be able to only have a few people down here at a time, like assistants and whatnot.”

      I nodded, holding back a snort of laughter. That made sense to me.

      “Well, enough chatter. Let’s get you kiddos to the lab!” My father ushered me into the nearby car, followed by Aylin, Eric, and Kara. “I’ll meet you there before you know it!”

      Without any warning, he slammed on a big green button on a control panel next to the track and sent us flying back against our seats. Air pushed against my skin so hard that I thought I could hear my cheeks flapping against my teeth, and there were several instances where I was whiplashed in the face by Kara’s strawberry red hair. Seconds later, however, the car came to a slow stop, hissing as the air brakes kicked in.

      “First stop, Lord Inferno’s Magnificent Laboratory of Science and Things That Go Boom. Please watch your step as you exit the car,” a pleasant lady’s voice greeted us over a recorded message that played over a speaker.

      “What an extraordinary name,” Aylin complimented as the four of us exited the car. No sooner had we taken a step away from the car did it shoot back in the other direction to bring more people.

      “It’s a little eccentric,” I chuckled, “but that’s pretty par for the course with my old man.”

      The next car brought Triton, Matt, Kristen, and Andie, saving my father as the last person to arrive. In true fashion, he flourished his cape as he stepped off the car and strode past us to the door. The lab itself was contained behind a brick wall that looked to be reinforced by some kind of shimmery barrier.

      My father punched in a code on the keypad beside the door. There was the sound of a single click, then a hiss as the door split in two vertically and whooshed open.

      My jaw dropped. The last time I had seen the inside of my father’s lab, I was young. I went out of my way to avoid ever coming down here, now that I thought about it, so I didn’t remember much of what it looked like. Seeing it now, though, it didn’t look like anything like I had imagined. The whole interior was very industrial themed with iron pipes and those fancy, steampunk-like lighting fixtures. There were rows of tables with different projects scattered about them in various stages of completion, ranging from blasters to what appeared to be a toaster that imprinted my father’s face into the bread.

      “Holy shit,” Eric gasped.

      “Language, Mr. Meyer,” Triton scolded lightly, though he too looked relatively impressed with the lab as well.

      “Welcome to my home away from home!” Inferno gestured widely.

      “So this is where you spent all of your time back then,” I commented vaguely.

      “Not just then, but now, as well!” My father beamed, clearly not catching my mildly displeased tone.

      Okay, it was impressive, and I wasn’t mad at him per se, but seeing his lab again didn’t bring up the best feelings inside of me. It forced me to remember that it was because of this place that I never saw him growing up, that he missed crucial parts of my life. He lost part of himself down here, or rather, what had been left of him after my mother died.

      I shook off the ill feeling that was creeping up the back of my neck and spreading an uncomfortable warmth over me. Not now, not today. There would be other times to address whatever that emotion was.

      “So, what have you been working on?” I pressed, desperate to keep the conversation moving. The sooner we got out of here, the sooner we could get to the bottom of what was going on with Carter.

      My father clapped his hands like an excited child, and his giddy face reminded me of Eric when he talked about, well, anything. He grabbed my hand and guided me through the rows of tables, my friends in tow.

      “I’m really proud of this one, Nicky,” he told me with an attempt to conceal his delight, “and I think you will, too.”

      I somehow doubted that. I wasn’t a fan of most of my father’s inventions, mostly because they usually brought destruction and mayhem with them. Now that he was fighting on the side of the good guys again, though, maybe things would be different. I would reserve judgment until I actually saw it.

      We left the main part of the lab and walked along the outer edge of the building until we reached another, smaller door. There were no windows in the hallway to determine what we were walking into, but as soon as my father pushed the door open, my jaw dropped.

      “Holy shit,” I gasped.

      “Language, Mr. Gateon,” Triton warned again with exasperation.

      Eric and Kara flanked me in seconds, and the three of us were practically clambering over one another to be the first one to explore it. We stopped halfway across the docking bridge and stared up at a giant airship, not a plane, not a chopper, an airship.

      She was gorgeous, sleek and ashen grey with glowing orange accents that made her look as though she was on fire. I counted no less than nine engine spires, six in the back, three in the front. It looked almost like a sea creature with a wide, whale-like bridge, and aerodynamic fins in the back. Of course, there were also the very cool but very unnecessary accents as well, like the engraved metal with symbols that only looked familiar to me because I had been doing more and more research on Teneheim, the city of ruin. Their runes looked similar to the marking on the ship.

      “You made this?” I asked my father incredulously, “down here by yourself?”

      “Well, when you put it like that, you make me sound super smart, which I am, but I had help,” he conceded.

      “What’s her name?” Eric asked. His eyes were nearly popping out of their sockets, and his hair was crackling with static that he couldn’t contain. In this instance, I couldn’t blame him. This was definitely static hair worthy excitement.

      “Welcome to the Infernian!” Gemma’s voice called from atop the ramp that led to the inside of the ship.

      “You helped with this?” I asked. “When did you have the time?”

      “Oh, I had nothing to do with this.” Gemma laughed. “I just got to have the first peek at it since I’ll be joining you again on your mission.”

      I couldn’t help the grin that spread across my face as I turned to my father. “You mean we’re taking this thing with us?”

      “Well, it’s certainly easier to get there by way of a ship than walking, don’t you think, Junior?” He countered with a laugh that was full of mirth. It was the most fatherly joy I think I’d gotten out of him that was genuine in years, and it was something that I could share with him.

      “This is… this is amazing, Dad,” I grinned.

      “Aw shucks, Nicky, you’re gonna make me blush,” he chuckled as he ruffled my hair. “Go take a look inside, and I’ll teach you how to fly her.”

      Without hesitation, I ran up the ramp, Kara, Eric, and the rest of my friends hot on my tail. This felt too good to be real, but I couldn’t help feeling like I was on top of the world. We were going to save the world, and this massive, cool ass ship was going to help. I had the best friends and even better girlfriends.

      Look out, Carter. I’m coming for you, and there will be no stopping me now.
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      After a long tutorial about how to fly the Infernian and ultimately deciding that Kara should be the one to fly it, we determined that Carter was located on the eastern coast using the notes that Matt and Kristen had gathered from the Lunarfrost. Not only was it on the eastern coast, but it was in the middle of fucking nowhere on a remote island that wasn’t even charted. In other words, they really didn’t want to be found, but we had pinned them down, and they were going to have no idea what hit them once we were done with them.

      At least, that was what I was hoping would happen. I was ready to go in, guns blazing. As it turned out, however, Triton wanted us to incapacitate anyone and everyone we came across, then take them back to Inferno Island for questioning.

      “Remember,” Triton told us before we took off, “we don’t know everything about what we’re walking into. From the notes that the Barburs compiled in the Lunarfrost from Icebringer’s investigations, Mindbender and Inferno have assembled some crude maps of the campus, but only the surface levels with little detail at that. The rest you will have to assess in the field.”

      He raised a cautioning finger. “Be on your guard, and remember that just because they might wear Carter uniform, it doesn’t necessarily make them an enemy. We don’t know if they’ve been brainwashed or if they’ve really been turned towards the darkness of villainy.”

      “Eh, it isn’t that bad.” Lord Inferno rolled his eyes as Triton spoke, and Triton narrowed his gaze on him. Unphased, my father continued, “I’m just saying that the world isn’t black and white, Dougie. The moral grey exists.”

      “I am aware of that,” Triton grumbled. “Regardless, only fight if you must, try to bring back as many of Carter's students as you can, but above all, Kyp Soval is your main priority. If he’s been funding Carter, as we suspect, then he is the one that will answer for their crimes.”

      “Just remember, once the ship enters Stegfer’s Crag, the comms might drop out,” Inferno warned. “Not because they don’t work, because they most definitely do, but we don’t know what kind of stealth systems Carter might have in place. After all, this is previously uncharted territory.”

      “I could whip something up,” Kara offered. “It wouldn’t be that hard.”

      “See what you can do then, Miss Johnson,” Triton smiled. “In the meantime, keep that in the back of your mind. We don’t know what you’re about to walk into, so be prepared for anything.”

      Gemma mumbled something unintelligible under her breath, but I was able to make out the name of Wrath, her old nemesis, and something about locking her away for good. I bit back a smirk and continued to listen to Triton’s instructions.

      “Now, let’s go over this one more time,” Triton said as he looked to me.

      I stood up straight as I was addressed. “My team, consisting of me, Amazoness, Eric, and Aylin, will enter Carter Academy and apprehend as many of their students and faculty as possible. However, our main goal will be to take Kyp Soval into custody and bring him back to Inferno Island for questioning.”

      Seemingly pleased, Triton nodded, then turned to look at Kristen. She had been put in charge of the ship crew, and she also stood at attention when she was addressed.

      “My team, me, Matt, Andie, and Kara, will keep watch over the ship and protect it if something happens. Kara will pilot the ship unless she is needed in engineering, in which case, I will resume control of the ship. In the instance that we are overwhelmed, we are to retreat, no questions asked, even if that means the other team is left behind.”

      Kristen finished the last part a bit more slowly, but I knew she understood the importance of bringing the ship back in one piece. If it was destroyed, we’d have no way back and no one to come to our aid. With no comms, they were ur only link to the outside world.

      “We’ll be okay,” I assured him.

      He clapped my shoulder and beamed at me with pride. “I know you will. You’re my son.”

      “This is very touching, but we need to get going.” Matt sighed from the co-pilot’s chair. “We’re losing daylight, and I don’t know if I trust Kara to land this thing in the dark.”

      “Rude,” Kara whined and kicked his seat, earning a chuckle from the blond male.

      “We’ll see you when you return.” Triton smiled and waved to us once he and my father were firmly back on the landing bridge. “Good luck!”

      I waved back and pressed the button to lift the ramp and close the door. Once we were all buckled in, Kara flicked a few switches and pressed some buttons. The whir of the engines mixed with the static hum of the cloaking field coming on, and just like that, we were off.

      After a few moments of tense silence,  I looked to Aylin, who sat utterly still and silent next to me. Her face was calm, but I could see a war waging behind her white eyes, an inner battle in which she wasn’t sure if she was winning or losing.

      “Hey, are you okay?” I asked and nudged her knee gently.

      Aylin stirred, but the smile she offered me when she looked up didn’t reach her eyes. Immediately, her face fell again, and I knew that whatever was eating at her was big.

      “You can talk to me,” I reminded her. The others were occupied with preparing for landing, so our conversation would be more or less kept between us.

      “I am conflicted greatly,” she admitted in a quiet tone. “We have always tried to promote peace within our people despite being at war. Fighting amongst ourselves solves nothing. That is what my father often says.”

      “So you’re afraid of having to fight Kyp,” I concluded.

      “Yes, that is correct.” Aylin frowned. “Rather, I do not fear the fight as much as I fear him. If he is as dangerous as the reports Kristen and Matthew Barbur have discovered, then he is not one to be trifled with.”

      I put a comforting hand on Aylin’s cheek and gave her a sincere smile. “I’m worried, too, but I have to do what’s right for us. If he is planning to wipe out all of the heroes and take over the world or some other sinister bullshit, I need to be there to stop him at all costs. That is what being a hero means to me.”

      Aylin nodded. “I understand, Starlight, but I do wish you to exercise caution when we enter the Carter Academy. I cannot say what it is that I am feeling, but I sense that there is a great danger that lies within its walls.”

      “Then we’ll face that danger head-on and take it down!” I pumped my fist in the air enthusiastically, but Aylin did not share the same sentiment. Still, she tried to smile and show appreciation for my efforts. I supposed that was all I could ask for until we had Kyp Soval in custody. Then she could get some of the answers that she sought.

      We were in the air for about two hours when Kara’s voice rang out over the speaker system that was installed.

      “It looks like we’re coming up on something,” she said timidly. “I can’t be sure, but I don’t see this anywhere on the map, and it definitely looks like it could be a school.”

      “Or a prison,” Matt replied next to her.

      “Either way, you guys might want to get ready to land. Looks like we’re here,” Kara informed before she clicked off the inner comm.

      “Looks like this is our stop,” I said as I stretched my arms over my head.

      “Nick, Aylin, are you ready?” Gemma stepped up to us as she tightened her bracer around her wrist. “We’re landing any second now.”

      I looked to Aylin again, and without a word, she stood and nodded to Gemma.

      “Yes, I am prepared,” she told her, and she brushed by Gemma without another word to stand alone by the door.

      Gemma turned to follow and question her, concern on her features, but I put my hand in hers to stop her.

      “Don’t. Aylin needs some space to figure out what’s going on,” I told my Zenith gently. “She’ll come around once we have Kyp in custody.”

      “I hope so.” Gemma sighed. “She’s normally so cheerful.”

      “No one is cheerful all the time,” I reminded her.

      “You’re right,” she conceded. “What about you? Are you ready to go?”

      I grinned then and put my hands on my hips. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      Gemma giggled and placed a quick, chaste kiss on my cheek. “My hero.”

      My cheeks burned as she winked at me and sauntered off to the cockpit to make sure Kara and Matt were okay to land the Infernian. Her hero, huh? That kind of had a nice ring to it. I found myself giddy as the floor shook, and the landing gear kicked in. Surprisingly, or not so surprisingly, given her skills, Kara landed the Infernian with ease.

      As I looked out the window, I saw that she had landed relatively close to what appeared to be the largest of the three buildings that sat upon the small eastern island. The buildings were near identical in structure. Painted black brick walls with windows that were barred off like a prison, much like what Matt had insinuated before we landed. There wasn’t much in the way of greenery on this island, be it trees, bushes, or even just run-of-the-mill grass. Hell, there wasn’t even astroturf.

      Once the plane was motionless on the ground, Eric, Aylin, Gemma, and I exited the aircraft. At the end of the ramp, I turned to wave at the airship team.

      “Remember,” I said, “if things get dicey…”

      “Go without you,” Kristen finished with a pout. “I know.”

      With that, she sealed the door, and Kara turned on the cloaking device for the Infernian. The ship went completely invisible. You could see right through it to the other side of the island, and you would never know it was there unless you physically ran into it. It was a rather nifty little device that I had to give my pops credit for.

      “Let’s go,” Gemma urged. “We’re sitting ducks here.”

      I nodded silently and motioned for them to follow me.

      “How the hell are we supposed to get in?” Eric asked as he jogged beside me. “Like, I’m sure there isn’t anything labeled secret entrance or anything.”

      “We’ll figure it out,” I said offhandedly. It wasn’t a lie, but I didn’t have a proper answer for him either.

      As we approached the building, a group of unassuming students in uniforms exited one of the doors on the far left side of the building. I looked around quickly for somewhere, anywhere to hide from them. Finally, I found a ramp that was situated behind a wall, likely for loading and unloading something or another, and motioned for my group to sink behind it. The students, if that’s what they were, walked by without noticing us, which was amazing considering we had been in plain sight. If they had noticed, they said nothing.

      I peeked my head over the wall to make sure the coast was clear when all of them suddenly fell in a heap. Nothing could have tripped them, and it didn’t appear as though they had been attacked.

      “What the fuck?” I whispered as I hopped over the wall to check on them, starting with their pulses. Their hearts were strong, and they were still breathing. I sighed with a bit of relief, but then that begged the question of what had happened in the first place.

      “Do not worry, Starlight,” Aylin approached calmly and leaned down next to me. “They are resting peacefully in slumber. They should awake in the coming hour.”

      I blinked several times as I processed her words. “Do you mean to tell me that you put them to sleep?”

      “That is correct,” she answered with a small, devious smile. “Such use of my power is forbidden on New Sahana, and I have tried to maintain those same practices here on your planet. However, it seems as though I must take matters into my own hands and use whatever means necessary to see to it that Kyp Soval takes responsibility for his actions.”

      I glanced over to Eric and Gemma, who had joined us once they realized that no one else was coming. They shared a look of apprehension with me but said nothing as I simply nodded to Aylin.

      “We should disguise ourselves in their clothing,” Aylin suggested as she stood. “Doing so would make moving around the Academy much more efficient.”

      “Uh, yeah,” Eric started. “There’s only one problem with that.”

      “And what would that be, Eric Meyer?” Aylin questioned with a quirk of her brow.

      “Well, there are three girls and a boy here,” he stated plainly, as though it should be obvious to her what the issue was.

      “Yes, I can see that,” Aylin noted. “What is your point?”

      “I-I… it means either Nick or I would have to wear one of the girl uniforms,” he pushed out with a furious flush on his cheeks.

      “I do not see an issue, Eric Meyer,” Aylin huffed, clearly bored and agitated. “You should be honored to wear a woman’s garments.”

      “Yeah, Eric,” I taunted with a smirk. “It should be an honor.”

      “Then why don’t you wear it?” Eric shot back.

      “Because I’m too tall and broad for their uniform,” I reasoned. “However, you are the perfect size.”

      Eric stared at me for a long moment before he huffed. “Fine, but I’m not undressing her. That’s just weird and creepy.”

      I laughed as Gemma pushed her way between us and started undressing the students herself. I watched her with a bit of amusement without ogling the body she was stripping. They might have been Carter students, but they were still humans that deserved at least some of their dignity intact.

      “Don’t give me that look, Nick,” Gemma sighed as she tossed a skirt to Eric, followed by knee-high socks.

      “What look?” I chuckled, feigning innocence.

      “The look of hunger watching me undress another woman,” she countered.

      Aylin looked to me then with a knowing glance, and I chuckled sheepishly as I scratched the back of my head.

      “What? I’m a guy. Guys do that.”

      Shaking her head with a bemused smile, Aylin stripped one of the other girls and floated off back behind the wall with the ramp. “I’m getting changed. The sooner we get out of here, the sooner we can confront Kyp Soval.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I mocked lightly as Gemma tossed the boy’s uniform at me.

      Once we were all changed, it was time to make our grand entrance, and by grand, I meant super sneaky. Though we had stolen the uniforms, I had the feeling that we still stuck out like a sore thumb. My uniform fit alright, as did Aylin’s, but Gemma and Eric were a different story.

      Gemma’s uniform was way too tight for her thick thighs and muscular body. The skirt she donned barely covered her ass, and the top was more like a cropped vest that hardly concealed her breasts. If not for her black, lacy bra, she would have been completely exposed. Not that I was going to complain, but it wasn’t a look that someone who was technically our superior should be wearing in front of her subordinates.

      Eric, on the other hand, had surprisingly killer legs. If it weren’t for the little tufts of hair that peaked out over his knee-highs and his unbelievably flat chest, he could have passed for a butch girl. The other dead give away, though, were the boxers that peeked out from under the hem of the skirt. His cheeks still burned with an embarrassed blush, but he wore the uniform proudly, as Aylin told him he should.

      As easily as the Carter students had walked out, we were able to walk in. It was nighttime, so it was easy to assume that there were no more classes in session, unless there were a few labs that ran after dinnertime. There were likely to be fewer people in here now than there was during the daytime hours. Of the small handful of students and faculty that did spot us, they didn’t pay us any mind.

      It was probably a good thing, too, because if one looked at us too closely, they would easily be able to tell that we didn’t belong here. The fact of the matter was that we had only taken the uniform to deceive the mind at a brief glance. So far, no one really wanted to look at us.

      I pulled out the map once we got to what appeared to be a safe corner. Eric and Gemma looked out while Aylin and I studied.

      “Where are we?” I asked, frustrated by simply looking at the damn thing. I knew that Dad and Mindbender only had so much to go on, but with the number of blueprints that Kristen and Matt had uncovered, I would have thought there’d be more detail to the map.

      Aylin, however, paid little to no mind of the map. “I believe that we have to explore further. On New Sahana, we tend to take our work underground to keep the surface pristine and aesthetically pleasing. If this is indeed where Kyp Soval is laboring, then we must find a way lower.”

      “Good thinking.” I smiled, tickled that I was learning so much about Aylin and her culture. “Let’s look for some stairs then.”

      I lifted my head up from the map and knocked it into something thin and sharp. With a quiet yelp, I brought my hand up and rubbed the back of my head.

      “Nick, duck!” Eric quietly yelled.

      I complied immediately as he released a shot of ball lightning from his palm. The air above my head sizzled and cracked as the lightning ball fell to the ground, revealing a circuit-fried ghoul.

      “Son of a bitch!” I swore loudly under my breath. “I thought we were done with these little fuckers.”

      “How did you know it was there, Eric?” Gemma asked him. It occurred to me that I was the only one to have seen one before since they had been on Inferno Island when the attack on Valcav commenced.

      “I don’t know,” he answered honestly, though he was clearly spooked. “I just felt that there was something nearby. What the hell are they, anyway?”

      “Ghouls,” I replied. “They’re surveillance drones with cloaking devices. They record and send everything back to a central hub. That was how Carter kept interfering with our ride-alongs last semester.”

      “In other words, they’re not friendly,” Gemma said in summation. “Got it.”

      “Eric, since you seem to be able to sense them, can you feel any more of them?” I asked hastily.

      Eric closed his eyes as though he were searching his feelings through some sort of imaginary force. After a moment, he opened his eyes and nodded.

      “There’s about six of them at the end of that hallway.” He pointed to the adjacent hall to our left, and eight more coming from different directions and headed this way. “I can feel their electrical impulses.”

      “This one must have sent out a distress signal,” I growled. “Come on, we don’t have much time. We have to find a way down.”

      The four of us regrouped, and I shoved the map back into my pocket. It was the blind leading the blind, and none of us had any idea where to go. Our best course of action was to pick a direction and stick to it.

      “This way,” I decided as I lead them down the hall with the six ghouls that Eric had pointed out. It was either them, or the eight that were coming in the other direction, and without being able to pinpoint them until we were on top of them, it was better to deal with less than more.

      We sprinted around the corner, running from an invisible enemy. Even without being able to see them, a sense of dread filled me, a feeling that we were being watched and followed. Our covert operation was quickly turning to shambles.

      “Keep going!” Eric yelled suddenly as he skidded to a stop. “I’ll catch up!”

      “Be careful!” I yelled back to him. Over my shoulder, I watched as he turned on a dime and clapped his hands together, creating lightning in his palms like a human Tesla coil. He raised his arms over his head, then threw them down. A giant wall of lightning formed in the hallway, and all six of the ghouls that had been chasing us down were engulfed by the electricity. Zapped and fried upon contact, they burst into small explosions as they collapsed to the black tiled floors.

      Within seconds, Eric was back at our sides as we rounded another corner. There had to be a sign for an elevator or stairs somewhere. It wouldn’t be long before we were running ourselves in circles, and that was definitely not going to get us anywhere.

      “Shit!” Eric swore. “There’s about twenty of them coming up from our left, and another group of them with a hell of a lot more about to head us off!”

      “Damn it all,” I grumbled. I didn’t want to split up, not when we didn’t know what it was that we could potentially be dealing with as we continued exploring, but doing so would likely help us in the long run.

      “Gemma, you and Eric stick together and keep pressing on. Aylin, if these ghouls are vulnerable to detection from Eric’s electrokinetic senses, I bet you can see them with your aura vision if you concentrate. I’ll stick with you. If we split their numbers, we have a chance here!”

      “An excellent idea, Starlight!” Aylin chimed. My hunch turned out to be true because a second later, her eyes flared even brighter than usual. “You are correct. I can see their auras, even though I could not before.”

      Gemma nodded and smiled. “Great, excellent plan, Nick.” She and Eric moved to split down a side corridor. “Stay safe and we’ll see you at the finish line.”

      I smiled back before turning my focus on our surroundings, and with that, we pushed ahead in our two teams. I hoped that wherever Eric and Gemma ended up that they would be okay. We hadn’t come up with a rendezvous point since we didn’t know where a good place to reconvene would be, so I could only hope that our paths would cross again and that if one of us ran into trouble, the other group would be able to find them.

      Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, I spotted a lift door through a small windowpane that was built into one of the classroom doors. Aylin and I came to a quick stop, and I jolted the handle on the door. Of course, it was locked, but that wasn’t going to stop me. I reared my leg back and, with brute force, kicked the door open. It flew off its hinges and made one hell of a clattering sound as it skidded across the floor in pieces.

      “That was very impressive, Starlight,” Aylin complimented as she dropped her shield. “We should be okay from here, yes?”

      “Maybe, but we need to get into that elevator before we’re really in the clear,” I replied.

      I pressed the button to call for the lift, but I couldn’t help but sense that there were still ghouls tracking us. With a long, centered breath, and I tapped into the meditation skills that I’d neglected all semester long. I could feel around me, sense things that weren’t there to the untrained eye, and in the back of my mind realized that this ability was something that came naturally to Eric.

      Using this mind’s eye, so to speak, I quickly realized that we were definitely not safe. Several dozen ghouls had picked up on distress signals from their fallen comrades and were racing to find us. All of them had started to gather in the hallway that Aylin and I had ducked into and were coming straight for the classroom with the shattered door.

      “We need to move!” I yelled as I opened my eyes. “Where is the damned elevator?”

      As if on cue, the elevator dinged, signaling its arrival, and the doors opened. Aylin and I slipped into the carriage and slammed on the button that was supposed to close the doors behind us. Of course, those buttons were fake and never really worked, but it seemed like the most rational thing to do in the heat of the moment.

      “Come on, come on!” I grunted as I continued to slam the button.

      The doors eventually closed, and just in time too, for outside of them was a series of loud smacks against their frame, each of them marking the sign of ghouls colliding into it. I slumped against the wall as the elevator remained motionless and looked over my option of floors.

      “There are five basement levels,” I told Aylin.

      “Pick the lowest one,” she replied confidently, “for it is there that we will find Kyp Soval.”

      “You’re sure?” I asked, not that I doubted her judgment, but I also didn’t want her to pick an arbitrary number based on her own anger towards him.

      “Yes,” she replied calmly and steadily as she closed her eyes and bowed her head, “I am certain.”

      “Then down the Basement Five we go,” I declared as I pressed the button. Immediately, the carriage began to move, though it was a slow ride. I was partially thankful for that, as I needed to catch my breath a little. Who would have thought that being chased by ghouls would require so much energy?

      Yes, I was being facetious.

      When the elevator came to a stop and the doors opened, Aylin and I exited cautiously. This place was vastly different from the halls above ground.

      Aylin had been right. All the work that Kyp had been doing was on the lowest possible floor, though I found it odd that he would have an access elevator without a required key or something. Anyone that could blow the door open could find themselves down here.

      In the middle of the room, directly in front of where the lift had dumped Aylin and me out at, was a giant dome that resembled something like a crystal ball. The difference was that there was usually nothing within a crystal ball. This dome contained several things worth noting, and each one was more confusing and terrifying than the next.

      The first thing to note was that the stones, the y’tsahl cr’ndr’ that were in Kyp Soval’s lodgings back on Inferno Island were here as well, and there were about four times as many of them. How, I wondered, why Aylin had insisted that the gems were rarities on New Sahana?

      The second thing worth noting was the amount of alien technology that was being used within the dome. Holograms of blueprints, maps, and what looked to be biological readings of someone of the Sahanian race were all displayed on different screens.

      The most notable, however, was nothing that was on display, nor the machinery that I didn’t recognize. It was what, or rather, who was inside of the dome that turned the blood in my veins to ice and sent an uncomfortable chill down my spine.

      “Doctor Delacruz,” Aylin and I gasped simultaneously.

      Doctor Delacruz looked old, as though the very life was being sucked from her body, only to be sustained by what looked to be a series of tubes that were attached to various parts of her body. She sat motionless in a wheelchair, eyes open but unseeing. If it weren’t for the fact that I could physically see her heartbeat on the monitor next to her chair, I would have assumed she was dead.

      “What the fuck is going on?” I asked, shaking my head in disbelief. The further we dove into this, the deeper the story became, and the more dangerous the situation became.

      “We have to get her out of there,” I resolved quickly, but Aylin gripped my arm.

      “I do not think that is wise,” she insisted. “If we move her, we may accidentally end up with an undesirable outcome. We do not know which of the monitors she is hooked into, or whether or not one of them is keeping her alive.”

      I growled, clenching my fists. Aylin was right, of course, but I couldn’t just sit there and do nothing. Besides, if the ghouls were already onto us on the upper floors and they’ve sent distress signals and communications back to their hub, then reinforcements wouldn’t be far behind.

      “Come on, we have to at least get into the room,” I told her, but my body didn’t move. Confused, I tried to move my body again, but my feet were stuck to the floor as if I had stepped in some kind of super sticky glue.

      “What is the matter?” Aylin inquired. “I thought we were going to check out the dome room?”

      “I’m trying,” I grunted. I even tried to pull my feet out of the boots I’d borrowed from the Carter student outside but to no avail. I was just fucking stuck.

      “Whatever joke that you are attempting to pull over on me is not funny, Starlight,” Aylin huffed, and she shoved me over onto my side. Even as I fell to the ground, I was helpless to catch myself and even more so trying to get up.

      “I’m not joking with you,” I pleaded. “Something isn’t right.”

      “On the contrary, this is just fine,” a female voice cooed from behind us.

      I spun to see two new figures. One was an unfamiliar-looking woman, an older lady that still carried a youthful figure and a finely featured face. However, the voice was unmistakable. It was the voice of Mother, the Carter teacher in charge of their World’s Finest team. Maybe better to call her Wrath, Gemma’s old nemesis, though how she was alive after the massive explosion in Phoenix, I had no idea. Alongside her was my own nemesis of sorts, Oliver, or the villain formerly known as Brad O’Connor, take your pick. His tousled teal hair was the same as was the smug grin, but his newest suit of power armor was a sleek, almost liquid metal affair that was much different from his previous hulking monstrosities of armor and weapons.

      “Do not come any closer,” Aylin warned as she took a fighting stance.

      “Oh, don’t worry, dear,” Wrath laughed maliciously behind her ring-covered hand. “I don’t need to. I already have what I want.”

      Aylin looked to me, and I tried to shake my head, or speak, or do anything. Nothing came to me. All I could do was try to fight off Oliver in my head.

      “Stop struggling, Gateon,” his voice soothed in my ear, “you’re not making this any easier on yourself or your friends.”

      “Get out!” I yelled. “GET OUT!”

      “Oh, Nick, if only it were that simple,” he laughed. “I’ve gotten stronger since we last engaged in battle and enhanced my abilities to keep you under my control. Now, we’re unstoppable.”

      “LET ME GO!” I hollered, desperate to keep my mind about me.

      “Aw, what’s the matter?” he chuckled, and I swore I could feel his proverbial hands slide slimily over my cheek. “Just sit back and relax. You’ve worked so hard to get here. Now, let me take the reins.”

      “No…” I muttered feebly. “No.”

      “Don’t be stubborn,” Oliver playfully scolded. “You won’t remember a thing.”

      “... stop,” I tried again. Oliver’s grip on my mind tightened, and I felt him reach into the deepest, rooted parts of my brain before my world turned to black. In the furthest distance, I heard a shrill, terrified scream wrench from Aylin’s throat.

      “Nick! NO!”
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      This was not happening. No, I was not going to lose my Starlight to those heathens. Yes, heathens. If they are in league with Kyp Soval, and he has done been their supporter since his arrival on this planet, then I find that my name for them is fitting. On Sahana, I would call them worse. Fl’ych naa, which, if my studies of the human language have taught me anything, roughly translates to the word ‘filth.’

      I lunged for my Starlight as he collapsed to the cold hard floor and writhed in what could only be described as unimaginable pain. His bones twisted in ways that they should not be physically capable of, and his eyes were as black as the deepest depths of space. His chest heaved as though he could not catch his breath, and then suddenly, he stopped moving.

      Heavy footfalls sounded from the other side of the dome, and through the thick glass, I was able to make out the shapes of Eric Meyer and Gemma Cocoran. I banged on the glass, desperate to grab their attention.

      “Friends! Come quick!” I screamed. “It is Starlight! He has los--”

      My voice was cut off unexpectedly as tight fingers enclosed around my throat. I knew these hands that touched me so, as they had been the most gentle and sincere of touches that I have ever felt. That was before the malice had taken over him, and he’d lost control of his own mind. Now, all that was there was cold and empty, but I knew my Starlight was still inside. His aura was so bright that nothing could ever completely squander it.

      “Starlight,” I choked, my own hands gripping to his tightly, “let go.”

      I continued to urge him, but my pleas fell on deaf ears. He would not, and I was able to feel my oxygen struggle to escape into breath.

      A flash of lightning surged through Nick’s neck, and he dropped me to the floor. His attention turned from me and instead focused on Eric. With slow, steady steps, he approached the being that he had on more than one occasion stated that he loved like a brother, and Eric blinked by tears.

      “Come on, man, you’re better than this!” Eric cried. “Nick, snap out of it!”

      “It’s no use,” Gemma stepped between him and Eric and reeled back her fist, but Starlight, or rather, Oliver, predicted that she would intervene and caught her wrist as she swung forward.

      Normally, when Starlight activated his power, his body was encompassed with a golden hue that makes him look untouchable, like a god in his own right. This was not the case when Oliver forced him to activate his power this time. His aura was a sickly shade of violet that looked like venom, and his eyes seemed to be alight with a vibrant colored flame of the same shade. It was maddening to witness, and my stomach churned.

      I knew what my Starlight was capable of when his power under his control, but I was both awed and frightened by what he could do under someone else’s. He gripped Gemma Cocoran’s wrist so tightly that I could hear her bones shatter under his skin before he sent her flying into Eric, tossing them aside like garbage.

      “Yes, yes, yes!” the Wrath-Mother cackled as she rubbed her hands together. “This is marvelous! Sweet revenge will be mine at last!”

      Gemma crawled to her feet and spit out the blood that had pooled in her mouth. “Not if I can help it, you bitch!”

      It was then that Gemma grew to be five times her normal size, which put her just below the line of the ceiling overhead. She stomped forward, marching towards Wrath and Oliver. She, like myself, knew that if we defeated Oliver that we could break his control on Starlight and bring him back to us.

      She yelled much like a feral animal as she brought her fist down upon the ground. It shook beneath her might, and several integral structures came down because of it, but it did not stop her rampage.

      With Eric still trying to pick himself up from colliding with the wall, Oliver forced Starlight to turn his attention back to Gemma, as she was the major threat at the moment. Nick zipped by her feet and flew up into the air, blasting her in the face with raw energy that burned her cheek. Even when she returned to normal size, a blast such as that was going to leave a rather large mark.

      “Starlight, stop!” I demanded, and my voice seemed to jar him, but only a little. It was enough for him to spare a glance at me before he launched another blast at Gemma in her Amazoness form.

      This time, he aimed for her legs, and though she did not seem to be tripped up, there was a flash of unmistakable pain in her eyes, though whether or not that was from the blast or the forced betrayal, I could only speculate. If Starlight kept this up, he would end up destroying Gemma, and when he came to, he would be devastated.

      I could not bear to see him like that again. It had been hard enough to see him break down so deeply when he had killed Switch at the top of the volcano last semester. I could not, no, I did not want to even begin imagining how he would take it if he had killed someone that he loved so very much.

      I had to stop this. Still, I was no match for Oliver. Wrath would protect him at all costs, and if she was as terrifying as Gemma had described her, my best shot was to confront my Starlight directly. With sheer determination, I flew up to him and threw my arms around him as tightly as I could. He easily pried me away and tossed me aside, as I expected he would, and I put a barrier up around myself just in time before I landed face-first on the glass dome in the center of the room.

      I breathed a sigh and flew to him again. This time, he was ready for me, and he zipped out of my way so fast that it was as if teleported behind me. His hands on my hips, not in the way he had held me all of the times we’d made love. This was rough, cruel, and painful, then he slammed me into the cool metal of the catwalks that lined the walls towards the ceiling.

      Wordlessly, he held me there, trying to crush my body with all of his might. Even with my resilient bone structure as a Sahanian, he should have been able to kill me… and that told me that Oliver was not fully in control of my Starlight’s power. Even so, I grimaced in pain as I struggled against him. I managed to wiggle just enough to kick my leg up straight into his groin. It was the only place that I knew he might feel pain when he was in this state.

      Sure enough, his grip loosened as he let out a faint grunt of pain, and it was just enough for me to roll myself onto my back before he pinned me down again, this time by the wrists.

      I stared up into his black eyes that were engulfed in the evil, purple aura that Oliver had inflicted upon him. As if to confirm my suspicion, I could still see Starlight’s bright, blinding aura buried deep inside of him.

      “You do not have to succumb to him, Starlight,” I pleaded as he pinned my arms over my head with one hand. The other closed around my neck again, and I stuttered a breath before he cut me off completely.

      Eric was not here to help me this time. Gemma was fighting against Wrath. It was just my Starlight and me, and I had to be the one to bring him back to the beautiful person that I knew he was.

      His fingers tightened still, and I gasped as I forced myself to push against him. Even though it restricted my airways more, I was desperate to bring him back, even at the cost of my own life. That was what the handanu bond was formed between onzu and ponzu. We would live and die for one another and always trust one another to submit our power to each other.

      Finally, just barely, I was able to reach Starlight’s lips with my own. I hoped and prayed with every fiber of my being that somehow it reached him. I doubted that a mere kiss was all it would take, but if this was the way that I was going to die, this would be it, with a kiss. I wanted the last thing I remembered to be a kiss from my sweet, perfect Starlight.

      My lips tingled as they touched his, and immediately, the light in his eyes begin to return. The darkness was fading, and the golden light that he emitted burst forth brighter than it ever had before.

      Starlight stared at me as his grip on me loosened, and I coughed as I oxygen came back to my lungs. Horror settled in his gorgeous eyes, and he scampered back and away from me.

      “Aylin, I-I…” he stammered, unsure of himself, of what had happened.

      “It is alright,” I soothed as I sat up and reached for his hand. “You did not have control.”

      “A pity, that,” a deep, smooth voice drawled from behind Starlight, a painfully familiar one.

      I looked around him, and my eyes narrowed. Quickly, I got to my feet and snarled.

      “Kyp Soval!” I yelled. “As the Princess of New Sahana, I, Aylin, Ajlal, command you cease your operations at once!”

      “Oh! At once!” he mocked as he bowed low to me. “Please forgive me, Your Highness, but you are in my territory now, and I do not answer to you.”

      “Excuse me?” I screeched frantically. “To go against me is to go against the people of New Sahana, and thus my father, the King, as well! You dare to commit such treason?”

      Starlight stood between us then, his eyes hard and narrow.

      “Do you know who I am?” he questioned Kyp Soval, his fists clenched at his sides and powers still burning.

      “Oh, but of course, Young Lord!” Kyp drawled again. “Tell me, how is Lord Inferno? Well, I hope.”

      “He’s better now that he’s a declared hero again,” Starlight countered.

      “I see.” Kyp clicked his tongue and shook his head. “Yet another pity.”

      “Why do you see that as something pitiable?” I asked, and my teeth began to grind against one another as my jaw tightened unpleasantly.

      Kyp Soval chuckled deeply, and the smooth, slimy tone of his voice set my nerves on edge. “Inferno is a brilliant man, despite his shortcoming of being incredibly near-sighted when it comes to bringing his plans to fruition. He is, as one says on this planet, a loose cannon, and a predictable one at that. How he ever managed to successfully keep his precious Brand from immediate collapse is impressive.”

      Starlight snarled beside me, and I attempted to comfort him with a hand on his shoulder, but it did not seem to ease him at all. If I were entirely honest, I could not blame him for resisting. Kyp Soval had a way with words that was twisted, I had learned in my brief interactions with him. This must have been why he refused to help my cause to bring New Sahana peace. He already had an agenda to maintain.

      “Tell me, Young Lord,” Kyp continued to address Starlight, “why have you come here?”

      “To put an end to whatever it is you’re planning,” he answered. “That should be obvious.”

      Below us, Gemma Cocoran was cradling Eric Meyers. Though he had recovered somewhat, it was clear he was still injured, and from the furious look on Amazoness’s face and the collapsed wall she was glaring it, I could only assume that her foe and that vile Oliver had fled past it.

      “Is that so?” Kyp crossed his arms and smirked cruelly at us. “And what is it that you think I am planning?”

      “Don’t know, but whatever it is, it isn’t good,” Starlight countered, his aura becoming more and more unstable as he grew angrier. “If you’re in league with Carter and have Doctor Delacruz captive, then whatever it is doesn’t amount to any sort of good.”

      “You are awfully presumptuous.” Kyp Soval sighed as he feigned boredom. “Something else that you and your father have in common.”

      “Then why is it that you have enslaved Doctor Delacruz?” I spoke up to come to my Starlight’s defense.

      “My dear Highness, she is not captive,” Kyp’s voice drawled and dripped with deceit. “She can leave at any moment.”

      “Lies!” Starlight screamed, and power surged through him that sent a shocking pulse of energy through the room. I was knocked to my feet, and Kyp Soval gripped onto the metal railing to keep himself from falling over. The glass in the dome shattered, and the machinery inside of it began to… what were the words that Eric would use… go haywire?

      Kyp’s eyes narrowed as he straightened himself, his lips pursed thin as he grunted his disapproval of the new situation.  He took several steps forward and bypassed Starlight entirely. That was when I realized, with a bit of humility, that Kyp Soval’s target was me.

      I somersaulted away from him and got to my feet, but not before his hand reached out and grasped one of my own. With a pained cry, I struggled in his hold, and I swung blindly towards a man I had once considered a potential ally, someone I trusted. My fist connected with the side of his neck, and he hissed as he scrambled in an attempt to restrain me further.

      Starlight, though, with time still left on his power, stepped behind him. With a grip stronger than a vice, he peeled Kyp Soval off me and tossed him to the bottom floor, to the middle of the dome where Doctor Delacruz was now limp.

      “You are a traitor to all you come in contact with!” Starlight’s voice boomed as he hollered at Kyp. He brushed my face with his knuckles gently as a show of care before he leapt into the dome himself. I followed, of course. I was not going to let my Starlight fight alone, most especially against someone of my people. It would not show my loyalty to my word when I first arrived, I sought salvation from the war on my planet. I, unlike Kyp Soval, would not go back on my word.

      “You know so little of what you speak,” Kyp wheezed as he dragged himself to his feet, “but do not worry, Young Lord, for I shall reveal to you all of my plans.”

      Starlight hesitated but didn’t let his guard down. “I’m waiting.”

      “Oh, not here,” Kyp Soval chuckled as he wiped a trail of blood that ran from his brow to his jaw, “and not until you’ve shown me more of that power you possess.”

      “I’ll show it to you gladly,” Starlight snarled, and he reared his arm back, about to launch into a flurry of attacks.

      I had to stop him.

      “No!” I shouted just as Starlight’s fist was about to connect with Kyp Soval’s jaw. “You cannot, Starlight!”

      My Starlight winced, as though he were internally struggling with himself to ignore my plea or heed it. After a brief pause, he lowered his fist but did not take his eyes from his target.

      “We need him alive, Starlight,” I insisted, and I did not take my eyes from Kyp Soval’s smirking face. “If you destroy him, then he is no good to us.”

      “A wise queen, you would be, Your Highness,” Kyp Soval complimented, then turned to Starlight again with a sickening grin. “She is right, you know, though now I am curious, why does the princess put so much faith in your abilities?”

      “Because I have killed before, and if it meant stopping whatever devious plan you’re hatching, I would again,” Starlight answered without missing a beat. His tone was even, and his eyes unblinking. “So, you better start talking if you value your plan or your life.”

      “I told you I would speak, but not here,” Kyp repeated. “You and your father are so interested in flaunting your strengths that you fail to see your flaws.”

      “Enough!” Starlight countered. “Mention my father again and I’ll--”

      “You’ll what?” Kyp Soval cut in, “Kill me? Please. If that was what you wanted, you would have done it already.”

      “Starlight, do not let him crawl under your skin,” I urged. “We have to bring him and the others in for questioning like we promised.”

      “Oh, and don’t forget about Doctor Delacruz,” Kyp tossed in as though he cared an ounce for her wellbeing. “Her body is weak, but I still need her mind.”

      I clenched my fists angrily. Kyp Soval was going to force us to bring Doctor Delacruz with us. Of course, we would not have left her behind, dead or alive. She has been valuable to both my planet and Starlight’s. Her contributions would not have gone without mention and honor. However, the fact that Kyp Soval required her still made me sick to my stomach.

      I glanced over to her body, hunched over a control panel. I was able to make out the rise and fall of her breaths barely, for they were shallow and staggered, but her aura was still bright, as though she refused to give up on her life. She was still fighting.

      “Fine,” Starlight ground out as he lowered his fist finally. Then, with the blink of an eye, Kyp Soval was doubled over, his eyes sliding shut as he coughed and fell to the ground once again, unconscious.

      “Starlight!” I yelled, about to reprimand him, but he intervened.

      “I barely punched him,” he insisted as he lifted Kyp over his shoulder ungracefully. “Should be just enough to keep him knocked out until we get him back to Inferno Island.”

      I nodded with a sigh, then turned back to Doctor Delacruz. “We need to bring her as well, but I do not know what will be needed to sustain her life.”

      “Whatever she needs, my dad will have it, and if he doesn’t, Kara can make it,” Starlight assured. “For now, let’s just get her to the Infernian. We can comb the place for more evidence and maybe an idea of what’s going on after we’ve gotten them secured.”

      For a moment, I considered his words, then nodded in agreement. Somehow, even when he was close to losing control of himself, Starlight managed to come back each time, though I worried that Oliver had now accessed his mind, that it might affect him going forward.

      It was something to ponder, yes, but not at this moment. I could revisit it when I had cooled down from this adventure. Carefully, I lifted Doctor Delacruz into my arms. She was so frail and nearly weightless, like a feather. Her eyes were like glass, blue and hazy, as though she couldn’t really see, but she had the cognitive sense to know that I meant her no harm.

      “It is going to be alright,” I assured her quietly. “I’m so sorry, Doctor. This should never have happened.

      A wrinkled, slender finger touched my lips, and Doctor Delacruz closed her eyes, blinking slowly, as though she were the one that was reassuring me. I smiled as I gently lifted into the air and carried her away from her prison.
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      Aylin hadn’t rested since we’d gotten back to Inferno Island. Her face was fixed in a scowl that was becoming of her royal status, and she paced back and forth outside of the interrogation room where Kyp Soval was currently being kept. She said little to anyone outside of a few single-word answers, and if anyone asked her if she was alright, she would answer with a simple yes.

      Needless to say, Aylin was, in fact, not alright. Bags hung under her eyes, and she had insisted she stay awake to keep a personal watch over Kyp the entire journey home. Even now, as he sat on the other side of the glass wall, unable to see into the room which she was pacing a divet into the floor, she refused to rest.

      “Aylin, please,” Eric begged grumpily as he wiped his hands over his face. “Just sit down. He isn’t going anywhere.”

      She didn’t answer him, much less acknowledge that she had been spoken to in the first place. Even Gemma had tried to talk to her, to calm her down not only as a superior, but as a mutual girlfriend, but that had only worked for so long. Within a few minutes of her sitting, her leg was bouncing again, and before we knew it, she was back to pacing, hands clasped in front of her and head bowed.

      Eric glanced at me with an expectant look on his battered face. He had a black eye and had a cast on his right leg that bound him to a wheelchair, along with several other patches of gauze that covered scrapes and gashes. He had a concussion, a broken leg, plus a baker’s dozen of other minor injuries.

      I sighed, arms folded over my chest as I nodded. Maybe Aylin would listen to me if I tried to calm her, but then again, losing my mind and being under Oliver’s control was likely a large reason why she was so reclusive to begin with. I had a feeling that she didn’t really want to talk to me, not after I had attacked her. Hell, I still didn’t feel right, like I had been violated irreparably. I finally knew what Matt had felt like when Brad had him under his control, and I had a whole new kind of sympathy and understanding for why he was the way he was: guarded and needing constant reassurance.

      Of course, that wasn’t to say that I needed the same, but I definitely could relate to needing a reminder that I was in my own body, that I was in control. Having that stripped from me, even as temporarily as it was, didn’t sit well with me.

      “Aylin,” I said finally, “please relax.”

      She at least looked at me, but when our eyes met, I saw an emotion there that set me on edge. Raw anger raged behind her white eyes that wasn’t meant for me. At least, I was pretty sure it wasn’t. Pain and confusion settled into the mix, and I realized that I could only imagine a fraction of the betrayal she felt from Kyp.

      I tore my eyes away from her, unable to see her so upset beyond reason. She wouldn’t rest until there was some form of justice, until there were answers.

      Honestly, I agreed. I wouldn’t have been able to breathe if I were in her position.

      My eyes then settled on the other side of the glass wall to Kyp Soval, who sat quietly, patiently waiting for the interrogation to begin. His hands were folded in his lap, and his posture was perfect, upright. A smug grin was plastered to his face, as though he wasn’t expecting much punishment for his transgressions.

      It made my blood boil. No wonder Aylin was so worked up.

      “Has it started yet?” Matt asked as he and his sister entered the other side of the interrogation room with us.

      “Not yet,” I replied and leaned back against the wall again, arms folded over my chest. “Pull up a seat. I’m sure it’ll be a good show.”

      Matt snorted and stood beside me, mimicking my stance. “Oh, I bet. He’s got a lot to answer for.”

      “Any word on Wrath and Oliver?” Eric questioned, and I involuntarily flinched at the mention of Oliver’s name. Hopefully, that feeling would pass soon.

      “From what Gemma told me, there is no sign of them,” Kristen explained. “Once Nick was freed from Oliver’s control, they beat feet as fast as they could. With all the confusion with Kyp’s entrance and recovering Doctor Delacruz, who knows where they went?” She sighed. “The one upside is that, from what intelligence we do have, they not only fled the battle but Carter as well.”

      Eric sighed and slumped back in his chair with a frown. It was disheartening to see him so moody when he was usually bright and hyper. I supposed that he was still hurting from the intense battle back at Carter. He did hit that wall awfully hard, after all.

      “Speaking of, what’s going to happen to Carter now that they’re without a headmistress and their star student?” Matt inquired to me.

      I shrugged in response. “I haven’t heard anything. This is the first time we’ve had to deal with a villain school, so I couldn’t tell you what the protocol was on either side.” I shook my head. “My guess is that they aren’t done for so easily.”

      “I just hope Doctor Delacruz makes it,” Eric mumbled with a frown. An eerie silence fell over the room then. Even Aylin briefly stopped pacing.

      As soon as we landed the Infernian, Dad had a medical team rush the aging heroine to the infirmary. She was weak, barely conscious, and only stared blankly as she was ushered away. None of us had heard anything since, but if her physical appearance was anything to go by, the outcome looked rather bleak.

      Finally, the door to the interrogation room opened, and Triton and Lord Inferno walked in. My old man looked mad as hell, and that was putting it mildly, so mad that, instead of the more heroic costume he had been sporting since teaching at Valcav, he was decked out in his full power armor. I think he even added a new, sharper set of spikes to the pauldrons, especially because they spouted little puffs of flame periodically. Part of me wondered if he was in the right state of mind to be in the room questioning Kyp, but that wasn’t my call to make. If things got out of control, Triton was there to keep him calm.

      I inwardly scoffed. Maybe that wasn’t much of a comfort.

      I flicked the switch that allowed us to hear what was going on, and we gathered in front of the window to watch. Kyp didn’t so much as blink upon the arrival of the two heroes and kept his gaze forward as though he were in some kind of trance.

      “Long time no see, Kyp!” my father greeted enthusiastically as he slid a chair over to the other side of the table and faced him. “I hear you’ve been rather busy these days.”

      Kyp finally reacted, and his grin widened as his eyes focused on my father. “Lord Inferno, it has been too long.” He bowed his head politely, which only seemed to infuriate Dad more.

      “Where have your travels taken you lately?” Lord Inferno gritted from between his teeth.

      “Ah, nowhere of any importance,” Kyp replied smoothly. “I hear you’ve reclaimed your title as a hero.”

      “Don’t change the subject,” my father spat. “What were you doing at Carter?”

      “Carter?” Kyp repeated and stroked his narrow chin. “Ah, you mean my lab! I forgot that we had given the Academy a common name so as not to give anything away.”

      “How long has this been going on?” Triton interjected. “How long have you been siphoning funds from the Brand for your own diabolical plans?”

      “Oh, please, do not put it like that,” Kyp cooed. “There is nothing diabolical about wanting to save one's own planet from certain destruction, is there?”

      “If it is at the cost of other innocent lives, I count that as diabolical,” Triton replied tightly.

      “Is that right?” Kyp chuckled. “Then, I suppose my plan is truly evil.”

      The air in both rooms went stale, and I could feel Aylin seething beside me as she stepped closer to the window.

      “What do you plan to do?” my father asked. “The more you tell us, the less pain I’ll make your certain death.”

      “Inferno!” Triton warned, and my father growled. I could feel the heat from his anger radiating through the glass. He was just itching to slaughter Kyp in cold blood for being betrayed. Dad had a lot of old habits from his years of being a world conqueror, hard to break even as he retook his mantle as a renowned hero.

      “Come now, my Lord,” Kyp chuckled and waved his hands in a grand gesture. “It wasn’t all that long ago that you were the world’s most feared villain. Surely you understand where I am coming from. I only wish to rebuild what my people have lost. Was that not your own goal when we first met a decade ago?”

      “I have been enlightened since then,” my father replied tersely. “My son has much to do with changing the way I look at things.”

      “Oh, yes! The young Lord!” Kyp cried with a maniac smile. “He is quite the charmer. I see a lot of you in him.”

      My father stood then, and if it hadn’t been for Triton being in the room with him, he would have choked the life out of Kyp Soval right then and there without gaining any more intelligence on the situation.

      “Easy, Nicholas.” Triton used my father’s name as calmly as he could muster as he held him back.

      “How dare you speak of my son like you know him?!” Inferno roared.

      “Oh, my apologies, my Lord.” Kyp laughed harder. “It is just that I would be proud to have such an angry young man as my kin. With power like his, he could rule the universe, yet you keep him under lock and key. Why is that?”

      The more Kyp spoke of me, the angrier Dad became, and I felt my stomach churn. The bastard really knew how to get under someone’s skin. No wonder he was able to wrap Wrath and her students around his little finger. Kyp had a way with words that would make even the most innocent of people enraged.

      “Just answer the fucking question!” my father roared as he tossed Triton off him. He leaned over the metal table and gripped the front of Kyp’s loose-fitting, Victorianesque blouse and spit in his face. “What are you up to?”

      “Temper, temper, my Lord.” Kyp grinned, keeping entirely calm in the face of a man who was so close to killing him that I could practically hear my father’s murderous thoughts. “I will reveal all, but first, I need you to do me a favor.”

      Inferno seethed and hissed through clenched teeth. “You have some fucking balls--”

      “What do you want?” Triton stepped in again and pried my father off Kyp with some difficulty. “Whatever it is may be able to be arranged if it’s within reason.”

      “I think my demands are well within that realm,” Kyp answered smoothly. “I simply wish to return to my lab with Doctor Delacruz.”

      The air in both rooms went stagnant with silence. The tension was so thick that not even the sharpest blade would have been able to cut through it without struggling.

      “They have to know that it’s a trap, right?” Matt commented quietly.

      I nodded, unable to find the words to give him a proper answer. Of course, I assumed that they knew what they were doing. Both my father and Triton had to know that this was a setup.

      “Why?” Triton followed up stiffly. “What do you get out of going back to your lab?”

      “It is quite simple,” Kyp replied quickly, and he sat forward, leaning his elbows on the table and tapping his fingertips together. “You see, I have a plan to save my home of New Sahana with the help of manufactured y’tsahl cr’ndr, stones that hold incredible powers. With the help of the good Doctor Delacruz, I have been able to create an abundance of them using resources that are natural to your planet but not so easily accessible on ours.”

      “And what does this plan entail, exactly?” Triton pressed, his face tight and lips pursed.

      “That is also simple, but I am afraid I cannot divulge that to you,” Kyp answered. “For you see, if I told you, then I would have to kill you, and I do not wish to soil my hands with human blood.”

      “He is a liar.” Aylin scowled, her arms crossed and her posture tense as she watched, seemingly unblinkingly.

      “They know,” I assured her. “They won’t let him anywhere near that lab.”

      “Your argument is very unconvincing.” Triton sighed. “In fact, it makes me want to send you to the nearest prison to have you deported back to New Sahana, so unless you have a better answer, I’m afraid we won’t be able to help you.”

      “I see.” Kyp chuckled and sat back in the seat once more. “In that case, I shall divulge everything to you, but under a different stipulation.”

      My father rolled his eyes with an annoyed groan. “Just get on with it. You’re wasting our time.”

      “I require access to my quarters,” the Sahanian informed. “There is a key that I will need if I am to be deported back to New Sahana.”

      Another blip of silence filled the room as the pit of my stomach sank. I knew what Kyp meant. Everyone in the room knew what he’d meant, and they looked to me with questioning eyes. Slowly, I pulled the sekl’t noh, the skeleton key, out of one of the many pockets on my pants.

      “This?” I inquired.

      “It likely leads to something that was in the Carter lab that we overlooked due to the battles that were transpiring,” Aylin responded as she examined the key in my palm.

      “You said that the stones were generally used to power a weapon, right?” I asked. “What if this is the key to where the weapon is?”

      “I’d say that’s a pretty solid theory,” Matt replied with a gruff tone. “This means that we need to get back to Carter before he realizes that the key is gone.”

      “We need to leave,” I said suddenly.

      “We don’t have the authorization,” Kristen reminded. “We’re still at the mercy of having to report to Triton.”

      I groaned and bounced on my heels. She was right, but we didn’t have the time for formalities. If we were going to get to Carter and find out when it was that Kyp was hiding before he realized that the key was gone, we had to act fast.

      The microphone that allowed us to hear into the other room suddenly crackled with feedback, and we covered our ears and collectively groaned. The lights began to flicker, once, twice, and then they were out completely, leaving us alone in the pitch blackness.

      “What the hell?” I hissed and immediately pulled my phone out to utilize the flashlight. Everyone seemed to be okay, so I turned and tried to see through to the other side of the window, but the light only reflected back at me. Annoyed, I slammed on it.

      To my shock and absolute horror, the glass splintered, and the entire panel spiderwebbed before it shattered into thousands of pieces, raining down into both room. I stepped away and fell to the ground, covering my head to protect it from falling shards.

      “Damn it!” Matt yelled as several cuts and gashes started to bleed from his back. He’d reacted quick enough to cover Eric, who wouldn’t have been able to protect himself otherwise due to his injury. He stood upright, and the lacerations healed instantly as he shook off the pain.

      “Thanks, Matt,” Eric mumbled sheepishly.

      “Don’t mention it,” Matt smirked and clapped his hand on Eric’s shoulder before turning to me. “What was that all about?”

      “I didn’t do it,” I immediately defended. At least, I didn’t think I’d done it. I knew I had that kind of strength, but only with my powers activated. I could have broken the glass, sure, but this… I couldn’t have caused the glass to turn into sharp blades of dust.

      “Starlight!” Aylin screamed suddenly, and I whirled around just in time to see her point into the other room.

      My eyes followed her direction, and I audibly gasped when I saw what had really caused the glass to shatter. The entire wall had been blown out from behind where Kyp had been seated, and he was nowhere to be found now that broad daylight had filtered through the room. What was more concerning was the giant missile that Triton and my father were holding back with a combination of a massive watery fist and Dad’s sheer power-armor might, preventing it from traveling any further.

      “Dad! Triton!” I hollered as I hopped into the room through the now open space.

      “Hang on!” Kristen yelled as she followed behind me. The pulse of magnetic waves rolled from her hands as she concentrated her energy and lifted the missile from their hands. She manipulated its trajectory and flipped it about-face before letting it fly again, this time out over the water before it exploded in midair.

      “That was a close one,” Triton huffed as he lurched forward to catch his breath. “You have our thanks, Miss Barbur.”

      “Don’t mention it.” She nodded towards them.

      “Traitorous daughter,” a familiar voice hissed.

      “Icebringer,” Inferno growled and stepped in front of Kristen and me instinctively.

      “Get away from my daughter!” Icebringer screamed as he arose into view via jetpack. “You’ve already corrupted her! It’s an insult to pretend you care about her wellbeing when you killed her mother!”

      “Are you still not over that?” Dad taunted initially, but then made a curious face. “Is that mine?”

      I followed his gaze to the jetpack on Icebringer’s back. It certainly looked similar to the one my father kept, assuming that he only had the one, but how different could jetpacks really be?

      Icebringer smirked. “I might have borrowed it.”

      My father’s jaw dropped, absolutely aghast. “You can’t steal another person’s jetpack! What is wrong with you? Have you no sense of pride in your villain code?”

      “That is where you’re mistaken, heathen.” Icebringer chuckled. “I am no villain.”

      “No, no,” my father began, “I’m pretty sure attacking innocent people with the sole purpose of destroying another fits within the villain code.” He turned to Triton for backup, who nodded wordlessly. “See? Even Dougy agrees!”

      “S-stop changing the subject!” Icebringer huffed and pointed menacingly at my father. “You killed my lovely Lyla and turned my children against me. For that, you will pay dearly!”

      My father returned the smirk that had been plastered to Icebringer’s face before, his eyes abruptly filling with the light of a good fight. “You need to let go of the past, Cole. It was for your own good.”

      “You’ve learned nothing during your reign of terror, have you?” Icebringer shot back. “No matter. I’ve grown even stronger since our last encounter, and you will pay for what you did to Lyla.”

      My father scoffed, seemingly unphased by the fact that the person they were in the middle of interrogating had gotten away. His focus had shifted entirely.

      “What could you possibly have up your sleeve that I can’t handle?” he jabbed.

      A harsh, maniacal laugh fell from Icebringer’s thin lips. “Please, allow me to introduce you to my Octozooka.”

      Inferno sniffed cockily, but his face gradually fell as a giant red-and-yellow mechanical octopus arose from the depths of the waters outside, bubbling and hissing as it emerged from its watery hiding spot. Each of the eight tentacles had eight, well, bazookas attached, and the beast’s mouth was shaped to be a long autocannon.

      “Holy shit,” my father and I murmured simultaneously.

      “Fuck, that’s big!” Eric exclaimed from the other side of the glass.

      “Language, Mr. Meyer,” Triton half-heartedly scolded. He, too, was enthralled with the unmitigated size of the mech.

      “What do you think, Inferno?” Icebringer bragged as he crossed his arms smugly. “I think it will be the cause of your long-overdue death.”

      My father grunted and ignited his signature red flames in the palm of his hands. “I think you’ll be eating your words, Icebringer!”

      “Have at you!” Icebringer challenged, and it was the only invitation Inferno needed before he began slinging balls of his patented hellfire from his palms at dizzying speeds. Soon enough, the room was unbearably warm, and Icebringer took the flash of flames as a cue to fly off, leaving us face to face with the Octozooka.

      “We don’t have time for this,” I gritted out. “We have to find Kyp.”

      “Go!” my father ordered. “We’ll hold off this Squidling Gun!”

      “I’m not leaving you to fight this alone,” I insisted. What kind of son would I be if I left my father in a time like this? “And it’s an Octozooka.”

      “I don’t care what it’s called, Nicky!” Dad sighed. “If you’re going to find Kyp, then go. Otherwise, we could use your help.”

      I turned quickly back to my friends. “Kristen, get Eric somewhere safe. He’s not in any condition to be fighting. Matt, go find Andie and Kara. They’ll be useful in finding Kyp. Aylin--”

      “Already left,” Eric frowned. “As soon as she realized he’d slipped out, she went looking for him.”

      “Damn it, that girl.” I sighed. I knew she was eager to bring justice against him, but I wished she hadn’t gone alone.

      “We’ll find her, Nick,” Matt assured before he rushed off, sniffing the air to track Aylin’s scent.

      “Nick,” Kristen turned to me swiftly, “I know he’s technically our enemy, but he’s also my father. There’s good in him.”

      I watched her expression carefully. Despite what had happened in the Lunarfrost, she continued to maintain that he was only confused and delusional. It didn’t excuse him, but I understood her sentiments. I chanced a glance over at my father, who was staring down the Octozooka as though trying to assess his next move. There had been good in him, too, and he had been able to change, even if it was a slow transition.

      I smiled and brushed some hair from her eyes, happy that she decided to keep the light purple color and embraced it. “I’ll do my best, you have my word.”

      A relieved sigh fell from her lips just before she pressed them to mine. “I know you will.”

      “Okay, if you could stop with the kissy face, that’d be swell,” Eric complained. “I’m still here and relatively unprotected.”

      Kristen and I shared a quick laugh before she climbed back through the debris to get Eric to safety.

      “Be safe, Nick!” he called to me as Kristen pushed him away in his wheelchair hurriedly.

      “You, too. See you after!”

      As soon as she and Eric were gone, I turned back to my father and Triton. Both of them were ready for a fight. I could see it in their eyes, the way that they burned, and the power their stances gave off, fists clenched and backs proud and tall. They were the spitting image of what the posters looked like when I was a child, celebrated heroes that the world could look up to and cheer on. At that moment, I was filled with a sense of purpose and a desire to prove to both of them that I was just as great a hero as they were.

      I joined them and stood between them. My body was still pretty wrecked from my fight inside of Kyp’s lab, but I had recovered enough that I could power up and maintain my abilities. With a steadying breath, I collected my thoughts and opened the floodgates to allow myself to go full power. A smirk curled on my lips as I stood between the two greatest heroes, my father and my father figure. Both taught me different things and ways of thinking and fighting, and I took the best of them both to create my own path that I could be satisfied with.

      “Are you ready, son?” my father asked as he spared me a side-eyed glance, clearly impressed with the sheer power and golden aura that surrounded me.

      “You know it,” I replied with a cocky grin. “Let’s kick some Octo-ass!”

      “Let’s go!” Triton cried out, and the three of us charged out of the gaping hole in the wall.

      We leapt into the air, my powers holding me aloft while the hellfire-powered jets in Dad’s power armor roared to life. As for Triton, since we were directly over the waters that surrounded Inferno Island, he was able to use his powers to create a massive tidal wave that he was surfed upon with incredible maneuverability. It was rather impressive, and something that I had only gotten to witness on a few occasions. He truly was a magnificent fighter.

      “We need to take out the guns!” Inferno shouted. “That should be our first target!”

      “I agree!” Triton shouted back. “Nick, try to disable as many of the guns as you can. They are what’s going to cause the most damage in the shortest amount of time.”

      “I’m on it!” I replied confidently, and I shot straight for the first tentacle that was flailing about.

      It was already a bullet hell, and trying to dodge as many as forty-eight thousand bullets per minute from just one tentacle was impossible, but I had to persevere. There was no doubt that I was going to come out of this with several new wounds, but that was the farthest thought from my mind. All I could think about was saving as many people as I could. That many bullets would cause a lot of damage, and Triton and my father weren’t so lucky to have my powers of invincibility. I had to act fast.

      As I approached the first tentacle, the Octopus’s eyes narrowed at me, and sharp beams of light shot from the slits. I dodged them easily, but it made me wonder what other crazy potential death traps this thing had. Laser eyes, machine gun tentacles, and a cannon for a nose, on top of it just being a massive fucking mech, well, it was frankly quite terrifying.

      “Shit, shit, shit!” I swore under my breath as I zigged and zagged through as many of the bullets as I could. Thankfully, the bullets that I wasn’t able to avoid, which were a lot given the sheer amount of them that were firing off per minute, bounced off me and fell to the watery depths below without leaving so much as a single scratch.

      I reached the first tentacle and immediately realized that this was going to be much harder than I initially thought. The guns weren’t stationary by any means and were, in fact, on rotating axes that could fire three hundred sixty degrees in all directions.

      Lovely. This was going to make things a little more complicated.

      I seized the first gun, and to my wonderment, discovered that with my mighty strength, they were rather easily crushed. That was a good sign, at least, but I had to be fast. Speed was the key here. Bullets were flying everywhere, and lasers from the damn mech’s eyes kept searing my skin. It felt like someone was putting out a lit cigarette on me, painful but more of an inconvenience than anything.

      Continuing on, I was able to take out the first eight guns in a reasonable amount of time, though there was still work to be done. Just as I was about to move on to the next one, I heard my father yell something unintelligible just before he slammed into the water’s surface with a loud crash. An explosion followed, and my mind went blank.

      No, no, no, no. This wasn’t happening again. I had almost lost him once this year. I wasn’t ready to deal with that kind of pain again.

      Tentacles forgotten, I rushed down to the water, ignoring Triton’s plea to stop as I broke the surface. I had to find him, save him. I wasn’t going to lose my father.

      A short distance away, I found him sinking, unconscious, and riddled with bullet holes and blood seeping from his wounds. He looked a mess, and panic surged through me. Fear, anger, all of those nasty emotions that take hold when you lose a loved one clutched at my entire being. I swam to him, my arms cutting through the water like a hot knife through butter, and I hastily gathered him into my arms. Once he was secure against me, I shot out of the water like a harpoon, fast and with a purpose.

      The closest solid ground was just north of the shoreline on a small pier that overlooked the bay. Gently, I lay him down on his back, and his skin was deathly pale and cold. I shook my head in disbelief. This wasn’t happening. I was going to wake up unconscious in Kyp Soval’s lab underneath Carter Academy after having been tortured mercilessly for days. Yes, that was certainly what was going on. Anything was better than this.

      “Dad!” I screamed, and my voice sounded distant to my own ears. “DAD!”

      “Nick,” he rasped and coughed wetly as water and blood fell from the corners of his lips.

      “Hang on!” I told him as I shifted his head into my lap and fumbled for my phone. My hands shook as I dialed the first person I thought of that could help.

      “Nick?” Matt’s voice echoed on the other side of the receiver.

      I tried to answer him, really, but the words wouldn’t come. My mouth felt dry, and my chest was heavy.

      “Nick, what’s wrong?” Matt asked, already sensing that there was something off.

      A sob wracked my throat as I choked on my words. “Help me…”

      There was a brief pause, followed by the sound of Matt’s footsteps echoing off wherever he had been.

      “Keep your phone location on. I’m coming,” Matt assured me without a single question.

      I nodded, though I knew he couldn’t see it, then let the phone slide from my hand. It clattered to the ground as I clutched my father tightly.

      “Please, hang on, please,” I repeatedly chanted as though if I stopped saying the words, he would simply cease to exist.

      His breathing was shallow, and his lips had a faint bluish tint to them that made my stomach lurch. He’d lost so much blood, maybe too much, but I wasn’t going to let him bleed out if I could help it. I had to do something to try to clot it. I tore my shirt off and pressed it onto the open wounds on his chest and torso with as much strength as being fully powered allowed me without breaking him in half.

      Soon, though, my shirt was soaked, and he was still breathing in harsh, shallow huffs. His skin was growing cold, pale. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.

      “Nick!” I heard my name being called, but it wasn’t my father’s voice. His lips trembled from the chill of death that was settling in his bones. When I finally did tear my eyes away from him, it was just in time to see that the Octozooka had launched an all-out offensive on Inferno Island, and the Academy was under fire. Triton, the noble hero that he is, tried to block all of the bullets by creating a giant wave wall that would serve as a shield, but with each passing second, I could see the struggle on his face. He was losing energy and fast. I had to do something, or my father wouldn’t be the only one on death’s doorstep.

      “I’m so sorry,” I blubbered, and I kissed his forehead before I gently set his head on the ground. “I’ll be right back, Dad. Hang in there just a little while longer.”

      My emotions were running wild. Fear of losing my father pounded in my veins, the fear of losing any more loved ones because I was too weak to put a stop to this madness shook me to my core. I sprinted so fast that my weight barely broke the surface of the water as I charged towards the enemy. I was running low on time. I could feel it in my bones as my mind blacked out with rage. If I was going to take down this beast, then I had to do it in one shot.

      Blindly, I fished for the bombs that Kara had given me before I left on the mission to rescue Matt and Kristen. It would destroy everything within a twenty-mile radius, she’d said. That meant I had to take this giant thing for a ride if I wanted to detonate it safely without any casualties.

      I cupped one of them safely in the palm of my hand. Now, to get it somewhere I could detonate it. Dragging it across the water would be too much of a hassle, especially because other cities and towns across the bay had nothing to do with this fight. No, the only logical solution was up.

      “Hey, Squid Head!” I hollered at the giant octopus and ran a lap around its tentacles. “Let’s go for a ride!”

      I grasped tightly onto the one tentacle I had managed to disable before my father plummeted to the water and used my momentum to shoot me up into the air. Triton must have had a sense of what my plan was because he diverted the shield around the Academy to circle around me, keeping me safe from the bullet hell that the Octozooka was unleashing in my direction. The water skewed my vision a little, but I didn’t need to know anything other than how far up I was.

      Twenty miles. That’s all I needed to put between Inferno Island and the Octozooka. I continued to push myself to my limit, expending as much as I could to keep the mecha octopus from wriggling out of my hold, which was a far more difficult task than I had anticipated.

      A few of the bullets started to breach through the water wall. Triton’s powers must have exhausted him because the shield began to drop the further up we went, and it was dropping at a rapid pace. I had to end this quickly if I didn’t want to become the world’s meatiest piece of swiss cheese.

      I stopped suddenly, sending the monster mech flying past me from the inertia. The Octozooka turned in midair, aiming straight for me, and I used what energy I had on reserve to unleash a powerful shield of my own, one that turned the bullets to dust on contact. I wasn’t sure if it would work, and I winced as they approached. To my relief, the shield held strong,  and before the mech could get off another terrifying barrage, I tossed the marble-sized bomb towards the Octozooka.

      As soon as it left my hand, my powers waned, still strained from the battle at Carter, and suddenly, I was falling out of the sky. I watched through half-lidded eyes as the bomb connected, and Icebringer’s little pet exploded into thousands of pieces above the water. A frown fell onto my lips as I continued my descent, and I couldn’t be sure, but I thought I felt tears on my cheeks, though it might have just been mist from the bay.

      I saved the island, but at what cost?

      I wasn’t allowed to dwell on that thought, however, as I braced for an impact that never came. My body seemed to float on its own, and I recognized the face of my father as I was set on the ground beside him. He looked worse than he had when I left, but his chest was still rising and falling. That was good.

      “You have something I need,” Kyp Soval’s voice broke into my stream of consciousness as his slender face loomed above me. “I’d like it back.”

      Without waiting for a response, he frisked my tired, sore body, until he found what it was he was looking for. Between his fingers was the sekl’t noh.

      “No,” I rasped, and meekly tried to grab it from him, but my body protested. I sank back to the ground in a heap of pain, staring up at the slimy grin on Kyp’s face.

      “Thank you for keeping it safe,” Kyp cooed. “Perhaps I will spare you when the terraforming begins.”

      With that, his face edged out of my vision, and I heard his footsteps lightly and gracefully walk away until the sound floated away. Tears pricked my eyes as I scrambled to hold on to my father’s hand. If he was going to die here, at least he wasn’t going to do it alone.

      I opened my mouth, but I didn’t have any words, at least, none that seemed fitting. I swallowed the lump in my throat as exhaustion took hold of me.
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      “Tell me again what happened?” Gemma asked for the tenth time. Well, maybe it wasn’t really ten times, but time seemed to be moving in fast forward all while remaining in slow motion, so counting the times she had asked Matt to rehash what he’d seen on the shore was fruitless.

      “He called me in a panic,” Matt recounted again without missing a beat. “He was begging for help.”

      There was something else he wasn’t telling Gemma, something that even now, only the four of us, Nick, Matt, Kristen, and I would know. It wasn’t important, not really, but it meant something to the boys when we were younger, and apparently, it held true today despite their past differences.

      Nick had fallen off his skateboard one day during the summer and took a nasty spill across the pavement. He hadn’t been reckless or anything, but falling off anything at can hurt. His injuries, if I recall correctly, weren’t that bad, just some scrapes and bloody elbows because he refused to wear protective pads, but Matt had looked up to Nick and wanted to help.

      I don’t remember the details exactly, as Kristen and I had been playing further away in the lawn outside of the Barbur house, but when we’d gotten to them, Matt had taken off his shirt and used to wipe off the blood before he wrapped it around one of his wounds. In hindsight, it wasn’t the most helpful action in the world, but for us kids, it was a heroic act that left us in awe.

      “If you ever need help, I’ll come running,” a younger Matt had told Nick that day.

      Over the years, it was something that we had all but forgotten, or so I thought. I’d put the memory in the far reaches of my mind and filed it under ‘not really important but kind of sweet to think about once every six years in the middle of the night.’ Apparently, Nick never forgot, and he held onto that declaration in the time when he needed it the most.

      “As soon as I knew that Andie and Kara would be okay fighting the penguins on their own, I left to help him,” Matt continued. A frown tugged at his lips as he looked at Nick unconscious in the bed beside him. “When I finally found him, he and Inferno were wiped out. Neither of them was responsive, and Inferno was lying in a pool of blood.”

      Gemma shook her head and paced restlessly. She’d heard this same story over and over again, but I could read in her face that she thought she was missing something. Truth be told, she probably was. Until Nick was awake, we wouldn’t fully know what happened.

      “I did the only thing I could think of standing over two near dead bodies,” Matt explained further. “I cut a long gash up my arm and let my blood drip into their bodies. I figured that if nothing else, it would last until I could get them real help.”

      “You did amazing, Matthew,” Gemma replied quickly and placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. “They’re both going to live because of you.”

      Matt nodded. This wasn’t the first time Gemma had said those words to him, and the more she said it, the more Matt’s face released the tension of doubt that plagued him.

      “What do we do now, though?” Eric was on the other side of the bed, his frown deep and tone bitter. “Soval has the key, and we don’t even know what that means or where he went with it. He’s probably long gone from here. Whatever he’s planning to do is going to happen in a matter of time.”

      “Since when were you such a downer?” Andie cut in with a scoff. Her arms were crossed over her chest, and the scowl on her face indicated that she was less than impressed with Eric’s tone.

      “Since I was thrown across the room like a ragdoll with no means to defend myself or my friends because my fucking leg is broken,” Eric spat venomously before tearing his eyes away from her gaze.

      Andie seethed, and if I hadn’t put my hand in hers, she likely would have marched over to Eric and slapped him clear across the face, not that she needed to get up to do that, being stretchy and all, and I wasn’t going to point out that he didn’t need his legs to produce lightning. It was a moot point, and I could understand how useless he was feeling. Whenever Nick went off to save the day and left me behind, I felt the same. Oh, I knew that logically my particular skill set wasn’t useful for the situation, or whatever the case may be, but it didn’t stop me from feeling like I should be doing something more. In that regard, I could understand Eric’s plight.

      “Calm down,” Gemma reprimanded. “Once Triton is cleared, we can get a briefing from him and figure out what to do next.”

      “Do we have that kind of time?” Matt sighed. “Eric is right. We’re running on borrowed time. We don’t know where Kyp is or how to prevent whatever it is that he’s planning, plus he has Aylin.”

      I frowned as Matt spoke. She had been fighting alongside us when we launched an attack at the penguin army, and Kyp had come from seemingly nowhere and taken her away. From where I’d stood, it looked like he placed some kind of sleep spell on her because she looked peaceful as she slumped in his arms. I wondered if Nick even knew he had taken her.

      “He’s probably going back to Carter, right?” Andie suggested.

      Matt shrugged. “Sure, that’s a possibility, but what if he isn’t? We’d be going there on a wild goose chase and wasting more time and resources. Without a definitive idea, we’re better off staying put.”

      “And doing nothing?” Andie cut in again, and I could feel her antsiness rolling off her body. “Nick would want us to fight.”

      “But not blindly,” Gemma agreed. “Matt is right. Without information, all we can do is wait.”

      Andie groaned. Actually, it was more like a growl of utter frustration and bounced her legs angrily. She didn’t add anything more, likely for the best. There was already a large amount of tension and animosity. There was no need to add any more by making aggressive comments.

      Silence filled the room again as all of our eyes collectively fell on Nick. He would make a full recovery, but how long that would take was undetermined, even with the help of Matt’s blood.

      The door to his room hissed open, and Kristen stepped through the threshold. Dark circles hung under her eyes, and they looked puffy from crying. I frowned as we locked eyes, and I was able to see the red rim that was a telltale sign of my thoughts.

      “What’s wrong?” Matt asked instantly upon seeing her state, and he straightened up, reaching out and holding her shoulders lightly.

      “Dad is nowhere to be found,” she replied quietly. “I don’t know if he went back to the Lunarfrost, or if he’s lying dead somewhere in all of the wreckage.”

      Cold air filled the room at her words. Icebringer’s Octozooka had devastated a decent chunk of Inferno Island. We lost some innocent lives out there, many of them fighting for the greater good against the penguin army that raided the Academy and poured into the streets into homes and businesses. And for what? For Icebringer to prove that he was better and stronger than Inferno? It was madness, all of it.

      “Icebringer will turn up,” Triton’s voice boomed softly from behind her, and the twins stepped out of his way for him to enter Nick’s room.

      “You’re alright,” Gemma sighed with an obvious wash of relief, and she rushed to his side, resting her forehead on his bare chest that was wrapped in bandages.

      “Of course.” Triton smiled and placed a tender hand against the crook of her neck in a small sign of affection.

      “What happened out there?” Matt asked immediately.

      Triton gave off a mirthless chuckle as Gemma helped him into a seat on the other side of Nick’s bed. “The better question might be what didn’t happen, but I’ll recount what I can.”

      He told us about Inferno taking a direct hit and how Nick went after him under the water, then about the shield he’d created with the hopes of salvaging what he could of the island and its civilians. After, he went on to tell us about how Nick finally came to his rescue, and with the help of one of my bombs, Nick was able to destroy the Octozooka unleashed by Icebringer, but as soon it was brought down, he had retreated back to Lord Inferno.

      “When I found them, Matthew here had already sliced his arm open and had started pouring his own blood into their wounds in an attempt to keep them alive,” Triton finished.

      “He succeeded,” Kristen added, and her eyes fell to the large gauze pad that was wrapped around her brother’s forearm. “They’ll both live because of him.”

      “You are correct in that statement.” Triton beamed at them. “You did a great thing today, Matthew. Judgment will be proud when he hears of it.”

      There was a strange conflict of emotion behind his eyes then, but he pinched it back and nodded shortly. “Thank you.”

      “That’s touching and all, but what are we going to do about Kyp Soval?” Eric asked again irritably. “He has everything he needs to do whatever it is that he’s planning now, right?”

      “Not everything,” a voice I didn’t recognize said from the doorway, and my jaw dropped as Doctor Delacruz, accompanied by a nurse that was pushing her in a wheelchair, appeared.

      She looked like a shell of her former self, not that we had known her outside of her work before today. Whatever device Kyp Soval had been using to keep her alive had simultaneously drawn life from her. She looked less of a human and more like a jaundiced, wrinkled alien with a small jaw and a large forehead. Her glasses didn’t quite fit her face anymore, and we watched as she shook her head and dropped them in her lap futility.

      “Doctor Delacruz,” Eric straightened, and his mood visibly brightened. It was no secret that he had followed her work and research and that she was someone that he admired and looked up to. If he could zip around the room, he likely would in pure excitement, but he settled for simply buzzing in his seat. “It’s an honor to meet you.”

      Delacruz smiled, nodding to the nurse that had accompanied her before she wheeled herself over to Eric, stopping just inches in front of him.

      “What is your name, child?” she asked in an old, spunky grandmotherly voice.

      “E-Eric, ma’am,” he stammered in the face of greatness, “Eric Meyer.”

      Delacruz put a hand over Eric’s and held it firmly despite her meager appearance. “The honor is mine, Eric Meyer.”

      Andie and I couldn’t help but stifle giggles when his eyes lit up, and he tried so very desperately not to make a fool of himself in front of his idol. I suppose he had done a bit of growing since meeting Aylin for the first time. He was a trainwreck of a human meeting his first alien. Then again, it wasn’t every day that we met a Sahanan.

      “Doctor Delacruz,” Triton addressed, “I think I can speak for everyone here when I say that it is truly remarkable to be in your presence, but I must insist that we are pressed for time. Anything that you can tell us about Kyp Soval and his plans would be outstanding.”

      Delacruz nodded and wheeled herself to face Triton and the rest of the room. She took in each of our faces, as though she were examining each of us, picking us apart and interpreting every dimple and flaw. When she seemed satisfied, she nodded and squinted her eyes. It must have been hard for her to see without the glasses that no longer fit her misshapen face.

      “Oh, hang on,” I blurted quietly and stood, setting to work. My mind worked a mile a minute, and my hands moved quickly around the space in the room. By combining the two magnifying glasses from some lab equipment that was stored in the cupboard by Nick’s bed and attaching it to a strip of leather from Nick’s torn pants, I was able to fashion a set of goggles for the woman, and I handed them to her sheepishly.

      “This should help,” I offered, and her thin fingers reached out for them, tracing the outline of my work before placing the makeshift garment on her head and sliding the glasses part over her eyes. They worked in a pinch, but they would definitely need readjusting to fit her needs.

      “And who might you be?” Delacruz asked with a grateful smile.

      “Kara Johnson,” I replied quietly, and I kneeled in front of her to meet her at eye level. “Do they fit alright?”

      “These are wonderful,” she laughed a little. “I haven’t seen this clearly in ages.”

      “I’m glad to help,” I smiled back before I took my seat beside Andie again.

      Now that Delacruz could see better, her expression became less pinched, and she appeared to be more relaxed in her wheelchair now. The downside to the magnifying glasses was that it made her eyes look too large for her head, like a bug, but somehow it didn’t look bad on her. It was fitting for her current condition.

      “Kyp Soval doesn’t have all he needs,” Delacruz explained. “In order for his terraforming plan to come to complete fruition and succeed, he needs to have a specimen for which to sacrifice to the machine.”

      “He can use just anyone, though, right?” Kristen piped up. “I mean, they have to be human, I would assume, and the majority of the planet is the human race.”

      “That is only half correct,” Delacruz continued. “The body needs to be able to withstand the amount of power that would need to pass through them. They would act as a conduit of sorts. The machine takes the sacrifice’s DNA, analyses it, and then will eradicate anything that comes within a seventy-five percent match to it. All human life, and anything that came within those parameters, would cease to exist.”

      “And what happens to the body?” Andie questioned.

      “Once the machine is done with the analysis, it will use the power contained in the y’tsahl cr’ndr, the crystals, to transpose those dead bodies for an equal number of people from New Sahana here, an equal exchange of mass.” Delacruz frowned. “His intent is to wipe out the human race to save the Sahanian people from their war-ravaged planet.”

      “What about the planet itself?” Eric added. “Surely, Terra isn’t an exact match for what the Sahanian people need to survive, right?”

      “Perceptive, Eric,” Delacruz complimented with a nod. “That is correct. That is why Kyp needs a body that is strong enough to handle the amount of energy being transferred from one planet to another, but he needs someone with the strength to withstand the transformation of the planet itself.”

      A sick, heavy air filled the room. Our eyes all landed on Nick’s body, asleep in the bed.

      “Nick.” Gemma frowned. “He needs Nick.”

      “He needs Nick,” Delacruz confirmed. “When he heard of what abilities Nicolas Gateon Jr. had, he knew that he could begin to set his plan into motion. He set up his base in Stegfer’s Crag because he knew it would be out of the way of prying eyes, and no one would suspect him of a thing if he was using a hero academy as a lab. He tricked Inferno into funding his research by claiming that he would be looking into new ways to expand his empire. Little did Inferno know that Kyp was hoarding half of the research he had discovered and kept it for himself to test for his own plans.”

      “For fuck’s sake,” Matt swore, but Triton didn’t try to correct him. He seemed to express the same thoughts inwardly.

      “So he’ll come back for Nick?” I asked warily.

      Delacruz shook her head. “No, he’s expecting Nick to make a full recovery. He’ll be waiting for him at Stegfer’s Crag.”

      “Then I’ll go to him.”

      Nick’s eyes were bloodshot and angry, his fists balled in the sheets beside him as he eyed Doctor Delacruz for the first time.

      In an instant, we crowded his bed, but he didn’t see any of us. All he saw was the old doctor that we had all heard so much about. Tears sprang from his eyes, and I quickly caught them with the pad of my thumb wordlessly. It was so sad to see him so angry.

      “My dad?” He asked, never taking his eyes from Doctor Delacruz.

      “Is recovering,” Andie supplied softly as she carded her fingers through his hair. “He’s going to live, Nick.”

      It was only then that Nick tore his gaze from Doctor Delacruz and turned to look at Matt. His eyes still watered, and his lips trembled as he spoke.

      “You saved him,” he rasped.

      “I made you a promise,” Matt replied with a clenched jaw. His expression was unreadable, but he reached down and clenched his hand over Nick’s shoulder. It was under that weight that Nick seemed to relax again, and he closed his eyes as he waited for the emotion to pass.

      “When you’re ready, Nick, Kyp will be waiting for you,” Doctor Delacruz warned. “You have to be ready to face him.”

      “I will be,” he sniffed, then added more evenly, “and when I am, I’m going to destroy him.”
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      “Hold on, you’re not going alone!” Andie argued as she chased me down the halls to the elevator that led to the Infernian. Kara and Eric trailed behind her, the latter clicking away on his crutches, trying desperately to keep up.

      “I know I’m not,” I replied without turning around. My mind was already made up. “I’m taking Matt and Kristen with me.”

      Andie unleashed a frustrated groan that settled a pang of guilt in the pit of my stomach. I knew she wanted to do more, but Kyp was powerful. I didn’t even want to bring the twins with me, but Matt was going to be a great support and a tank if I needed him to be. As for Kristen, well, she refused to let Matt go if she wasn’t going with him. My hand was forced there.

      I sighed when I finally stopped and faced them. I was greeted by three equally annoyed and unimpressed that hurt to look upon.

      “Look, you’re needed here,” I tried to explain. “With the damage done to the island, we can’t all go. Dad is… out of action, Triton overstrained his power, and half the rest of the faculty is badly hurt too.” My eyes flitted to Andie. “With your elasticity powers, you’re the best hero on deck for rescue work, and there’s plenty of it that needs to be done.” Then I turned to an equally annoyed Kara. “And your technopathy is going to be critical to rebuild the Academy’s automated defenses, make them better. We don’t know when Icebringer is going to come back to try to finish what he started.”

      I didn’t need to tell Eric why he wasn’t able to come. That was obvious.

      “Besides,” I added with a sigh, “I can’t risk anyone else getting hurt, and I need someone here to look after my dad.”

      Andie sighed, her blond hair falling into her eyes as she hung her head, defeated. With a deep breath, she nodded, and some of the light that normally surrounded her returned when she smiled.

      “We’ll take care of him, but Nick?” she pleaded as she grasped my hand. “You need to take care of yourself, too. You were only just cleared for battle yesterday, and you’ve only been in recovery for a day.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t sit by knowing that monster has Aylin and is waiting to annihilate all human life.”

      Andie nodded and took Kara’s hand, grasping tightly.

      “If you need us, we’re here,” Eric assured as he wobbled on his crutches. “Go kick Kyp’s ass.”

      “You know it.” I laughed a little and high-fived him, making sure that the impact didn’t accidentally knock him over. After all, he was still getting used to only walking on one leg for the time being.

      “Come back safely,” Kara smiled, “and if you use another of my bombs, try not to be in the blast radius this time, okay?”

      I chuckled and kissed her cheek, then Andie’s. “I’ll do my best. No promises, though. This is the fate of the world we’re talking about, you know. Now, Matt and Kristen are waiting for me.” I bowed my head a little and waved. “We’ll be back, and we’ll bring Aylin home safely.”

      Andie nodded and waved back. “Love you! Be careful!”

      I continued waving until I was several yards away, then hopped into the cart that would pulley me to the airship dock. When I arrived, Matt and Kristen were already on board.

      “Ms. Corcoran assembled a flight crew to do all of the checks for us,” Kristen greeted as I came up the loading ramp. “We should be good to go as soon as the captain gives the all-clear.”

      “Captain?” I asked. “Since when does the Infernian have a captain?”

      “Since the Leviathan sank to the bottom of the Lunarfrost,” a welcome, familiar voice called from atop the ramp. I turned to come eye-to-eye with Bastion, who waved with a crooked grin.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked enthusiastically. “Not that you aren’t welcome, of course. I just thought you were a man of the sea, not the sky.”

      “I’ll always love the water,” Bastion smiled fondly, “but sometimes a fish has gotta fly. Besides, this is a fight for the welfare of the entire world, I hear! Least I can do as a former hero is to lend a hand, aye?”

      I chuckled with a fond smile. “If you say so, Captain. Glad to have you aboard.”

      “Whenever you’re ready, let me know,” Bastion informed. “Stegfer’s Crag is a bit of a flight. The sooner we leave, the more daylight we can utilize.”

      “I think we’re ready when the ship is?” I told him as I looked over my shoulder to check with Matt and Kristen. They both gave Bastion and me confirming nods.

      “Well, then! Strap yerselves in, lads and lady,” the pirate hero cheered with abandon, “because we’ve got a ride ahead of us.”

      Take-off went off without a hitch, and I had to admit that, even though Bastion was more accustomed to navigating the sea, he flew the Infernian like he was born to do it. It made for a much more comforting ride than before when it was just our bunch of students and Gemma flying off to Carter.

      “Wouldn’t it make sense for some of the other heroes to join us?” Kristen asked with her arms crossed.

      “What’s wrong? Think we can’t handle it?” I asked with a smirk.

      “Well, yes,” Kristen replied honestly. “I mean, we’re technically still students, even though we’re treated differently. Surely the other heroes would still be a help, right?”

      I understood what she meant. Having Mindbender, City Master, Judgment, anyone really, accompany us would be ideal, but as I had told the others, there was a lot to take care of back on Inferno Island, and they needed all hands on deck in the event that Icebringer showed up again. I wasn’t going to say that in front of the twins, though.

      They were still sore that he had attacked in the first place and rightfully so. Though deaths had been kept to a minimum thanks to our fast reaction to Icebringer’s attack, there were still quite a few casualties, and between the Octozooka and the robot penguin army, the property damage was high. All the attack ultimately did was serve as a reminder that the feud between him and my dad was pointless and would only result in more and more needless pain and destruction.

      “If we need them, they’ll come,” Matt supplied to fill in the silence. “The comms are actually working now, thanks to Doctor Delacruz.”

      “She’s an amazing woman,” I admitted. “I can’t believe how long she survived under Kyp’s torture.”

      “Yeah, but look what it did to her.” Kristen frowned. “She barely looks human anymore.”

      “She doesn’t need to,” I countered. “She still has a brilliant mind and the heart of the kindest human in the world. That’s what makes her who she is.”

      Kristen smiled at that and nodded. “I agree.”

      “Not to break up yer heroic pontification,” Bastion broke in from the captain’s wheel, “but what’s yer plan for when we get there? Ya just gonna drop in on our group of scalawags?”

      “Basically.” Matt chuckled as he crossed his arms. “Kyp knows we’re coming. There’s no sense in trying to hide it from him at this point.”

      Bastion laughed. “S’pose yer right, kiddo. I’ll just drop ya at the front door then.”

      “Don’t wait for us either,” I ordered. “We’re not going to lose the Infernian like you did the Leviathan. If the going gets rough, get out of here. If the ship makes it out, you can always come back for us, but if not, then we really are stuck.”

      “Aye, agreed.” Bastion nodded solemnly. “Ya best be careful, though. From everything Gemma told me, yer in over yer head.”

      “Maybe a little,” I set my jaw firmly, “but that’s never stopped us before.”

      Bastion laughed louder at that. “I knew I liked yer spunk, kid.”

      It wouldn’t be much longer before we were back at Stegfer’s Crag to face Kyp again, but I was ready this time. Now that we knew what his intentions truly were, we would do anything to stop him. The fate of the world really was in our hands. Somehow, we had graduated from students to top-tier heroes over the course of the last few months, and we held the safety of the entire planet in our hands. Was this rush, this feeling of importance laced with a tinge of fear and adrenaline, something that the veteran heroes felt every time they got the call to save the world?

      It was both bone-chilling and intoxicating, these surges of emotion.

      “Nick,” Matt’s voice drew me away from my thoughts, “whatever happens in there--”

      He was cut off by an icy glare from his sister. Even I could feel the cold coming from her eyes.

      “He’s going to be fine,” she told him with an even, sharp tone. “We’ll make sure of it.”

      “Whatever happens,” I sat forward, resting my elbows on my knees as I addressed them both, “get Aylin out. Leave me behind if you have to.”

      “That’s garbage talk, Nick, and you know it,” Kristen hissed. “If Kyp catches you, then we’re all as good as dead anyway.”

      I winced. When she put it like that…

      “We’re just about there,” Bastion called from the cockpit.

      I walked over to the other side of the ship and looked out the large window. In the distance, the stark outline of Carter’s buildings stood proudly erect atop the crag, as though we hadn’t been there a few days prior, causing havoc. Somewhere in there, or more properly underneath it, Kyp was preparing to take over our world.

      Well, that was only going to happen over my dead body, and I wasn’t ready to kick the bucket. Not yet.

      “You’re sure about this?” Kristen asked quietly as she touched my shoulder with a tenderness that was only reserved for me. “If Kyp doesn’t have you, then he can’t perform the terraforming.”

      “He still has Aylin,” I reminded, “and that alone is worth the trip.”

      Kristen frowned, but she nodded. It was tough to come to grips with for her, I could tell, but Aylin’s survival and the fate of the world were more important than my own life if that was what it came down to. It was a sacrifice I was willing to make, but that wasn’t going to be the case. Deep down, I knew she thought that same, but it didn’t make the surface of the situation any less worrying.

      “Besides,” I added, “he would eventually come to find me, and who knows what kind of destruction he would cause to get to me, how many innocent lives we would lose. We’ve already lost so much.”

      Kristen nodded again, agreeing with me. I knew it was still hard for her to process. Being a hero wasn’t always an emotionally light task, but was it really ever easy?

      “Do you think he has the shields up?” Matt asked.

      “It would buy him time if he did, but I doubt he had the time to fix them after we decimated them last time,” I replied.

      “We could always open fire to find out for sure?” Matt added with a smirk.

      I pondered the suggestion for a moment before I shrugged. It wasn’t a bad idea, but I needed to ensure that we didn’t accidentally blow up any of Carter’s students. After all, we hadn’t completed that part of the mission thanks to the ghouls that were roaming the halls.

      We were nearly on top of the school now, thanks to the speed of the Infernian. If memory served me correctly, the entrance to the lab was in the center of the school, but judging by the size of it, the lab likely took up the majority of the basement floors.

      I pressed the button for the inner comm.

      “Bastion, do you see those small windows on the southeast side of the building?” I asked, not taking my eyes off the stoic block buildings of Carter’s hideout.

      There was a beat of silence, then, “I see ‘em.”

      “That’s going to be our ticket in. That should take us directly into the stairwell that leads down into the lab,” I told him.

      “Great, so what do ya want me to do?” He sounded perplexed over the comm, but I knew how to handle this. Matt moved away from my side to disappear into the artillery hold.

      “Just keep the ship steady. Matt is going to blast them open.”

      There was a beat of silence, followed by a hearty cackle.

      “Yer a crazy sonuvabitch, but I love it,” Bastion howled. “Let’s go!”

      I couldn’t help but snort. Bastion seemed like such a peaceful guy who simply loved the sea thanks to his ability to commune with fish, but I was beginning to understand why Gemma trusted him with her life. He might be impulsive, but that was because he was a quick thinker and fast to improvise. Maybe that was why Triton didn’t like him, as the elder hero preferred a more thoughtful, planned-out approach.

      A few moments later, Matt’s voice came from the speaker. “I’m in position, Nick. Just tell me when to fire, and those windows are coming out.

      A grin that I could only describe as wicked curled on my lips as the words left my mouth.

      “Fire.”

      Instantly, a barrage of missiles launched from the ship’s guns and sailed through the air, cutting through the wind like a hot knife through butter. They made impact seconds later, sending the side of the castle up in flames and smoke.

      “Well, that’s one way to make an entrance,” Kristen commented with wide eyes. “Now what?”

      “Now we land this bird and hope we didn’t catch anyone in the explosion,” I replied passively. “Okay, Bastion, bring her down.”

      “Ya got it,” his voice resounded over the comm, and I could feel him begin to initiate the landing gear beneath our feet.

      Just before we were about to land, Matt came back up from the artillery with a pleased grin.

      “Do you think they’ll notice we’re here?” he asked with a cocky grin. At the same time, we could see students examining the wreckage.

      “Nah,” I replied sarcastically and shook my head. “I don’t think so.”

      Matt, Kristen, and I rushed to the landing ramp. Almost incongruous to the steampunk aesthetic, racks of bleeding-edge boarding equipment were mounted by the ramp. Sidearms, survival gear, web-belts, all that kind of thing, and while I’d mostly ignored it on my first few trips aboard the vessel, something important caught my eye then.

      “Guys, goggles and filter masks,” I pointed out as I grabbed a set myself. Matt’s onslaught on the Carter building left quite a bit of debris and ash blowing in the wind, not to mention we had no idea what kind of defenses Kyp had added below. I knew if I had to fight me, a nice colorless poison gas would be perfect to kill me before I could even power up.

      “Good thinking, Nick,” Kristen acknowledged as the twins geared up.

      As soon as Bastion was hovering close enough to the ground near the explosion sight, Matt, Kristen, and I jumped ship and rushed into the smoke. The propellers from the Infernian assisted with clearing a path through the ash and flames, but we still covered as much of our faces as we could. Strangely, instead of fighting a holding action or even standing in our way, the Carter students retreated from the blast site like rats from a sinking ship.

      “No honor among thieves,” Matt growled as he shifted into a more feral form to lead the way. After all, his lupine senses and instincts were more reliable than my own crude sense of direction. As luck would have it, the explosion created a landslide of the exterior wall into the spiral stairwell, serving as a ramp of sorts, though a steep one, down the center. More than once, my footing slipped, and I had to maneuver my body to keep from simply falling down the rubble of rocks.

      “For fuck’s sake,” Kristen swore as she lost her balance and slid past me on her ass. I quickly reached out and snatched her hand in my own to keep her from plummeting to the bottom.

      “Nice job aiming, asshole,” she shot at Matt, who was a little further ahead of us and seemingly having little issue navigating the rocky terrain, pun intended.

      “Hey, if you wanna man the cannons next time, be my guest,” Matt snarled back, clearly not in the mood to be berated by his sister.

      I let out a grim chuckle myself but stayed silent. Instead, my senses were fully focused on looking out for trouble as we descended back below the villainous academy. Despite my initial instinct to just power up and plow through to the bottom, I held off. Kyp was a genius after all, and he knew my capabilities. In fact, he wanted my power, so I had to assume he had something set-up to counter me.

      Best not to waste my powered form’s timer until I knew what that counter was.
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      “This is too easy,” Matt growled as we backtracked our way through Carter Academy’s depths.

      “You’re right,” I admitted. As when we first breached the outer wall, what few students we saw, and there were very few in the halls and stairs, were already in the process of fleeing. Normally, I’d have been inclined to stop them, but with Aylin and the whole of Terra on the line, well, I had different priorities today. “But at the same time, Kyp wants us to get close. Wants me to get close.”

      Kristen’s jaw tightened as she flung open a set of metal doors with a wave of her magnetic might. “Don’t worry. He won’t get you or Aylin.” Matt punctuated her sentiment with a deeper, gravelly growl as he loped ahead.

      In the end, it turned out that I was right. There weren’t any tricks or traps, no sliding walls or laser grids of doom between us and the self-same laboratory where we had faced Kyp, Oliver, and Wrath, not even a few days prior.

      No sooner had we rushed into the lab than were we greeted by the man himself. He stood with his back to us, hunched over the giant machine that Doctor Delacruz had been attached to and clicking away at different keyboards and studying different monitors. Other than the damage to the machine itself, which had been lovingly repaired, the rest of the place remained as wrecked as we had left it. The mad Sahanan’s priorities were clear.

      What caught my full attention wasn’t Kyp Soval, though. No, what had me seeing red, almost to the point of my power bursting through the floodgates without my bidding, was Aylin, suspended by a sinister brimstone colored version of her handanu rings in the machine’s heart. Though she looked unharmed, it was clear that she was only half-conscious. Her head lolled forward against the neck ring, her eyelids fluttered, and the glowing spirals in her skin pulsed weaker and weaker by the moment.

      My stomach twisted in fury at seeing this perversion of something scared, a tool of love and trust, being used on my Stars. The only reason I didn’t just lay waste to the room immediately was that I had no idea what those rings were doing, why she was hooked into the machine, and what might happen if I simply cut loose and destroyed it. Fortunately, Matt and Kristen came to the same conclusion even as anger was etched deep on their faces

      “What are you doing to Aylin?” I growled, fists clenched at my sides. “I thought it was me you wanted for that thing.” Maybe Kyp would take the leading statement and spill the beans. He might be brilliant, but he was also clearly dedicated to his cause, one he thought was just. That might just make him want to try to ‘win us over’ with a good speech about his plans.

      On either side, Matt and Kristen lined up, sporting identical scowls. They were both ready to drop-kick a bitch or snatch Aylin free at my command.

      “Ah, it is a pleasure to hear your docile tones, Young Lord,” Kyp cooed with his sickeningly velvet tone. “I was afraid Icebringer’s overcompensating mech would have done you in for sure, though you certainly looked much better off than Lord Inferno.” He didn’t even spare us a glance from his console. “As to your question, I suppose the good Doctor told you all about my plan. So, yes, I would prefer you, Nicholas Gateon, but our dear princess may very well get me what I need from you.”

      That took me a bit off-guard, but I forced my expression to stay fierce, even as both of the Barburs’ eyes widened in surprise.

      “How about you enlighten us about that?” I hollered with abandon. “Hell, why are you doing any of this? If you want to save your people, we’re heroes. We’d help you!”

      Kyp Soval answered without turning to face us. “Oh yes, I imagine you would be ever so helpful… if your ‘heroics’ were any better than the destruction wreaked by my associates.” He snorted. “None of you Terrans have the barest inkling of the burden I bear or the honor to do the right thing without selfish recompense.”

      My body went rigid as my blood boiled. Kyp was laying on the insults thick. “How about you give us a try, anyway? We’re impressionable youths, after all. We might be all for your plan, so long as you don’t hurt Aylin.”

      “Oh, I assure you,” Kyp snorted, “the princess won’t come to any harm. While she might help me act as a key, you are still the real prize, Young Lord, if you would be so noble as to be the sacrificial lamb. You see, New Sahana is dying thanks to the King’s wars of conquests, and the rebels are little better. Our wildlife, our people, everything that we have strived to regrow and rebuild over the years have been strained to the breaking point.”

      He continued to pluck away at the keys in front of him without so much as sparing us a glance. “That is why we need a new planet, one that has already learned to thrive on violence and war and has overcome defeat again and again.”

      He hadn’t seemed to notice that we were slowly creeping up on him, or if he had, he simply didn’t care. Now would be the opportune time to strike preemptively but not before Aylin was safe. It wouldn’t do us any good to bring the building down and have her still be inside. Sure, the fate of the world was at hand, but she was still my girl, and I was going to protect her the best I could. After all, she had fought for me when I couldn’t fight for myself. Even if I didn’t love her, it was the least I could do to return the gesture in kind.

      Still, this chance was too good not to take… but just as I motioned to Kristen and Matt to make a move, Kyp’s glowing eyes snapped up, a sick grin on his lips as he flicked a final switch. As a pulse of brilliant white energy exploded outward from Aylin, throwing us back like bowling pins, he let out a sick chuckle.

      “See, young man, you and our princess share a very interesting connection, and I don’t mean your love.”

      Even as we tumbled ass over teakettle, I reached out to my power and threw open the floodgates… but they didn’t budge.

      “Problems, Young Lord?” Kyp chuckled as the wave of force slammed the three of us against the far wall and pinned us there. “If only you could see what we Sahanans see or analyze your energy signature with the same sensors the Carter deans used on you during the World’s Finest. Then you would have known that your power and the energy signature of our princess here, the entire royal family of New Sahana, to be honest, almost match up. So much so that through her and my modified rings, I can shut you down like a cheap Terran light.”

      On the surface, this looked bad. Real bad. It all made sense when I thought back to the World’s Finest. How Aylin through the handanu rings had managed to activate my powers even when they were closed off to me because of the closeness of our powers. It would only make sense that connection could be reversed and used against me.

      “So, I’ll be taking over that body now, if you don’t mind, Young Lord?” Kyp shook his head in mock sadness as he picked up a delicate-looking crown of electrodes. “It’s not as if you or these other pathetic Terrans could do anything about it.”

      But despite what seemed like our sure demise, the overconfident smile on Kyp’s face only made me want to laugh, which I couldn’t because the tremendous energetic force seemed to have a paralyzing effect. See, the alien scientist had made a serious mistake.

      He underestimated my friends.

      Apparently, while Kyp had read up on me, he hadn’t studied the dossiers on the Barburs from the World’s Finest. If he had, he would have expected what happened the very next second. The air suddenly hummed with magnetic force as both Matt and Kristen’s eyes lit up with indigo light. Together, as one unit, they joined their powers between their twin link, and with their combined magnetic might, every bit of ferrous metal in the room, the walls, even some of the pipes and wiring in the floor, were torn free and tossed around the room.

      While the alien machinery wasn’t immediately affected, probably made from some alien metal of, well, alienness, Kyp sure was. Even with his enhanced Sahanan physiology, the storm of metal still slammed into him, launching him clear across the room as it tore the crown of electrodes from his head. Twisted rebar, shredded chairs, and other bits of sharp metal shrapnel scored his toughened skin, but more importantly, the magnetic maelstrom tore apart the more mundane console in front of him, namely the one with the switch that he had flipped to start this mess.

      And with that, the energy radiating from Aylin’s form snuffed out, and she collapsed into a heap in the device as the corrupted rings seemed to deactivate. Matt, Kristen, and I were free as well, and before I even fell an inch, my power ignited like a supernova in my chest and surged through my body. Time slowed, my senses expanded, and with a wicked grin on my lips, I launched myself through the air and snatched Kyp up by the throat.

      “Get Aylin and every student you can find, and get them out of here,” I called out as I slammed the alien madman into the nearest wall… and I mean into. Concrete and steel gave way as I cratered him two inches deep, not hard enough to kill a Sahanan, but enough to make it really hurt. “I’ll deal with Kyp and the terraformer!”

      Maybe it was the authority with which I spoke, or maybe it was the respect I had earned from Matt after all our troubles, but he didn’t question or hesitate, and neither did Kristen. As Kyp began to laugh, purple blood dripping from his lips with every breath, my Aurora swept her hand and brought a condensed blade of metal through the capsule containing Aylin. It shattered under the force, and Matt, now in his full werewolf mode, bounded through it and snatched Aylin up. In perfect twin synchronicity, they turned towards the stairs.

      “Finish this off and stay safe, Nick!” Kristen called back. “We’ll handle things on this end.”

      Even as the twins disappeared with Aylin in tow, Kyp grinned up at me through a cough of agony. “You’re a good leader, Nicholas, better than your father by leaps and bounds. Better than Triton as well.”

      My gaze snapped to him, and his face was lit up by the intense golden blaze of the power building in my eyes. That shut him up for a moment, so I cinched my grip tighter, just enough to elicit a gasp and show him I meant business.

      “This will go a lot better for you if you just tell me where the terraforming device is,” I growled, and my voice echoed with the sheer strength rippling through my body. “No one else has to die or get hurt, and we can even save New Sahana as well.”

      A strange, almost content smile crept over Kyp’s face as he held onto my wrist for some kind of support.

      “I almost believe that, Young Lord,” for the first time, those words sounded sincere in the scientist’s voice, “but it’s too late for that.” I froze for a picosecond, and I was certain what Kyp was going to say before the words left his lips. “Because the moment the school’s wall was breached, I started the terraforming process.”

      As if to punctuate that statement, the alien machine that Aylin had been hooked into not a moment earlier tore asunder, and the floor of the laboratory split open like a hungry maw. Below us was a tremendous pit lined with more exotic technology, strange spires of crystal, golden metal, and bronzed fittings that reminded me of the Death Chasm in Sunbattler’s Rise, one of the space opera movies Eric and Andie made me watch. An overwhelming build-up of energy, something so intense that it even made my empowered eyes squint, thrummed and pulsed at the bottom of the pit. Every instinct inside of me screamed out that this wasn’t just bad.

      This was cataclysmic.

      And as if things couldn’t get worse, what remained of the ceiling above our heads froze over at almost the same time before shattering into a million diamond-like shards. The rain of icy shrapnel didn’t do anything to my nigh-invulnerable skin, but it scored some new cuts and scrapes on Kyp’s purple skin, not that he noticed in his maniacal cackling.

      The Icebringer had cometh.

      “Beautiful!” Kyp cried out. “The prodigal son and the wayward father, gone in one stroke.”

      I didn’t have time for his ranting, and I didn’t have time for Icebringer either, even as he descended on the jetpack he had ‘borrowed’ from my father. Whatever happened, whatever the cost, I had to stop that machine. As I tossed Kyp aside onto the lip of a floor that remained to each side of the pit, ready to launch myself down into the bowels of the doomsday device, Icebringer hovered to my side.

      “I’m too late,” he stammered, eyes wide as he took in the imminent destruction staring us in the eyes. “I tracked the sources, tracked the lines. I was going to stop Soval. Save the world. That would have…” He shook his head, and some small bit of rationality shone through. “I thought that would be a heroic act big enough to break Inferno’s hold.”

      I clenched my fists, took a deep breath, all in the blink of a normal human eye, as my sped-up thoughts got frustrated at Icebringer clinging to this petty feud, worked through that, pushed aside all the frustration and worry, and resolved to not to fall to hopelessness. Spinning so fast that the burst of air shoved Icebringer back involuntarily, I reached out and put a hand on his shoulder.

      “It’s not too late,” I said firmly. “You’re as much of a genius as my father, and you’ve been looking into this longer than any of us have. I’ve got the muscle, you’ve got the brains.” I pointed down into the building corona of energy. “You’re deep down a hero, just like Dad, so help me do this. Help me save Kristen, Matt, and everyone else.”

      None of that was a lie. I knew deep down that we could still save the world, and on top of that, I knew my favorite uncle was still inside the vengeful icy shell that Icebringer had become. There was a flash in the old hero’s cloudy blue eyes that turned into clarity and resolve.

      “Yes,” he said softly, then his voice grew strong and steady, like the Icebringer of old, the hero who never yielded. “Yes, we can do it! It won’t be easy, Nicholas, but--”

      “No!” Kyp’s shriek cut off Icebringer, and we both spun to see that the Sahanan had gotten to his feet and more, hovering above the gap with his native powers, a strange rifle of the same crystal and alien metals as the terraforming device below us aimed in our direction. “I won’t let you doom my world!”

      He never got the chance to pull the trigger or fondle the knob or whatever it was he needed to do to fire whatever death ray or probe gun he had. In between heartbeats, I rocketed forward with my super speed and wrenched the weapon from Kyp as if he were a naughty baby… but I wasn’t the only one to react.

      As I pulled up and back, a razor-sharp icicle the size of a tree trunk exploded out of Icebringer’s outstretched arm. It ripped right through Kyp’s chest, shattering bone and rending flesh before erupting out of his back. As the glow faded from his eyes, Kyp’s body was pinned against the far wall with as much ceremony as a beetle in a bug collection.

      “And I won’t let you doom ours,” Icebringer uttered with chilling finality before he turned his eyes to me. “Come on, Nicholas. We don’t have much time.”

      While Kyp’s death didn’t sit precisely well with me, I also couldn’t fault Icebringer. Kyp was a fanatic who had threatened all of Terra, and maybe his own world as well, and he would never have stopped. He was even worse, even more dangerous than Switch had been. I took a deep breath and nodded.

      “Let’s do this.”

      Icebringer nodded solemnly and turned his attention to the terraforming array below us. The energy had built to a staggering level, the blinding glow now almost filling the device to the top of the chasm. Still, for such a huge device, there were a good ten feet or so of exposed machinery left.

      “No time to discuss the science,” he began. “Just do what I say, as fast as I can say it.”

      And that’s exactly what I did…
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      Pro tip: Disabling an alien doomsday device when you have nine-plus minutes of nigh-infinite power and the aid of a troubled but still brilliant A-class hero isn’t as hard as you’d think.

      In fact, it was surprisingly easy. Not that I knew what exactly it was I was doing at the time. Icebringer simply directed me to smash that, break this, intercept this neutrino beam with a force field, etc. You know, usual superhero fare… but something that would have been impossible without my unique combination of speed, power, and training.

      Still, I couldn’t have done it without Icebringer, a thought that ran through my head once more as I looked out the smoked glass windows of Dad’s quarters. By the miracle of his and Kara’s superscience combined, he was healthy enough now to convalesce in his own bed. In fact, he was snoring peacefully behind me, having dozed off half-way through our little visit to check-in on him.

      My focus, of course, wasn’t on him. It was on Matt, Kristen, and their own father, trying to come to terms out on the attached balcony. The older man’s face was contorted in a mix of joy, confusion, and anguish, and the twins weren’t much better. Considering all that had happened, how unsure and tentative this seeming peace was, I couldn’t blame any of them. Fortunately, Kara, ever the peacemaker, the touchstone of both of our families, was out there to help sort things out.

      They were in good hands.

      I wasn’t alone either, of course. While Triton and most of the other A-class heroes were still wrangling with recovery and rebuilding of the Brand Academy and Inferno Island in general, Gemma had joined us for our visit to Dad, now looking over my father’s charts just to be on the safe side, as well as the rest of my girls. The good news… no, the great news was that the island, the school, and most importantly, my father were all going to recover. Not only recover, but come back stronger and better than ever.

      What brought me back to more immediate matters was Aylin, snug against my right side, my arm draped over her shoulders. For all of Kyp Soval’s deception, the one thing he hadn’t lied about was her condition. Aylin hadn’t been harmed physically by her time in his ‘care.’ Emotionally? Well, that was another story.

      “I am sorry, Starlight,” she said ever so softly.

      “For what?” I asked tenderly as I pulled her a little closer. Andie, who had been standing to my left, stretched an arm around us both to intensify the hug pile.

      “I wasn’t even there, and I know why,” the blonde chimed in. “But it’s not your fault, blackberry.”

      That’s when I made the connection as well through my storm of thoughts, and I looped my free arm around Andie’s waist to bring both of them as close as possible.

      “Andie’s right.” My tone was firm, certain, maybe even a bit commanding. “Yes, Kyp used that link between our powers and our connection as pozu and sozu, leader and supplicant, against us, but you’re not responsible for that. Think about what that bond has let us do, the fact it’s saved my life twice now, and take heart in that.” I kissed Aylin on the forehead then softly, soothingly, and I felt her brow unfurrow as she relaxed under my touch.

      “I…” Aylin began, then stopped herself before starting again. “You are correct, Starlight. You both are.” A hint of a smile returned to her lips as she looked up at me… and Andie too, as she had stretched her head over so that we could both be close to her. “By my power as Princess of New Sahana, I shall hereby command the closure of the ‘party of pities’ in which I have sat.”

      We both laughed at that, and Gemma let out a chuckle as well. “Good,” she added as she put down Dad’s medical chart. “I was about to have to take matters into my own hands.”

      A mischevious smirk played across Andie’s lips. “Oh, I want to be there for that.” She winked exaggeratedly. “In fact, I want to be in those hands. Don’t you, Nick?”

      “I cannot tell a lie.” I flashed a bright smile at all three of my girls there with me. “I so want that.”

      The faintest of blushes dusted Gemma’s cheeks as she coughed once, then settled her expression. “I’m sure I have some openings in my schedule, but for the moment, we have something important to discuss.”

      I nodded firmly as I turned our little collective embrace towards her. “Yes, agreed. You said before we came up here to check on Dad that the students Matt and Kristin took in custody from Valcav sang like a canary in a coal mine.”

      Gemma folded her arms under her breasts and shook her head. “I guess team loyalty wasn’t part of the villain curriculum.” She grinned a little. “It didn’t help that they were getting abandoned. From what they told us in interrogation, the elusive deans of the school took what choice members of their classes remained and left the moment we brought Kyp in the first time, when we rescued Doctor Delacruz.”

      “So that explains a few things,” I said thoughtfully. “Namely, exactly what happened to Mother and Oliver, and why there were so few students left by the time we came for round two. Any idea where they scurried off to?”

      “Well,” Gemma began slowly, almost as if she couldn’t believe what she was about to say, “if you put any stock in the rumor mill of a bunch of delinquent would-be villains, and this one is a doozy, what remains of Carter, their cream of the crop, took off for the stars.” She took in a deep breath. “New Sahana, to be precise. Something about helping with a new conquest?”

      I didn’t need to see Aylin’s hands to know that they clenched into fists that could crush concrete. “My father.”

      It wasn’t a question. It was a statement.

      “I guess we’re going to space, huh?” Andie said in her best devil-may-care voice.

      Aylin seemed to perk up at that, but she held her breath. Instead of saying a word, she looked up at me, her glowing eyes ablaze with a ray of hope, hope that she wasn’t ready to state aloud. Not until she knew where I stood.

      Me, I couldn’t help but notice the look of caution on Gemma’s face, the look not of a lover but of the teacher and heroine that had to keep us students safe… but I wasn’t going to go for that this time. Instead, I leaned down to Aylin and gave a deep, passionate kiss. Her eyes closed as she pressed into my lips, and that spark, that energetic warmth passed between us until I pulled away.

      “Yeah, Andie,” I said, even though my words were truly directed to the alien princess in my arms. “It’s time to go to space.”

      “Nick…” Gemma’s voice was only mildly reproachful as it trailed off. She knew, deep down, that first, she couldn’t stop us, and second, that in the end, she’d be right there by our sides. I think she was about to say more, but someone cut her off.

      “That’s my boy!” Dad said with a good measure of his usual bombastic flair mixed with lingering pain. We all turned to see where he had roused from his slumber and propped himself up on some pillows. “And I know just the ship you can use, er, after me and Kara get done with it.” He frowned a bit as he glanced out the window to see where Icebringer was tentatively hugging his children as the aforementioned redhead looked on. “I might even let that big idiot help out too.”

      Now, I knew my father had learned a few lessons in forgiveness, but I hadn’t expected to hear that one. None of us had, because we were all staring at him like he had grown a third head. Inferno glanced around at all of us before shrugging.

      “Oh, come on,” he grumbled. “He helped Junior save the world. If that doesn’t deserve me cutting him some slack, nothing does.” Dad’s features softened as he smiled at me. “Anyone who can put aside his crap to help save my boy’s life deserves at least that much.”

      After I returned my father’s smile, I cast a sidelong glance out at the real, true reunion taking place out on the balcony before my thoughts turned to the stars above. To New Sahana, where one last wayward father sat on a throne of blood, skulls, and stardust.

      But I wasn’t worried. I wasn’t afraid. No, I took heart in the love that surrounded me, the power that burned inside of me, and the strength of all the friends and allies I had made on the way. I knew where I came from, where I was going, and what I was sure I was destined to be.

      “We’ll save your people, Aylin, and we’ll stop Carter once and for all,” I said confidentially. “I swear not only as a hero but as the next Lord of the Brand.”
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      My well-manicured fingers rapped rhythmically on the armrest of the ship’s chair. It was my expert attempt not to let lose my… wrath… unnecessarily at my remaining faithful students, or more precisely, at the deans who occupied the captain’s cabin at the rear of the bridge. For, despite Oliver’s failure in fully capturing Nick Gateon’s impossibly powerful body, the true fault for Carter’s failure was in the lap of the masterminds who ran our illustrious academy.

      Them and Gateon himself. And Amazoness… and that bitch princess that Gateon had brought to heel. In fact, lump in all of Inferno’s whelp’s harem of super-powered women. They could be all made to take the blame for this latest shitshow.

      If the deans hadn’t allowed Kyp Soval to have unmitigated freedom to concoct this insane plan of his, Oliver wouldn’t be sitting in a medical pod below decks, recovering from the almost deadly backlash his attempt to bring Gateon to heel caused. Also, we wouldn’t be on a Sahanan ship headed full-speed to New Sahana, to beg on bent knee before King Ajlal for mercy. I doubted that he would care for our explanation that Soval’s extremism, directed not only at humanity but the conquering ruler of New Sahana himself. He would only care that we failed him.

      Unless… unless someone with the vision, foresight, and courage were to give the king a show of our resolve. A show that Carter Academy could hold itself accountable for failure and was willing to make the sacrifices needed to earn its keep and to get the job done, no matter what it was. Be it simple theft or the genocide of an entire planet.

      But not my sacrifice, of course. I couldn’t die, not in any way I knew how, so it would be moot. Besides, I had my fill of new bodies. This one, I wanted to keep.

      Our deans, on the other hand? They were the ones who failed us, after all. No one better to pay the cost.

      “Children,” I called out as I spun the chair around.

      Our best students were seated in the main cabin, crammed in like sardines. This was supposed to be a pleasure yacht, after all, not a troop transport. Still, despite the conditions, our students… no, my students… snapped to attention with the rigid discipline I had enforced in my elite group.

      “Yes, Mother?” they called out in unison.

      I let a cool smile grace my features as my fingers ran across the holographic controls mounted in the chair’s armrest. In their infinite wisdom, the deans had left me to pilot the vessel while they luxuriated in their cabin. Ah, there it was: the life support controls.

      “Today, we are going to learn an important lesson in accountability.” My voice was almost cheerful as I scrolled through controls, isolating atmospheric seals around the captain’s quarters. “Even though we are villains, fierce, independent people who take what it is we wish, all actions have repercussions. Fate is like physics.” A faint, almost imperceptible hiss echoed through the ship. “For every action, there is an equal reaction, and for every failure, there is a cost to be paid.”

      There were no screams, at least none we could hear, as I pressed the final authorization to vent the atmosphere from the captain’s cabin violently, while simultaneously cutting off all shielding and life support to that part of the ship. Perhaps there were none at all, for as powerful as the deans of Carter Academy were, none of them could survive the full rigors of space.

      My smile brightened as the last life sign blipped off the ship’s sensors.

      “Now, the deans of our great school have now paid the price for their failure.” I nodded in satisfaction. “As your new headmistress, I ask that you select two of your number to collect the bodies of the former deans and prepare them to offer as an offering to our new host. I want them ready for our arrival at the royal palace in two hours.”

      Only one or two of my gracious children shuddered at my words. The rest didn’t bat an eyelash.

      “Yes, Mother,” they said as one. “Of course, Mother.”

      With a final nod, I spun back around to face the viewscreen of hyperspace whirling by. Though the thrill of the moment, the joy of the kill, flooded my veins, there was still a faint twitch in my gut. I knew what it was, even as I tried to dismiss it from my mind.\

      It was the unsettling feeling that, despite this coup on my part, my superior planning skills, my elite students, and the might of an entire alien race soon to be on my side, it wouldn’t quite be enough when Nicholas Gateon and his team came calling.
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      Hey, if you got here, I just want you to know that you’re awesome! I wrote this book just for someone like you, and if you want another one, it is super important that you leave a review.

      The more reviews this book gets, the more likely it is there will be a sequel to it. After all, I’m only human, and you have no idea how far a simple “your book was great!” goes to brighten my day.

      Also, if you want to know when the sequel comes out, you absolutely must join my Facebook group and follow me on Amazon. Doing one won’t be enough because it relies on either Facebook or Amazon telling you the book is out, and they might not do it.

      You might miss out on all my books forever, if you only do one!

      Here’s the link to follow me on Amazon.

      Here’s the link to my Facebook Group.

      Here’s the link to my mailing list.

      And if you are looking for more stories like mine, check out these great Facebook Groups for more authors and suggestions: Harem Gamelit, Harem Lit, and GameLit Society!
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