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    Would you like to see chapters of my books before they come out? Do you want to see cover art sketches and vote on which poses should make it to final production? Would you like to see even sexier versions of my covers? Would you like to get my audiobooks at a deep discount? 
 
    Of course you would! Join my Patreon here to get all these awesome benefits (or search for my name on Patreon.com). 
 
      
 
    You can also join my Facebook group right here. Then you’ll know when my books come out before anyone else. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
    “Are you gonna stand around all day, or actually do something to warrant a pay check?” 
 
    The gruff voice of my boss pulled me out of my thoughts, and I cleared my throat as he stalked past me with his bushy eyebrows pulled down in a frown on his weathered forehead. 
 
    It was the summer after I graduated college, and I was currently trapped in my own personal hell. I was stuck in the world’s most dead-end job, my apartment was tiny and wedged above a bar that made my floorboards creak well into the early hours of almost every morning, and worst of all, I was bored. 
 
    “Sorry, Henry,” I said to my boss as he shuffled behind the old wooden counter. “I was just going to sort through the new arrivals.” 
 
    “I wanted that display up before lunch,” Henry grumbled. “And so far, I’ve got fifty hardback books still sitting in a cardboard box.” 
 
    “I’ll get right on it,” I promised. 
 
    I’d graduated with a mostly useless degree in Business, and here I was, stacking books. It was the only semi-decent job I’d managed to find for someone fresh out of college and unactivated, so I was stuck in a tiny little basement bookstore that I was surprised was even still running. 
 
    Especially in an age rife with E-books, YouTube content, fanfics, and even prewritten Dungeons & Dragons templates. 
 
    And yet, somehow, my old grouch of a boss had been in dire need of someone who didn’t really give a shit, so I’d landed a full-time job where I was lost amongst dusty old books and even dustier customers. 
 
    I scurried down to the basement, where the light flickered of its own accord and made the place look like the set of a straight to TV horror movie, and hauled the cardboard box of books up the rickety wooden stairs. 
 
    I set up station by the central display table, studiously ignored one of our regulars who tended to stare with maybe a bit too much intensity, and got to work. Henry had the radio turned up to almost full volume as he pored over his stack of invoices, and I found myself zoning out and listening to the news reporter as I organized the books with a vacant expression on my face. 
 
    “-- and this comes just weeks after Thunderbolt fixed the power grid in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, using her infamous and impressive Conduit ability. WVEZ caught Thunderbolt for an exclusive interview after her heroics, and she had this to say.” 
 
    I wrinkled my nose as Thunderbolt’s smug, overly media trained voice suddenly sounded over the radio, and I shook my head and continued with my book display. 
 
    I couldn’t help but feel an annoyingly strong pang of jealousy toward the superhero community. 
 
    I’d had the maybe naive thought that, after college and precisely after my twenty-first birthday, I’d have some sort of power activate within me. Especially considering how almost my entire family belonged to the Conduit pillar, same as the famous Thunderbolt. 
 
    But no such luck. 
 
    Not everyone was guaranteed superpowers, and certainly no one was guaranteed abilities that the government deemed employable, but I came from a strong line of Conduits, so I’d hoped and prayed I would get a ticket out of the mundane life I was currently stuck in. 
 
    I’d read an article somewhere about how there were more people with activated powers than ever before, about twenty-five percent of the current population, so that caused even more frustration for me. Powers were hereditary, too, so with two Conduit parents, I’d hoped for something cool, yet here I was, stacking books. 
 
    The Conduits were one of four main superhero pillars. They possessed the ability to manipulate power itself, whether it was lightning like Thunderbolt, or fire-breathing, or even man-made electricity. 
 
    The three other pillars were just as interesting, though. 
 
    The Tempests controlled the air, and some of the most famous powers were flying or telekinesis. The Corps held powers tied to the body, like super strength, or speed, or invisibility. And then there were the Dreamers, those who could manipulate the mind with illusions, hypnosis, and I was sure I’d read somewhere how there were Dreamers who could fully control other people’s minds. 
 
    “Mark!” I heard my boss’ voice ring out again, and I blinked when I heard my name. 
 
    “Sorry, Henry!” I called back and forced another smile on my face. 
 
    “Before lunch, I said!” my boss grumbled, and he rolled his eyes as he pulled his pants as high as they could possibly go, readjusted his faded blue suspenders on his shoulders, and then shuffled off again. 
 
    The radio beside the cash register continued to crackle and fill the shop with a glory piece on the current big superheroes, and Thunderbolt’s little sound bite was only the first interview of many. As I arranged, and then rearranged, my hardback centerpiece on the old wooden table that acted as the shop’s main attraction, I listened to the smarmy voice of Seeker explain in great detail how important his role was in bringing down a local terrorist group. 
 
    Seeker was a Dreamer, and his power allowed him to seek the truth by just speaking to people. His Dreamer ability meant he was able to dig around inside people’s heads as easy as rifling through an ex’s social media messages, and he’d captured the head of the terrorist group and interrogated the group’s leader until they’d practically gone crying to Homeland Security and begging for incarceration. 
 
    “-- There have been several lobbyists calling for reform on the use of your powers, particularly, Seeker,” the radio host said in a voice that couldn’t hide the knowing smile he had to be wearing. “But I know you don’t see it that way.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Seeker replied easily, as if they were discussing the weather, and I grimaced as Henry fiddled with the dial on the radio to clear the signal. “This group was planning an attack on a major city, and I stopped them. Regardless of how, that’s what is most important here. And although I understand how quickly a keyboard warrior can stir the masses, it’s worth remembering how valuable my services would’ve been in stopping countless past tragedies.” 
 
    “What is your response to the forums that think Superheroes should be held more accountable for their actions?” the radio host asked. 
 
    “I can’t please everyone,” Seeker said. “But that isn’t my job. My job is to protect our great country from potential threats, and I shall continue to do so.” 
 
    “And do you have an inside scoop on the whispers circulating the same forums, about the rise of another supervillain organization?” 
 
    “No.” Seeker let out an easy chuckle before he continued. “The Federation continues to train young fledglings, as you well know, because the best defense is a good offense. But since the Antis were brought to their knees five years ago, we’ve enjoyed an extended time of peace. And I, for one, intend to keep it that way.” 
 
    “Well, folks, you heard it here first,” the host said. “That was Seeker, giving WVEZ an exclusive interview, and I believe we have a number of callers on the line with burning questions for you, Seeker, so let’s go to line one where we have--” 
 
    I tuned out the radio as I finally managed to organize the hardback display in the way I knew Henry wanted it, and I took a step back to admire my handiwork. 
 
    I was just about to call out to my boss to get his approval when I felt a sudden tap on my shoulder, and I whirled around to find the face of our creepy regular uncomfortably close to my own. 
 
    “Oh!” I faltered and took a step back. “Sorry, sir, I didn’t see you there.” 
 
    “I need your help,” the raggedy old customer muttered in a hoarse voice.  
 
    “Well, sure, what can I do for you?” I asked and took another step back away from his grizzly old face. 
 
    He smelled like malt liquor and stale cigarettes, and I grimaced as his stale breath fanned over my face while he followed my steps. He kept his hand on my shoulder, and his bony fingers gripped at me with surprising strength. 
 
    I’d seen him in the shop several times before, but he’d never spoken to me, and now that he had, I could see he wasn’t entirely right in the head. His eyes were fogged and glassy, and though his gaze was fixed upon my face, it felt like he was just staring straight through me. His teeth were yellowed and cracked, his lips were dry like he hadn’t had a sip of water in a decade, and his grip on my shoulder tightened. 
 
    “I need your help,” he repeated. “I need a book.” 
 
    “Well, you’re in the right place,” I said with a fake smile that was becoming harder and harder to keep on my face. 
 
    I looked past the old drunk to the counter, in the hopes I could motion to Henry for help, but my boss was still busy with his antiquated radio. 
 
    “I need a book on… On…” The drunkard sniffed, and his mouth fell open slightly as he thought about it. “Superheroes.” 
 
    “Well, we have a whole section--” 
 
    “No,” he interrupted me. “Super. Heroes.” 
 
    “Yes, sir, we have a whole section on superheroes, was there one in particular you were after?” I asked, and I couldn’t quite keep my customer service smile in place any longer as frustration took its place. 
 
    The drunk took another step forward, and he eventually stumbled into me with such sudden force we both collided with the heavy wooden table that I’d organized the new hardback collection on. 
 
    We both tumbled over into the display. The books clattered to the floor as the old guy staggered away from me with a strained groan, and I shot my hands out to steady myself. 
 
    Really wish I hadn’t, though. 
 
    I felt a sudden surge of energy course through every single vein in my body, which ended up as a sharp white heat that painfully seared through my bloodstream. I heard myself cry out in surprise, and my arms locked at the elbows as the river of energy sought a way to release itself. 
 
    Which it did, in the form of bright orange flames. 
 
    “Shitttt…” I heard myself groan, though I don’t remember my brain telling my mouth to vocalize the sentiment. 
 
    The fire shot uncontrollably out from my fingertips like water from a faucet, but as soon as it had started, the river of flames suddenly stopped. 
 
    Time seemed to slow for just a moment, and I stared at the table in shock as the flames spread hungrily through the book collection. The entire display table was alight with fire, and before I could even gather myself, Henry came barreling toward me with an old red fire extinguisher held aloft in both hands. 
 
    I’d never seen my old boss move so quickly before, and his bushy eyebrows were still pulled down in the same frown that was a standard on his face. Then he shoved me out of the way with his shoulder so he could put out the fire I’d somehow started. 
 
    “Oof!” I let out a huff as Henry pushed me. 
 
    For the second time this morning, I collided with the old drunk behind me, and instead of having a table to break our fall, the two of us ended up stumbling into one of the huge wooden bookshelves that lined the shop floor. 
 
    They were huge floor-to-ceiling type fixtures Henry hadn’t ever had the foresight to nail into the ground, so as I fell into it, the whole thing shuddered and groaned until it started to wobble. 
 
    I instinctively shot my arms out again, and I sent a damn prayer up to whatever god was listening that I didn’t have more fire come spouting out of my outstretched fingertips. There was no way I was going to be able to stop the bookshelf’s fall, but it was an instinctive move to try and protect both myself and the drunk who was already sprawled on the floor. 
 
    The bookshelf came down before I could get out of its way, and as I braced myself for an impact that was almost definitely gonna cause some sort of broken bone, I extended my hands further to grab onto the old wood. 
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut as my hands came into contact with the old shelf, but I felt no pain. No impact wounds, no strain on my biceps, no loud thud, just a bunch of books that slid unceremoniously off the shelves and onto the floor. 
 
    I opened one eye, with my arms still outstretched, and then opened the other when I realized I was standing in the middle of the bookstore holding up an antique seven-foot bookshelf that weighed a couple hundred pounds. 
 
    But it somehow felt lighter than the cardboard box I’d hauled up from the basement earlier. Probably because of the adrenaline still pumping through my body. 
 
    Henry whirled around once he’d finished putting out the fire I’d started, and for the first time in a long time, his frown gave way to a look of genuine surprise. 
 
    “Mark!” he muttered as the fire extinguisher clattered to the ground. “How--?” 
 
    I levered the bookshelf away from me and lunged forward so I could steady it as it wobbled in place. Then I blinked, turned a full one-eighty to make sure I still could, and opened my mouth to answer my boss, but I couldn’t find any words. 
 
    I could hear my heart pumping in my ears as my chest heaved with how quickly my lungs were working, and I opened my mouth again to give speech another go. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said in a quiet voice. 
 
    “Sorry doesn’t explain this to my insurance company,” Henry said in his usual gruff voice. 
 
    “I know,” I replied with a soft groan. “I really am sorry, though. I can fill out the paperwork for the insurance.” 
 
    “I… didn’t say anything about insurance.” Henry’s eyes widened again, and I frowned in confusion. 
 
    I’d thought for sure I had heard my boss’ voice. 
 
    “I think you should go home, son,” Henry eventually said with a grave shake of the head. 
 
    “But--” 
 
    “Just go home, Mark.” Henry’s voice was suddenly flat and scarily calm, and he held up a hand when I tried to speak again. “Now.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I mumbled apologetically and quickly darted behind the counter to grab my bag and my jacket, while the radio continued to play an interview with another Super. 
 
    Then I stepped out into the street, where several bystanders were still peering through the window of the bookstore they’d likely never paid one shred of attention to before, and I quickly hurried away before anyone realized I was the root cause of the sudden pandemonium inside. 
 
    I gulped in a lungful of fresh air and ran a hand through my hair as I headed toward my tiny little downtown apartment, but I couldn’t help the excited skip in my step. 
 
    I activated a super power. Fire. So I was a Conduit after all. 
 
    I couldn’t hold back the huge smile at the fact I’d finally activated. My strong Conduit blood had gifted me with the power of fire, and I was glad I hadn’t turned Henry’s bookstore into a raging inferno, but I was also wary of letting any sort of emotion take too much control of my mind, because I didn’t have a damn clue how to control my powers properly yet. 
 
    But as I continued to walk home and the adrenaline wore off, something nagged at me.  
 
    Not everyone activated a super power, and those who did only possessed one. I clearly had a fire ability, but then I thought about how I’d been able to catch that huge bookshelf. I’d never exactly been a weakling, but I definitely didn’t possess that kind of muscle strength normally, despite my infrequent trips to the gym. The shelf should have flattened me, broken some bones at least, but I didn’t even feel sore right now.  
 
    Then there was the fact I was certain I’d heard Henry say something about insurance, but as I thought back to the moment, I couldn’t recall his lips moving. 
 
    Had I read his mind? 
 
    As my thoughts raced, so did my heartbeat, and I took a long shuddering breath to steady myself as I finally reached the front door of my apartment building. The red paint was peeling off to reveal long scars in the wood, and I had to jimmy the lock at a certain angle in order for the key to turn. I shoved my shoulder up against the door, like I usually did in order to get it to open without it sticking, and I let out a yelp as I flew through the doorway. 
 
    The door with the red paint smacked loudly against the wall of the hallway, and I watched in silent surprise as it shuddered and reverberated on its hinges from the force I’d pushed it with. 
 
    Okay, I definitely couldn’t blame that on adrenaline. 
 
    But super strength was a Corps power, and I was supposed to be a Conduit. 
 
    I realized I’d been standing in place for longer than was deemed normal and staring at an open door with my mouth hanging open, so I gingerly closed it behind me and ran up the stairs to my apartment. I took them two at a time and then took extra care in opening the door to my place so I didn’t accidentally yank it away from the frame entirely. 
 
    Once the door clicked shut behind me, I collapsed onto my lumpy couch and let go of a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding since I left Henry’s bookstore. 
 
    I’d certainly had less exciting Thursday afternoons. 
 
    I pulled my cell phone out of my pocket and quickly hit the call button beside my younger sister’s name. 
 
    “Mark?” Alice’s voice was confused when she answered. 
 
    “Hey, sis,” I said with a long sigh. “Are you with mom and dad?”  
 
    “Yeah, we’re just having lunch…” my sister said in a slow voice. “What’s up?” 
 
    “I, uhh…” I let out a disbelieving laugh and ran a hand through my already chaotic brown hair. “I might’ve activated at work today.” 
 
    “Holy shit!” Alice exclaimed in a loud voice, and I heard my mom’s disapproving gasp in the background. “Hold on, let me put you on speakerphone.” 
 
    I waited for the click on the line as Alice swapped the call over, and I could suddenly hear my mom’s voice a lot more clearly.  
 
    “-- no excuse to use language like that, young lady.” 
 
    “Mom, I’m seventeen.” I could almost see my younger sister’s dramatic eye roll, and I held back a laugh. “It was warranted, though. Mark activated.” 
 
    “Oh, honey!” My mom’s voice was ecstatic, and she suddenly forgot all about Alice’s burst of profanity. 
 
    “Good job, son!” I heard my dad pipe up from somewhere far in the background. “What’d you get?” 
 
    “Fire,” I told them, since I was at least certain I possessed that ability. “I almost lit up poor Henry’s bookstore.” 
 
    “Took your damn time,” Alice said with a smirk in her voice. “I hope it doesn’t take me that long. But then, you were always a late bloomer, right, Mark?” 
 
    “Okay,” I laughed. “Tease me all you want.” 
 
    “Oh, I will,” my sister said. “And I bet I’ll activate an even cooler power than you.” 
 
    “Uhhh, Mom… Dad…” I bit my lip as I wondered whether I should tell them about my sudden strength, too. 
 
    “What is it, sweetheart?” my mom asked. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    My dad didn’t answer, and I figured he was tinkering with his models or some other silly little passion project he’d become obsessed with since the last time I’d seen my family. 
 
    But my mom could tell something was up, and I let out a breath of air that made my lips ripple. 
 
    “I, ahh…” I faltered again and then released the dam so my words came tumbling out of my mouth. “Is it normal to display more than one power, before you’ve been sorted? Like that makes sense, right? You need to wait to get officially sorted, and you take on, like, whatever power you’re best at?” 
 
    “Mark, slow down.” My mom’s voice was suddenly super loud, and I just knew she’d picked the phone up to hold it to her ear despite the fact I was still on speakerphone. “What do you mean, more than one power?” 
 
    “When I almost set the bookstore on fire, there was… A bookcase started to fall, and I don’t know, I guess I could hold it up like it weighed nothing.” I chewed on my bottom lip and paused briefly to let my words sink in, but then I immediately backtracked. “But I mean, that could just be… Adrenaline, right? It was only a bookshelf, in fairness, but then I almost took my front door off the hinges, too, and I don’t know whether--” 
 
    “Mark.” My mom’s voice crackled through the speaker, but her sudden calm silenced me. “Quit worrying. Your father and I are both Conduits, and maybe you just had residual… Excitement, after waiting so long to activate.” 
 
    “So I can’t have more than one power, right?” I asked with a heavy sigh. 
 
    “Talk about entitled…” Alice muttered in the background. 
 
    “No, sweetheart, you can’t have more than one power,” my mom answered me in a soft voice. “I’m sure you’re right, you’re a strong boy, and your adrenaline would’ve been in overdrive.” 
 
    “Yeah…” I mumbled and decided not to bring up how I thought I’d heard my boss talking inside of my head, too. 
 
    I didn’t want to worry them, and I was sure I’d be able to figure out what the hell was going on by the time I got to the Academy.  
 
    I promised my mom I’d keep in touch, and just as I was about to fling my cell phone onto the couch and turn the TV on, the email notification pinged. 
 
    I felt my heart suddenly skip in my chest, and I scrambled to pick the thing back up so I could open the message, and as I read the words on the screen, I couldn’t help but let out an elated laugh. 
 
    Dear Mr. Maddock, 
 
    The Federation received notification of a potential Conduit activation at the time of 11:42am this morning. The address given was 520 Sutton Avenue, Claremont, CA. 
 
    If this activation was yours, then please respond to this automated message within twenty-four hours. You will be expected to travel to the Training Academy of Potential Superheroes in Miami, FL once we receive confirmation from you. 
 
    Please find attached all relevant documentation regarding this matter. You will need to thoroughly review and digitally sign the Superhero Non-Disclosure Agreement before we can process your activation. 
 
    If you have received this message in error, please notify us immediately so we may adjust our records. 
 
    Congratulations, 
 
    Janet Southall, Human Resources 
 
    “Holy shit!” I mirrored my little sister’s outburst, and I even punched the air as I reread the email from good ol’ Janet from HR. 
 
    I was officially a superhero in training. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
    I had a painfully huge smile on my face as I heaved myself off my couch and eagerly began to uproot my life. Instead of being worried about losing my job, or trying to work out how I was going to pay my cable, I got to daydream about mojitos in Miami and being surrounded by arguably the coolest people in society, and my brain began to rapidly whir at the prospect of what my life could eventually end up like. 
 
    The Federation’s Academy was famous, and everyone knew about it. Every household name superhero had trained there, and it was where real, proper supers were molded and forged. My sudden Conduit ability had apparently deemed me worthy, despite nearly setting Henry’s bookstore on fire, and I was giddy with excitement at the prospect of learning how to hone and strengthen my natural ability. 
 
    I could still feel the steady crackle of power within me, like a rhythmic pulse that traveled through my bloodstream and into every single vein beneath my skin. It felt eager, and I could tell it desperately wanted to be used and practiced and perfected. 
 
    I couldn’t wait to start lighting things up, just to prove how powerful I was. 
 
    I yanked my barely-used suitcase out from where I’d let it gather dust, threw it open on top of my bed, and then started to drag almost the entire contents of my closet off the hangers. I chucked every item of clothing I owned in the general direction of my bed, but then I frowned at the chaos I’d made in such a short amount of time. 
 
    “I need a beer for this,” I muttered to myself, and I left the mountain of clothes on my bed and made a beeline for my refrigerator instead. 
 
    I also took the opportunity to email Henry with a very short, very apologetic letter of resignation, though I was mostly positive he’d have fired me anyway, fire being the best word for it. Once that was done, then I set to work. 
 
    I eventually managed to drag the straining zipper shut on my suitcase, and by that time I’d finished my beer and received another email from Janet in Human Resources, with my already bought and paid flight details. 
 
    Then, within a twenty-four-hour period of almost burning my boss’ bookstore down, I’d landed in Miami, Florida. 
 
    The humidity hit me the moment I stepped off the airplane, and I let out a slow breath as I shoved my sunglasses further up on my nose. I was used to a certain degree of warmth thanks to long summers spent in northern California with a perpetually broken air conditioning unit, but Miami was a whole other beast entirely. 
 
    I hustled my way through security as quickly as possible and finally stepped out onto Floridian soil, where the oppressive heat hit me in a heavy wave all over again. I could smell the asphalt in the air, which only added to the acrid heat from the sun, and the air was soupy and thick with a mixture of jet engine fuel, cheap cologne, and sweat.  
 
    I adjusted my sunglasses on my face again and instead of braving the line for the airport cabs, where I could see several tourists with plastic visors and flip-flops trying to barter with the drivers on a fixed price, I hailed an Uber using my cell phone. 
 
    I only had a ten-minute wait or so until my driver, a guy by the name of Enzo, arrived to pick me up in a sleek mint-green sedan. He was perhaps the fattest man I’d ever seen in my life, with rolls of pillowy skin that held a strong coffee-colored tan and a toothy grin that was so wide it looked like it was going to tear his face in half. Still, he somehow extracted himself out of the driver’s seat with surprising speed, and he hurried around to help me with my suitcase. 
 
    “Welcome to Miami, bro!” he said enthusiastically as we wrestled my luggage into the trunk. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said with a grin of my own. 
 
    “I guess this is your first time?” Enzo asked as he opened the passenger door for me with a flourish. 
 
    I was surprised he wanted me to sit shotgun with him, but Enzo seemed like a pretty chill guy, and as long as he didn’t make conversation too painful, I was willing to give him a good hefty tip just out of sheer excitement. 
 
    “Yep, the only place on the East Coast I’ve ever been to is New York.” I slid into the cream-colored leather seat and let out a grateful sigh as the air conditioning fanned across my face. 
 
    That was probably the reason why Enzo had wordlessly insisted I sit up front with him, and I decided I was definitely gonna tip him for that. 
 
    “Figures,” Enzo said with a scoff. “Miami is somethin’ else, though. I promise you’ll have a great trip.” 
 
    “Well, I’m staying here for the foreseeable future, actually.” I couldn’t help the smirk that made the corners of my lips twitch. 
 
    “Oh, that’s right, your destination said you’re headed to the Academy!” Enzo slapped his steering wheel excitedly. “What power do you got, friend?” 
 
    “Fire,” I said as I proudly lifted my chin. 
 
    At least I was certain I had that ability.  
 
    “Do me a favor and don’t set my ride up in flames, and I’ll give you five stars.” Enzo let out a loud laugh, and then he spent the rest of the journey explaining all the different superhero newbies he’d met during his Uber career doing airport runs. 
 
    I watched as the boring concrete of airport roads started to give way to tall palm trees that swayed lazily in the almost non-existent breeze and even taller buildings painted various shades of warm pink and terracotta. Eventually, we were driving through the heart of Little Havana, and I noticed how the majority of signs were written in both Spanish and English. 
 
    The sky was a deep blue covered by a light blanket of wispy clouds, but the sun’s rays beat down through the thin veil regardless. I could see the high-rises of downtown Miami growing closer, but Enzo kept us clear of the rush and headed toward the coast instead. 
 
    The ocean was still and blue, but the soft ripples on the surface of the water reflected the sunlight like a glitterball, and I started to realize why most people chose to retire in Florida. 
 
    It was like a constant vacation. 
 
    “I gotta give it to the supes, this academy is in a primo spot,” Enzo said casually as if he could read my mind, and he nodded at the gigantic building we were now approaching. 
 
    My driver was right, though, and I could feel my eyes widening behind my sunglasses as we came right up to the water’s edge. On the left was a wild beach with twists of gnarled driftwood half-buried in powdery white sand, and on the right was a small harbor full of yachts that were probably worth more money than I could ever comprehend, but Enzo pressed on and drove right over the long stretch of road that acted as a bridge to something far cooler. 
 
    The bridge curved right out above the ocean and then swung back toward the small island off the coast, and I watched in awe as a huge wrought-iron gate started to swing open as Enzo’s car approached. 
 
    “Fancy, right?” Enzo chuckled when he noticed my dumbfounded expression. “No wonder they designed the X-Men off you guys.” 
 
    “There’s no way that’s true,” I muttered, though my rebuttal lacked any conviction because I was far too preoccupied watching the grounds of the superhero academy, and my new home, appear around me. 
 
    The academy was housed on its own private island, and I could see a quiet beach covered in the same soft white sand and a well-kept park with trimmed hedges, neat palm trees, and lusciously green lawns. There was also a yacht even bigger than the ones I’d seen before anchored in a small harbor behind a side building. 
 
    Enzo pulled his car up to the main entrance, helped pull my luggage out of the trunk again, and then wished me luck as he sped away back toward the mainland. I quickly pulled my cell phone out so I could give him a decent tip and five stars, and then I looked up at the high-rise in mild disbelief as I stood outside, in the blistering Miami heat, with my one pathetic little suitcase by my side. 
 
    This was it. The true start of my superhero journey. 
 
    I headed toward the doors, and they both slid open with a soft whoosh as the sensor above me picked up my presence. My face was immediately hit with the cool breeze of air conditioning, and I let out another relieved sigh as I eagerly stepped into the chill of the foyer.  
 
    “Hi there!” A bright and cheery voice came from behind a huge marble counter, and I approached almost nervously. 
 
    The girl who manned the desk was slim and tanned with soft dark hair pulled into a tight ponytail on top of her head, and she smiled warmly up at me as I came to a stop in front of her. 
 
    “Hello,” I said and cleared my throat. “Uhh, my name’s Mark Maddock. I was told to come here by--” 
 
    “Mark Maddock, part of the newest cohort of fledglings?” The girl on the desk quickly brushed her fingers across the keys of her wireless keyboard and nodded up at me with encouragement as she reeled off my credentials. 
 
    “Um, yep, that’s me,” I said and shook my head in disbelief again. “Where do I go?” 
 
    “New fledglings are housed on the fifteenth floor,” the brunette receptionist explained in a quick voice. “You can leave your luggage here, and we’ll deliver it to you, but here’s a welcome pack, a map, and a short itinerary for you.” 
 
    She handed me a small pack of documentation with another toothy smile, and I just traded her my suitcase and slowly nodded. 
 
    “Fifteenth floor…” I muttered before I shot her a quick smile. “Thank you.” 
 
    “No problem.” The brunette smiled. “And good luck!” 
 
    “I’ll probably need it…” I said under my breath as I headed for the elevators and pulled out a bunch of the paperwork from the soft manila envelope that the receptionist had handed to me. 
 
    I wondered briefly whether she was a super, too, and if that’s how she found my details in the system so fast. 
 
    Either that, or she was just a real quick typist. 
 
    My mind wandered as I stepped into one of the many elevators on the right-hand side of the foyer, and I hit the number fifteen as the doors slid silently closed. I didn’t have long to mull anything over, though, because the elevator doors opened again only a moment later, and I stepped out into the main living quarters for my fellow superhero fledglings. 
 
    The row of elevators was off to the side, and as I rounded the corner, I found myself in a huge common room area flooded with sunlight. Mostly due to the fact that the whole south wall was made of floor-to-ceiling windows, and even from the elevators I could see the ocean outside and the small harbor with the academy’s yacht floating serenely at its anchorage. The wash of natural light threw sunbeams across a highly-polished marble floor, and the space felt bright and clean and welcoming. 
 
    The central part of the common area was full of couches, armchairs, beanbags, and various other types of comfortable seating all pointed inwardly at each other. The entire western side of the space was taken up by a kitchen area, with an eight burner stove and double oven, two ridiculously huge chrome refrigerators, and two long tables with chairs and placemats for at least thirty people. 
 
    Then the eastern side of the fifteenth floor was home to the dorms, and I could see several corridors that led to enough bedrooms to house us all. 
 
    There were at least twenty other fledglings in the common area when I arrived, though none of them were really speaking to each other, and not one of them afforded me more than a cursory glance as they heard the soft ‘ding’ from the elevator. 
 
    The silence didn’t surprise me. It was a sharp U-turn of change for almost everyone in this room, and we were all in the same boat, so a sense of nerves and almost distrust was to be expected. 
 
    It was like a social experiment. Except we all had some sort of potential superpower, and no one knew what the others had up their sleeve. 
 
    I ignored the central section of the common room, where several fledglings were already spread across the couches or engulfed in beanbags twice their size, in favor of the kitchen area, if only to just have an excuse to remain standing. 
 
    “Welcome to the Superhero Academy, fledglings.” 
 
    The sudden voice had us all spinning on our feet to find its source, and I spotted a petite woman who couldn’t have been more than five feet tall, even with the slight heels she wore. The scattered conversations quickly began to dissipate as my fellow fledglings noticed her standing by the elevators, but my classmates still looked as confused as I felt by the newcomer. 
 
    The woman had ethereally pale skin that looked thin as paper, and her short, almost white, hair was cut into a sharp bob that framed her pointed face. Her wide lips were tinted with a pale pink gloss, and her huge dark eyes were framed with thick lashes that wouldn’t have looked entirely out of place in a Japanese anime. 
 
    “My name is Somnia,” the petite blonde spoke again, and this time she had the attention of the entire common room. “I belong to the Dreamer pillar, almost literally. I control dreams.” 
 
    I heard a few almost nervous-sounding whispers, but I was more enthralled by this woman than intimidated. I’d heard of Somnia before, particularly how she’d donated her powers to Homeland Security and helped put away several domestic terrorists before they could even half-bake their nefarious plans. 
 
    “I’ll be here as an acting principal,” the ethereal Dreamer explained. “You’ll soon learn about the four different pillars, and I’m intrigued to see what you have to show us.” 
 
    Somnia spread her arms wide, and a warm smile pulled at her pale lips. 
 
     “This is a place of learning, and you’ll certainly be put through your paces as you train to protect our country… Though thanks to our hardworking current Supers, we haven’t had to deal with the Antis for many years.” Somnia clapped her hands together as she smiled down at us. “But tonight, we celebrate you. The Pillar Placing Ceremony will begin at eight o’clock sharp, in the main hall, and the dress code is black tie, so be sure to impress us.” 
 
    Her words echoed into silence until eventually she let out a short peal of laughter, and the spell broke as several voices started to buzz with excitement. 
 
    “Black tie?” I heard a voice beside me groan. “I don’t even think I have a tie, let alone a black one.” 
 
    I looked around to find a stout guy standing beside me, a good half a foot shorter in height but with wide football player’s shoulders and a square jaw. He had a mess of dark red hair that curled purposefully onto his forehead in a Clark Kent sort of style, and he glanced up at me with his brown eyes suddenly wide with panic when he realized that I’d heard his muttering. 
 
    “Did you know we had to bring a tux?” he asked and started to gnaw at his bottom lip. 
 
    “Nope.” I shrugged. “I’ve got a button-down and a blazer, I guess that’ll have to do.” 
 
    “Then I’ll stick with you for the night, at least we can be judged together.” The redhead let out a hearty chuckle and stuck his hand out to me by way of an official greeting. “The name’s Frank. Conduit.” 
 
    “My name’s Mark,” I said, and I took his hand so I could give it a firm shake. “I’m a Conduit, too. Fire.” 
 
    “No kidding,” Frank said with a grin, and he reached up to give me a light slap on the shoulder as he continued to shake my hand. “Same here. Nearly set my Pop’s pizza place on fire, and boy he was close to whoopin’ my ass when I couldn’t work out how to stop the flames comin’ outta my hands.” 
 
    Frank had a thick east coast accent, and the moment he mentioned pizza, my New Yorker theory was solidified. 
 
    “Yeah, I almost did the same.” I shook my head and laughed. “Except I worked in a bookstore, so you can imagine. There was a lot of kindling.” 
 
    “Oh, shit.” Frank’s laugh was loud and carefree, and several people looked round at him with varying degrees of raised eyebrows, but he didn’t seem to care all that much. 
 
    It was nice to have met someone similar to me, even though we came from opposite ends of the country. But Frank was a Conduit, too, so I figured it was worth befriending someone I could practice my abilities with. 
 
    We made sure we called dibs on rooms beside each other so we could be neighbors, and after our luggage was delivered, I got to unpacking my suitcase. 
 
    I didn’t have much to put away, though, and within half an hour I had my clothes hung up in my closet, my one particularly favorite pillow placed on the surprisingly large bed, and my laptop on top of the small wooden desk in the corner. The rooms were plain but modern, and everyone had an en suite, too, for which I was thankful. 
 
    I’d had enough of communal showers from my time at college. 
 
    “You’re done already?” I heard Frank’s breathless East Coast voice coming from my doorway, and I turned to find my new friend with his hands on his hips as he stared at me. 
 
    “Do you need any help?” I asked him with a smirk, especially when I noticed how ruddy his flushed cheeks were and how his slightly sweaty hair had slipped out of place. 
 
    “Nahh, I got it,” Frank said with a casual wave of the hand, but he nodded his head for me to follow him anyway and spoke over his shoulder so I needed to hurry to keep up with him. “Blame my mom, she insisted I take everything but the freakin’ kitchen sink.” 
 
    I followed Frank across the hall toward his bedroom, and I took a seat at his desk and watched him put away his admittedly massive suitcase of clothes. 
 
    I helped him pick out a cotton button-down and some dark jeans for the Pillar Placing Ceremony, assured him more than four times it’d be totally acceptable, and then went to go and get changed myself as the time grew closer and the sun started to set outside. 
 
    I could feel a steady buzz of excitement at the base of my skull, and the strength of my Conduit power surged through my veins with every movement. It was both incredibly tough, and surprisingly easy, to keep my fire power in check. 
 
    I could feel it within me, like it was something almost tangible, and though I could tell just how much of an eruption it could be, my mind had already subconsciously worked out how to keep it at bay. 
 
    But that was just stopping it from starting. Stopping it mid-stream, now that I understood its ferocity, would probably be a whole other matter. 
 
    But that was exactly why I’d been chosen for the Academy, cherry-picked by the Federation to become a potential superhero, and the buzz of excitement spread from my head all the way to my belly as I wandered out into the common area and saw the rest of my fellow fledglings dressed to the nines. 
 
    “God dammit, there’s so many hot girls here…” Frank muttered as he sidled up beside me and fiddled nervously with the collar of his shirt. “All of the shit my mom made me pack, and she didn’t think to include a tie.” 
 
    “This is precisely why you should’ve left your mom out of it,” I teased. 
 
    “Hey,” he pouted and then nudged me with his elbow as his expression melted easily into a grin of his own. “I’m Italian, I don’t have that luxury. My mom bawled her eyes out when I left.” 
 
    I’d dressed myself in a pair of black slacks, a soft button-down, and my blazer, but I didn’t have any fancy shoes, so I’d had to opt for my black Converse instead. I just hoped someone somewhere in this academy had seen David Tennant play Doctor Who, because at least then I wouldn’t be questioned on my pairing a suit with lace-up Chucks. 
 
    As the common room filled with all of the current fledglings, I realized Frank was absolutely right, and the place was filled with gorgeous women. Our group was split pretty evenly down the middle, with men and women, so we all got our fill of ogling each other and sizing each other up. 
 
    I noticed a particularly intriguing blonde girl, who also had Converse on her feet despite the pretty dress she wore, but just as I prepared myself for eye contact, someone nudged me as they passed, and I lost the blonde to the crowd. 
 
    I stumbled slightly into Frank, whose normally cheery face immediately soured when he spotted who was stalking past us with an incredibly offensive air of self-importance. 
 
    “Zeus bros.” Frank muttered the word like a curse. 
 
    “Who?” I asked as I stared at the small group of guys that were headed for the doors already. 
 
    “Conduits who think they’re quite literally god’s gift,” Frank said with a sniff. “They can control electricity, create lightning bolts and stuff. So they think they’re descended from the gods, though I’d be willing to bet the tiny amount of money in my checking account that they’re not even remotely Greek.” 
 
    “Aside from being Alpha Phi Alpha or something,” I said and shared my friend’s scowl as I watched them cut through the crowd of fellow fledglings with their chests puffed out. 
 
    “Yeah, just be wary of them…” my East Coast buddy grumbled. “Delusions of grandeur doesn’t even begin to cover it.” 
 
    “How do you know they’re… Zeus bros?” I asked as I watched the four or five burly blond guys mill around the elevators with a look of importance on their faces. 
 
    “Only they would walk around like they owned the place on day one,” Frank said and rolled his eyes. “My buddy was a Tempest fledgling a few years ago, and they fucked him up.” 
 
    “So they’re frat boy douchebags,” I said with a curt nod. “Understood.” 
 
    Frank and I both avoided the so-called Zeus bros and fell in line with the rest of the fledglings as we left our living quarters and headed to the main hall on the ground floor. 
 
    A soft jazz style of music was playing softly over the speakers as we entered, and the hall was already half-filled with professional superheroes. I had to work to keep my jaw from dropping when I saw the people in attendance, because Somnia was nowhere near the most famous. 
 
    I could see Thunderbolt, the lightning Conduit I’d heard on the radio, dressed in a glittering pale gold dress that probably cost more than two years of my rent, with her long blonde hair pushed away from her face so it tumbled down her back like a waterfall. The Conduit was talking to another stupidly famous superhero called Kat, a member of the Corps pillar who could literally transform herself into the form of any kind of feline, big or small. 
 
    I’d heard of mutants in the Corps pillar, ones who took on the appearance of animals, but I didn’t think I’d see one this soon. 
 
    Kat had naturally yellow eyes, and her pupils were oval-shaped instead of round, which made her look eerily similar to her feline counterparts. A literal pair of cat ears also sat nestled in her black hair, and I had to blink a couple times before I realized what they were. She was dressed in a sleek black dress made of supple leather, and I had to look away when she turned in a certain direction and the material clung to her body like a second skin. 
 
    “Oh, this is like, fancy fancy.” Frank’s voice was reverent as the fledglings filtered into the party, and I looked away from Kat and Thunderbolt so I could scan the rest of the main hall and see if I recognized anyone else. 
 
    “Tell me about it…” I said under my breath, and then I nudged Frank in the shoulder. “Hey, is that Volcan?” 
 
    “Guy in the red suit who can spew lava?” my friend gasped as he turned to see who I was looking at. “Yep, that’d be him…” 
 
    “Holy shit…” I whispered in awe. 
 
    I was suddenly hit with a pang of realization that almost every Super in attendance had fought against the Antis. The Antis were an infamous supervillain organization, a group of Supers that turned bad and wanted to rule over humans as their superiors, and the exceedingly well-dressed Superheroes milling around and sipping champagne were the ones that had actually defeated them a handful of years ago. 
 
    “Man, do I feel underdressed.” Frank’s voice was strained as he scooped up a flute of probably ridiculously expensive champagne from a nearby server and then upended the contents down his throat in one swig. 
 
    The fledglings gathered by a stage covered with a heavy velvet curtain that had intricate gold stitching and tassels, and people began to shush each other as we eagerly waited for the ceremony to begin. 
 
    “Welcome, fledglings!” Somnia’s voice echoed out around the hall, and eventually all of the established superheroes in attendance fell into a hush as they paid attention to the Dreamer on the stage. 
 
    Somnia had changed into a dark navy-colored cocktail dress shimmering with hidden gemstones, so whenever she moved it looked like she was literally wearing the image of a clear night sky, and her already dark eyes were covered in a silver glitter that mirrored the effect of her dress. 
 
    “Welcome to the Pillar Placing Ceremony!” She spread her arms wide and smiled, and a smattering of polite applause sounded at her words. “These fledglings will state their chosen pillar and complete a task specially curated for their particular ability. Now, though most of you may well know your power already, this is a tradition we’ve upheld for decades, in order to showcase yourself to the world’s greatest heroes and stake your claim in this society!” 
 
    Another, slightly more raucous round of applause filled the main hall, and Somnia let out a slight chuckle as she clapped her hands together again. 
 
    “Let us begin with my personal favorites, the Dreamers!” 
 
    Frank and I stood and watched as the Dreamers were called upon one by one and took turns to present their ability. 
 
    One girl had the ability to induce deja vu, and she kept her volunteer doing the same thing over and over with increasing confusion. Another Dreamer girl could manipulate a subject’s brain until they believed they’d gone blind, which was actually hilarious to watch, and there was another Dreamer guy who could construct perfect illusions inside someone’s mind and quite literally get them to see what he wanted them to see. 
 
    After the Dreamers were placed, it was time for the Corps. It was the pillar that dealt with powers of the body, and Frank and I watched as one guy literally hardened his skin as though it were made out of stone every time he was hit, like he was a walking marble statue, and there was a girl who could pull and stretch her body into impossible positions. 
 
    “That’s some circus act,” I said to Frank with a smirk, and he just snickered in reply. 
 
    The most entertaining pillar-- aside from my own-- was the Tempests. They harnessed the power of the air, and I watched in awe as one girl clambered up the scaffolding, launched herself into the sky, and then flew around everyone’s heads. There was another guy who could transport himself instantly, like a blink, and he darted around the room so quickly it was almost like he was in a hundred places at once. 
 
    Eventually, the Conduit pillar was called upon, and Frank and I decided to hang back and let the Zeus bros flex their muscles and show off for a while. I couldn’t be bothered getting involved with them, so I just watched them shoot bolts of electricity around the room and rolled my eyes at the ooh’s and aah’s of the crowd. 
 
    Frank was up next, and I watched curiously to see how his power differed from mine. 
 
    My pyromancer buddy couldn’t conjure fire from nothing in the same way I could, and instead he carried around an engraved gas lighter that he pulled power from. I watched as he flicked the lighter and then pulled the flame as if it were made of taffy. 
 
    He eventually managed to twist and turn it into a happily crackling ball of flames that sat in the palm of his hand, and he twisted and rolled it around like a juggling ball. 
 
    Then finally, it was my turn. 
 
    “Just do whatever comes naturally,” Somnia said as I walked up the steps onto the stage, and she patted me on the arm when I passed her. 
 
    There was an old wooden sparring dummy, like one you’d find at a medieval fair, hidden behind the velvet stage curtain in the back, so I wheeled that to center stage and took up position. 
 
    Then I extended both of my hands and allowed the power I felt to flow freely through my body. I focused on my fingertips as the fire crackled and surged through my bloodstream, and with a gasp, I finally let it loose. 
 
    The fire roared from my hands as rapidly as water from a fire truck’s hose, and the mannequin was already charred and smoldering before I’d even managed to catch my breath. 
 
    “Okay, Mark!” I heard Somnia’s voice somewhere behind me. 
 
    But I couldn’t stop. 
 
    The fire raged from my fingertips until eventually, and literally, it ran out of steam, and as I stood there gasping for breath, I realized I’d set not just the dummy alight, but the stage itself. 
 
    The crowd started to murmur, and then shout, and in my panic I extended my hands out to grab hold of the heavy velvet stage curtain and pull it down to smother the accidental fire I’d started. 
 
    Except the curtain forcibly ripped off its rings, one by one, before my fingers were anywhere near the material. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
    The gold-trimmed curtains tumbled to the stage with a loud thump, and the happily roaring flames that I’d accidentally guided into an almost uncontrollable fire were immediately snuffed out beneath the blanket of heavy red velvet. 
 
    Time stood still for a moment, and everyone in attendance at the Pillar Placing Ceremony held their breath as I kept my arms above my head and aimed at the curtain rail. 
 
    Until suddenly, all hell broke loose. 
 
    “Two powers?” 
 
    “Did he just use telekinesis?” 
 
    “But I thought he was a Conduit…” 
 
    “Could he be… an Omega?”  
 
    Multiple voices rose to a deafening volume, and I spotted Frank’s comically shocked face on the other side of the stage where he was standing with the rest of the placed Conduits, including the Zeus bros who all, quite ironically, had faces full of thunder. 
 
    I hadn’t meant to move the curtains with my mind. 
 
    In my panic, I’d gone to grab at the thick burgundy-colored velvet and yank them down onto the flames, and I guess I’d technically succeeded in that particular endeavor, except I’d managed to move the material with a second and totally separate power. 
 
    And this time, I couldn’t blame it on adrenaline.  
 
    I really did have multiple powers. 
 
    I felt a hand suddenly grip onto my elbow, and I whipped around to see one of the professional superhero Conduits had grabbed hold of me. 
 
    “Come with me,” he said bluntly and tugged on my arm. 
 
    “I--” I started, but I didn’t really have the words. 
 
    “You need to move, Mark,” another voice said, and I spun around again to find Somnia, the controller of dreams, looking up at me with her huge dark eyes round with concern. 
 
    “I’m sorry…” I muttered. “I wasn’t trying-- I didn’t know--” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Somnia said in a soft voice. “We just need to get you to walk off the stage right now.” 
 
    “But I didn’t mean to--” 
 
    “Move, kid,” the Conduit hero said again, and he pulled on my arm with a little more force. 
 
    “Okay, okay.” 
 
    I obediently followed Somnia and the hero Conduit backstage, past the already placed fledglings who were all staring at me with various different expressions on their faces, and I instinctively looked at the floor because I knew I didn’t have the answers to all the questions they were sure to ask. 
 
    I was quickly ushered to a back room behind the stage, which was full of stacked chairs, old spotlight cases, and other various theater paraphernalia. After a moment, a few more pro superheroes filed into the room after us, and their gazes were all locked on me. 
 
    “Mr. Maddock.” A man with a shock of black hair and even blacker eyes walked toward me with purpose. 
 
    I gulped at the sound of my name and just nodded. 
 
    I didn’t recognize the dark-haired man as a famed superhero, though that somehow made him even more intimidating, and I clasped my hands together in front of me so they couldn’t possibly cause any more havoc. 
 
    “Did you know you possessed telekinesis as well as pyromancy?” the man asked in a flat, calm voice. 
 
    “I…” I gnawed at my bottom lip and gave a half-shrug. “Sort of?” 
 
    “What does ‘sort of’ mean?” he asked. 
 
    “When I… activated-- I mean, I definitely activated with fire. I worked in a bookstore and nearly had the place up in flames, but… I also lifted a whole bookcase up and then nearly ripped my front door off the hinges. I just chalked that up to adrenaline, but also I thought I’d heard my boss say something out loud when he didn’t, and I don’t know what’s happening to me because I--” 
 
    “Breathe.” A tall woman with thin blonde dreadlocks and sharp eyebrows suddenly placed her hand flush against my chest and then looked me deep in the eyes. “Everything is okay, Mark.” 
 
    I noticed how she had little rings and other embellishments in her hair, and her eyes were a deep blue like the ocean. She also had warm, freckled skin and perfectly white teeth, and I felt a sudden rush of calm wash over me like a wave. 
 
    “Whoa…” I muttered as I felt the tension in my shoulders relax. “Okay.” 
 
    “Mani here can control your emotions.” Somnia smiled knowingly at the woman with the dreadlocks and caramel-colored skin. “She’s a very talented Dreamer.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll say…” I said in a breathy voice. 
 
    “Start from the beginning,” the man with the mass of black hair spoke again. 
 
    I did as I was told and reeled off my experience from the moment I activated, right up until the point I’d apparently used telekinesis to yank down the theater curtains and then been hauled backstage. 
 
    “Do you think…” Somnia muttered as she looked at the black-haired man. 
 
    “It’s a possibility,” he replied to her, but he kept his dark eyes fixed on me with growing curiosity. “A strong one, I should think.” 
 
    “What is?” I asked, and even though I was confused and a little rattled, my question came out calmly, as if I were asking the time. 
 
    Mani really was talented at manipulating emotions around her, and I smiled dopily at the woman with the blonde braids. 
 
    “Come,” the dark-eyed man commanded me before he turned to the rest of the superheroes. “Continue with the ceremony. I believe we still had a number of fledglings to place.” 
 
    The pro superheroes all nodded sagely and filtered out of the door until I was just left with the man with the dark hair. 
 
    “What’s happening to me?” I asked in a quiet voice. 
 
    Since Mani had walked out of the door, all of the panic and anxiety that her powers had suppressed were crawling back up my chest and sitting in my throat like a piece of food I’d swallowed wrong, and I gulped nervously and kept my hands clasped together. 
 
    “Come,” the man said again, and he just motioned for me to follow him. 
 
    I did as told, and he led us through the bowels of the academy, through nondescript corridors with strip lights and beige walls, until eventually we came to an elevator that only had one button on the panel. 
 
    P for Penthouse. 
 
    I was silent on the ride up, and it took a hell of a lot longer than it did to get to the fledgling dorms. The elevator doors eventually slid open with a soft sigh, and the dark-haired man extended a hand for me to enter. 
 
    I walked past him into the penthouse and couldn’t help but stare in shock. It was fancier than any hotel I’d ever been in, and where the fledgling dorms were clean, comfortable, but definitely utilitarian, the top floor of the academy was where the money was spent. 
 
    It was an explosion of expensive materials like silk and softened leather, crystal sconces that scattered the place in soft, golden rainbows, and more floor-to-ceiling windows that made it look like I was standing on the helm of a cruise ship in the Caribbean. 
 
    “Whoa…” I couldn’t help but mutter as I inspected my surroundings. 
 
    “Would you care for a drink?” the man asked softly. 
 
    “Sure.” I nodded slowly. “Whatever you’re having.” 
 
    “Whiskey it is, then,” he said with a half-smile, and after a moment he handed me a thick crystal tumbler filled with a measure of rich amber liquor. 
 
    I took a sip and ignored the cough in my throat as the heat of the whiskey burned away the anxious feeling. 
 
    “Oh, that’s really good.” I swirled the whiskey around and took another sip. 
 
    “I should think so,” the dark-haired man said with a quiet laugh. “It’s Macallan twenty-five.” 
 
    I watched as he took a long pull from his own crystal glass and motioned for me to sit on one of the plush leather couches, which I did. Then he sat on the other end, put one of his legs up on the knee of the other, and surveyed me with his piercingly dark eyes. 
 
    “My name is Mori,” he eventually said and took another sip of his liquor. 
 
    “Mark,” I said automatically. “But you knew that.” 
 
    “Yes, I did.” Mori smiled again, and though he had an air of almost creepy calmness, the grin was genuine, so I started to feel a little bit more at ease. 
 
    Though that could’ve had more to do with the whiskey worth thousands of dollars. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said again and then motioned helplessly with my free hand. “For everything.” 
 
    “Nothing to apologize for,” Mori said. “No one was hurt, and if anything, you may have presented yourself as something far more valuable than just another fire Conduit.” 
 
    “Do you really think I have multiple powers?” I asked in a hushed voice. 
 
    I’d never heard of such a thing happening before, and the idea was daunting. 
 
    “I do.” Mori nodded. “But there are tests to be done, to prove the authenticity of my theory.” 
 
    “What kind of tests?” I felt my grip tighten around the crystal tumbler. 
 
    “Unpleasant ones,” Mori admitted with an easy shrug of his shoulders. “But worth it to discover your locked potential.” 
 
    “Which is what, exactly?” I asked. 
 
    Mori waved a carefree hand and set his drink down on one of the marble coasters that were scattered on top of the huge coffee table in the middle of the room. 
 
    “I see no reason to fill your head with ‘what if’s,” Mori said in an emotionless voice. “I deal only in absolutes. Will you take the tests?” 
 
    I studied the man with the dark hair for a long moment. 
 
    He was an older gentleman, at least in his sixties despite how thick and dark his hair still was. I could tell because he had a wrinkled forehead and deep crow’s feet around his eyes, and his lips were thin and almost the exact same shade as his skin. His hollow cheeks were completely cleanshaven, and he was dressed in a sharp three-piece suit, all black, with a silver pocket watch in the waistcoat and chunky silver cufflinks that glinted every time he moved his arms. 
 
    And he lived in the penthouse and drank expensive whiskey as casually as if it were a soda. 
 
    He definitely had me curious. I wonder what kind of power he possessed. 
 
    “Yeah. I’ll take the tests.” 
 
    My life had been turned on its head within the last twenty-four hours, and quite honestly, I was morbidly intrigued to see what exactly Mori believed me to be. Needless to say, I was different from the other fledglings, and I wanted to know why. 
 
    I wanted to know just as much as he did, and I could tell because of the way his already dark eyes hardened with anticipation the moment I agreed to his test. 
 
    “All four pillars will come for you.” Mori’s voice was sharp and emotionless, and he leaned forward to fix me with an intense stare. “You must control them. If things go wrong, I will be here. But I do not intend on holding your hand through this.” 
 
    “Prove my worth, I get it.” I rolled my neck and just nodded. “Okay, I’m ready.” 
 
    “Good,” Mori said, and then he slammed the heel of his hand square into my chest. 
 
    The breath was knocked immediately out of my lungs, and my body was flung back against the soft leather of the couch. I slumped into the cushions, and then suddenly, I pulled myself away. 
 
    Except I’d pulled myself away from my body. 
 
    Mori had sat back in the same casual position as before and picked up his whiskey tumbler, and he seemed to still be within his own body.  
 
    I wasn’t, though. 
 
    I glanced down and saw my current form was wispy, like smoke, and I was quite literally a ghost of what I was five seconds ago. I stared through my torso to where I could see my slumped, lifeless body on the couch, and then I looked up at Mori with fear making a phantom heart beat erratically inside an equally phantom chest. 
 
    “What’ve you done to me?” I asked, and even my voice was only half there, like an echo. 
 
    Mori, still in his corporeal form, simply smiled up at me and tipped the rim of his glass in my direction. 
 
    “You are of the astral plane now, my boy.” He swirled the last dregs of his whiskey around and then finished his drink. “A far easier way for the pillars to test you. You mustn’t rely on your meat suit, you see. Your powers are all inside of you, inside of your soul, inside of your mind.” 
 
    “Okay…” I whispered, and my voice dissipated into the air almost as soon as I’d uttered the word. 
 
    It was an incredibly jarring, incredibly strange feeling. Nothing seemed tangible, and I had to focus on Mori’s words in order to even recognize the sensation of my Conduit power. I could feel the tension in my fingertips, like the dull continuous drone of a hornet on a hot summer’s day, but I couldn’t quite harness it. 
 
    I was aware of its presence, but it was quite literally just outside my grasp. 
 
    “Focus…” Mori said quietly, without looking at me. 
 
    I ground my nonexistent teeth and frowned with nonexistent eyebrows, and even those small, emotional, corporeal instincts helped me hone in on the buzz inside of my fingertips. 
 
    It was my mind that controlled the swirling rage of fire, not my body, and I let out a breath from lungs that didn’t need to breathe as I squeezed the astral version of my hands. 
 
    I watched where the tendons should’ve been and focused my eyes, forced myself to will the fire into existence, and I let out a shuddering groan as finally, finally, my ghostly hands were surrounded by flame. 
 
    “Ohhh, god…” I breathed, like I’d just run a marathon and could finally stop moving my legs. Then I laughed as I flexed my spectral hands and watched the undulating ball of flames swirl and dance through the air. 
 
    “Light the candle,” Mori said softly and nodded to the coffee table. 
 
    A tall white cylinder of wax was waiting for me, with a completely fresh and unburned wick, and I suddenly balked. 
 
    I had to transfer my fire from the astral plane, through myself, and onto something physical. 
 
    It took all of my concentration to keep the roiling ball of fire in my hands as it was, and now I had to move my astral projection toward the coffee table to get in reach of the candle. 
 
    “Don’t think so literally,” Mori said with a half-smile. 
 
    “I thought you said you weren’t gonna hold my hand through this,” I said with a grunt. 
 
    Mori let out a short laugh, just one puff of breath, but it was enough to tell me I was doing a good job. 
 
    I focused on the spot of energy in my hands and let my subconscious take over the rest. I floated, a little too high at first, and then back down, until eventually I hovered in the air above the coffee table. 
 
    I curled my ghostly fingers in an arc and practiced moving my Conduit ability before I begrudgingly started to focus the fire against the very real, very physical candle in front of Mori. 
 
    A moment seemed like forever, and I let out another grunt as I tried to force the flames to catch on the wick.  
 
    “Focus…” Mori muttered again, but I could see in my periphery how he’d started to lean forward with anticipation. 
 
    “I am focusing,” I said through gritted teeth that didn’t really need to be clenched together, and with another relatively useless huff, I extended my fingers even further so the echo of my hand eventually became fire itself. 
 
    I had complete control now, and all I had to do was stroke the air above the candle wick before it eventually crackled and caught. 
 
    I let go of my pyromancer ability with an exhausted sigh, but I could feel the spectral way my disembodied lips turned up into a satisfied smile. 
 
    “Good,” Mori said. “Now the Corps pillar.” 
 
    A sudden brick wall appeared in the air in front of me, and I lost sight of Mori. I physically tried to move my head, but as I turned in the air, more red bricks materialized around me, until eventually I was completely enclosed inside four walls. 
 
    “Mori!” I yelled out his name in a sudden panic. 
 
    “You know I’m here,” Mori said, and his voice sounded as though he were right beside me, despite the bodily separation. 
 
    I pressed my ghostly hands up against the wall, and the brick sure felt real enough. I pushed harder, and a chunk of cement crumbled away, but it felt like it’d taken every single ounce of energy I had to offer. 
 
    “It’s too hard,” I said with a gasp. 
 
    “Try harder.” Mori’s voice became flat and emotionless again. 
 
    “I can’t do it,” I said as a claustrophobia I never realized I’d had started to take over. 
 
    “Yes, you can,” Mori said. “Only you can free yourself. Use your mind, not your body.” 
 
    “But the Corps pillar is all about the damn body!”  
 
    “But your affinity for its power lies within your mind, boy!” Mori reminded me. “Break free from it!” 
 
    I shoved against the brickwork that encased me again, and suddenly I remembered how I’d nearly ripped the front door of my apartment clean off its hinges. 
 
    I’d done it without even thinking about it, so I could do this, too, even if I couldn’t flex my literal muscles to do so. I just had to actually think about it this time around. 
 
    The moment the metaphorical light switch flicked on in my brain, the brickwork that had encased me suddenly exploded, and I shoved my way out of it. 
 
    “Good!” Mori said with a satisfied smile. “Good, Mark, that’s two pillars. Now the Tempest.” 
 
    “In this form?” I scoffed and suddenly found myself having fun with it. “Easy.” 
 
    I focused on the fact that my mind was outside of my body, I focused on how I could feel my extremities because I could remember what they felt like, but I reminded myself I absolutely held the ability to move myself around the air without the need for my human body to carry me. 
 
    I ended up flitting around Mori’s penthouse apartment like a bat at dusk. 
 
    “Okay, final pillar,” Mori said, and there was a touch of excitement in his usually stoic voice. “The Dreamer.” 
 
    “How will I know what the test is?” I asked breathlessly, but Mori didn’t answer. 
 
    Not with words, anyway. 
 
    He stared at me, with his dark eyes piercing and as deep as black holes. They sucked me in, and I suddenly realized what he wanted me to do. 
 
    He wanted me to try and read his mind. Like I had with my old boss. 
 
    I floated in the air until I was directly in front of him, almost nose to nose except my form wasn’t quite literal, and I stared directly into his jet-black irises. 
 
    I watched as his pupils moved with the light in the room, I watched as they flittered ever so slightly in place, and I watched the soft skin of his eyelids shudder with even the slightest movement. Eventually… I heard a voice. 
 
    I didn’t hear him necessarily, not as clear as if he were talking to me, but I knew he was there. And it wasn’t that he was inside my mind, it felt more as though I were inside his. 
 
    Go back… I focused my gaze even harder and stared even more intently at Mori’s black eyes. Back… Back… To yourself… 
 
    I felt a grin form on my formless face, and without a word I immediately dove through the air and forced my spectral projection back into my corporeal body. 
 
    I sucked in a huge lungful of air as if I’d been suffocated, and I could feel my heart beating erratically in my chest as though it had forgotten what to do. 
 
    “Mark!” Mori’s voice was loud and commanding, and his hand suddenly gripped onto my shoulder. “Breathe!” 
 
    I’d never really been one for anxiety before, but to suddenly be in control of my body again gave way to pure unadulterated panic, and I started to hyperventilate even as I gripped onto the sleeves of Mori’s fancy black suit. 
 
    “Breathe,” he commanded again, and I did as I was told. 
 
    I sucked in another breath of air through my nose, so much it completely filled up my lungs and puffed my chest out, and I slowly let it out again through my mouth. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I muttered in disbelief. 
 
    “You possess a power from all four pillars.” Mori nodded in approval. “I figured as much.” 
 
    “But what does that mean?” I demanded breathlessly. “I’ve never known anyone to have multiple powers, I thought that was the whole point of the pillars…” 
 
    “There is a term for one who can master them all,” Mori said as he studied me curiously. “Omega.” 
 
    “That’s what you think I am?” I asked. 
 
    “Not yet,” Mori said with a wry smile. “But the potential is certainly there. You won’t receive any special treatment here for having an aptitude for more than one pillar. If anything, you’ll need to prove yourself four times over. But if you can wholly grasp the understanding and knowledge to harness all four pillars, then…” 
 
    “That’s…” I shook my head and sighed deeply. “I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “I will bring you back here,” Mori said, and raised a hand to signify his living quarters. “We will have much to discuss. Especially since the last known Omega was… Well. For another time, perhaps.” 
 
    “Tell me,” I said immediately, since my curiosity was piqued. 
 
    “Well… the last Omega ruled over the supers, like a king,” Mori explained in a slow, deliberate voice. “Which is entirely fair, given his status. But he turned quite insane with it, and the story trickled down from a fairy tale told to children of supers to keep them and their burgeoning powers in check, to now a myth.” 
 
    “Oh…” I muttered, and it was the only sound I could muster. “Do you… Do you think I’ll go mad?” 
 
    “Not at all, my boy.” Mori’s face split in two with a wide smile. “I will train you correctly.” 
 
    “Do you think the… The Antis will come back, if there’s an Omega? If that’s actually what I am…” 
 
    Mori hummed into his whiskey and then shrugged. 
 
    “It’s a strong possibility,” he eventually said. “Although our current roster of heroes put an end to their absurd ideals several years ago, I have no doubt there are still those that believe in the Antis’ way of thinking… And if you truly are an Omega, they will most definitely want to get their hands on you.” 
 
    “That sounds…” I let out a low whistle. “Stressful. No wonder the last Omega went mad…” 
 
    “You will train.” Mori repeated. “And you will become stronger than them all, if you are open to it.” 
 
    “I’ll do everything in my power to be good,” I said with a firm nod. “I promise.” 
 
    “Nothing to worry about for now, I fear I’ve tested you enough for one night,” Mori said decidedly, and he held up his hand when I tried to protest. “We’ll have further discussions, Mr. Maddock. I’ll be keen to hear of your progress. But for now, rest.” 
 
    “Yes, sir…” I mumbled, and he shooed me out of his apartment and toward the elevator. 
 
    My mind was spinning uncontrollably at everything that had happened during my Pillar Placing Ceremony, and by the time the elevator spewed me out onto the fifteenth floor, I was breathless all over again. 
 
    Then the mild sensation of panic started to bubble again when literally every single person stopped talking and stared at me with various degrees of distrust, disgust, or even hatred. 
 
    The hatred mainly came from the Zeus bros, though, and I purposefully kept my head down as I made a beeline for Frank, who quickly waved me over. 
 
    “So, what was that about, Maddock?” someone asked behind me in a sneering voice. 
 
    I stopped in my tracks with a heavy sigh, and when I turned around, I was face to face with the biggest of the Zeus bunch. 
 
    He was tall, well over six-foot-three, and had a width to back it up. His shoulders were massive, his chest was constantly puffed out, and his suit looked expensive and almost definitely tailored to his mostly ridiculous physique. 
 
    “An accident,” I said bluntly. “Sorry if I scared any of you.” 
 
    “Scared?” the frat boy scoffed and turned back to his buddies, who all equally snorted with derision. “Far from it. Concerned for the welfare of our fellow fledglings, more like.” 
 
    “Yeah, Zach’s right,” one of his cronies chuckled, though the sound was humorless. 
 
    I turned to Zach himself and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “And why’s that?” I demanded. 
 
    “We have a freak among us,” Zach the Zeus bro sneered. “People are saying you might be an Omega. And we all know how the last Omega turned out…” 
 
    “Better pack your bags then,” I said as I lifted my chin and crossed my arms over my chest. “I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    “Don’t you ever think you have the right to tell me what to do,” Zach said in a low voice. “Ever.” 
 
    “Or what?” I asked, and I was starting to get impatient. 
 
    I just wanted to get back to my dorm room and collapse into bed. 
 
    “Or I’ll make you sorry you ever stepped foot in this city,” Zach said, and then he did something that both of us would likely come to regret. 
 
    He gave me a hard, purposeful shove in the chest.  
 
    That’s when I saw red. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
    “Back off.” I shoved Zach in the shoulders with both hands, and then I grinned in satisfaction as I watched him stumble in surprise at the strength I had. 
 
    I might not have looked especially jacked in comparison to the blond Zeus bro, who evidently hit the gym religiously and made it his entire damn personality, but just by the one heated push from me, he knew I had something on him. 
 
    That didn’t stop him from retaliating, though, and I could see fury wash over his face like a storm cloud. 
 
    “Don’t touch me, freak.” He spat the word like it was venom and immediately rounded on me. 
 
    That’s when I heard it. 
 
    Something in the back of my mind, like listening to a conversation through the wood of a door when you know you really shouldn’t be eavesdropping. 
 
    “... Gonna put you on your ass…” I heard Zach’s douchey voice, and I took an automatic step back as I blinked at him. 
 
    “What did you say?” I demanded. 
 
    “I said don’t touch me, you freak.” Zach’s repeated words were absolutely not the ones I’d heard. 
 
    I didn’t have too long to be curious about it, though, because his arm was already pulling back while his hand was balling into a tight fist, but just as he started to swing for me, I heard it again. 
 
    It was like a ghost version of his voice, but it was definitely Zach’s. 
 
    “I can’t wait to knock his teeth out…” Zach’s voice said, but his lips didn’t move. 
 
    Holy shit. I was actually hearing his thoughts. 
 
    But I didn’t have time to worry about that. 
 
    I took a step to the side just as his fist came swinging toward my jaw, and the momentum of his punch pushed straight through the empty air, so he staggered past me with a surprised yell. 
 
    “Get him, Zach!” One of the other Zeus bros, a stocky guy with short brown hair and a protruding forehead that made him look like a caveman, stamped his feet eagerly. 
 
    I hunkered down and centered my gravity as I brought both of my fists up to my face, and Zach let out a frustrated huff as he steadied himself. 
 
    ... I took karate, asshole, let’s see you dodge a kick. Zach’s voice gave away his intentions without him even opening his mouth, and I just hopped over his leg as he swept it in the direction of my ankles. 
 
    “What the fuck?” the blond Zeus bro grunted as he rounded on me again, and this time I saw his lips move with the words. 
 
    “Karate?” I scoffed. “Okay, Kobra Kai, whatever you say.” 
 
    “I didn’t say a damn thing!” Zach half-shouted, and I watched as spittle flew from his front teeth. 
 
    “You don’t need to,” I said with an even wider smirk. “I can literally read you like a book.” 
 
    “Freak!” Zach fully shouted this time, and he launched himself at me with both of his hands outstretched and gunning for my neck. 
 
    “Enough of this!” 
 
    A commanding yell sounded throughout the common room, and both Zach and I froze in place as Somnia entered through the elevators. 
 
    The beautiful tiny woman looked furious, and it was an expression that didn’t seem to fit her normally serene features. 
 
    “No fledglings should be bickering, let alone physically fighting!” Somnia said hotly, and I lowered my hands as I cleared my throat. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said immediately, and I took a step away from the lightning conduit. 
 
    “Somnia, he’s a freak!” Zach hissed through a clenched jaw, and he pointed at me with a finger that was quivering with anger. “He’s an Omega. He shouldn’t be here.” 
 
    “I said… Enough.” Somnia’s voice grew cold as she glared at Zach. 
 
    He bit his tongue, though he looked entirely unimpressed with having to do so. I felt a sudden smugness, because Zach was exactly the type who was used to getting his way, but his frat boy tendencies wouldn’t work at the academy. 
 
    And thank god, because I had far bigger things to worry about. 
 
    Frank yanked at my sleeve and pulled me away from the crowd, and I tried to drown out the sound of everyone muttering under their breath. It was a dull buzz, like a hive of hyperactive bees, and I found myself grinding my teeth in frustration all over again by the time my pyromancer friend pushed me into my bedroom. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked as he gnawed on his bottom lip and shut the door behind us. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine.” I flung my hands up into the air in a throwaway gesture and then shook my head with a sigh. “Zach is a douche.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Frank said. “But we all saw him start that.” 
 
    “Somnia didn’t,” I grumbled, and I started to pace around my room as my blood continued to boil. “He’s lucky I didn’t fry his ass. We’ve been here all of two minutes, and I already got in a fight.” 
 
    “Nothing you could have done,” Frank assured me. “It was self-defense. And I’m sure Somnia can see right through all of the Zeus bros.” 
 
    “I hope so,” I said with a frown. “I’m sure Mori will find out. Ugh.” 
 
    “Wait, Mori?” Frank asked, and his expression went from worry to excitement within the blink of an eye. “Like, the actual Mori?” 
 
    “Do you know him?” I asked as I flopped down onto the edge of my bed. I suddenly felt exhausted. 
 
    “I only know of him,” Frank said as he eagerly took a seat on my desk chair. “He’s a Dreamer, right? Astral projection, I read somewhere.” 
 
    “Yeah…” I confirmed my friend’s theory and then fixed him with a stare. “But wait, how do you know about him?” 
 
    “He’s only the most famous Dreamer to ever live,” Frank snorted at me. “Before I activated, I really wanted to be in the Dreamer pillar, so I did my research. 
 
    “You wanted to be a Dreamer?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Frank said with a wistful sigh. “My grandfather was the only one to activate in my family, though, and he was a Conduit himself, so what hope did I have? I’m just glad I got a power.” 
 
    “Yeah, I come from a family of Conduits, too.” I nodded. “Yet here I am, with multiple powers apparently.” 
 
    “And Mori to teach you!” Frank grinned excitedly. “The guy’s a legend, he was the most famous man on the planet back in his day. Now I guess he runs this place. You really hadn’t ever heard of him before?” 
 
    “Nope,” I said with a sigh. “And yet, somehow, I trusted him enough to put his mojo on me and spend an entire evening having an out of body experience.” 
 
    “You astral projected?” Frank’s jaw almost hit the floor. “You’re shitting me.” 
 
    “I mean, Mori did it to me,” I explained. “I… He said it was a test. Well, multiple tests.” 
 
    “For all four pillars?” Frank asked quickly. His excitement started to bubble over to the point where he couldn’t sit still any longer, and he hopped to his feet. “Holy crap, Mark, are you an Omega?” 
 
    “Keep your voice down,” I hissed and waved my hand. “I have no fucking idea what I am, but apparently I have the chops for it, and it’s freaking me the fuck out.” 
 
    “Mark, that’s so fucking cool!” Frank clapped his hands together but kept his voice hushed.  
 
    He wasn’t acting freaked out or disgusted like some of the other fledglings, and for that I was extremely grateful.  
 
    “I guess it is pretty cool,” I agreed with a reluctant half-smile. “But pretty damn tiring.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll bet.” Frank nodded quickly. “Did you pass all four pillars?” 
 
    “According to Mori, yeah.” I shrugged. “It took it outta me, though, and now I have to train in all four of them.” 
 
    “There hasn’t been an Omega for close to a century,” Frank said as he frowned thoughtfully. “I did a whole buncha research before I got here, figured knowledge is power and all that, and I remember reading up on the lore from this crazy old book my grandmother had. But she said those who show affinity for all four pillars have the power to unlock all powers, and that’s what Omegas are, so I figure you’ll have your work cut out for you, and honestly, thank God the Antis aren’t still kicking about, but--” 
 
    “Frank, dude, I’m tired as hell,” I interrupted him with a sigh and an apologetic smile. “I promise I’ll keep you in the loop, but I think I just need to pass the hell out right now.” 
 
    “Understandable,” Frank said with a grin. “I probably should, too. Basic training tomorrow.” 
 
    “Which means Zach and his buddies will do their utmost to impress everyone, yet again.” I rolled my eyes and then shared my friend’s smirk. “Though I’ll see what I can do about putting them through their paces.” 
 
    “Good plan.” Frank let out a lighthearted chuckle as he headed for the door. “Get some sleep.” 
 
    I did as he suggested and crawled into bed with my mind racing uncontrollably. I ached everywhere, mentally and physically, and after the adrenaline of my altercation with the Zeus bros finally wore off, I started to feel the stress of the evening creep up on me. 
 
    I’d nearly caused a fire on the first social night at the academy, I’d met Mori, an incredibly famous Dreamer who’d put me through my paces and literally torn my soul from my body to do so, and also I was about to be the first Omega in the superhero community in close to a century. 
 
    It was an odd feeling, but an exhilarating one, and that was mostly the reason why I felt so exhausted. It was born from excitement, not anxiousness, and I had a huge grin on my face as my eyes slid shut and sleep finally took me. 
 
    I slept dreamlessly and woke the next morning in exactly the same position I’d passed out, and I groaned as I heaved myself off the mattress, stretched my arms above my head, and stifled a huge yawn. 
 
    Then I took a quick shower and let my thoughts empty themselves from my mind and dribble down the drain along with the steady stream of water, and I dressed myself quickly in the hopes that I could grab something highly caffeinated before what I was sure was going to be another tiring day. 
 
    Frank was already up when I appeared in the common room, and he eagerly waved me over to a table close to the kitchen area.  
 
    “Morning,” he said with a knowing smirk when I stifled another yawn. “There’s a legit espresso machine in the kitchen area, have at it.” 
 
    “Thank god,” I moaned and quickly went to fix myself a cup. 
 
    There was a veritable feast for breakfast already prepared in the fledgling common area. I walked into the kitchen space and was met with huge silver platters stacked high with fluffy-looking pancakes and glass bottles of syrups, mountains of greasy fried potatoes, and a literal pile of bacon slices. There was also a long row of yogurt pots with a fancy-looking honeycomb display beside it, and then a whole tea station with at least twenty different flavors to choose from. I just grabbed a couple pastries and some fresh fruit before I made an attempt to work the espresso machine. 
 
    It was a huge industrial-looking thing built right into the chrome wall with several spouts to place a cup under, but it was surprisingly simple enough. There was a button marked flat white, and that was good enough for me. 
 
    I returned to sit with Frank, and we enjoyed our breakfast as we wondered out loud about what the day might have in store for us. 
 
    The entire time, I could feel the eyes of the rest of the class on me, but whenever I looked up, everyone looked away and started up hushed conversations. I knew they were talking about me, about me being an Omega specifically, but at least they were keeping their opinions to themselves. 
 
    “Fledglings!”  
 
    I looked up from my croissant when I heard Somnia’s cool voice echo throughout the common room, and I saw the ethereal-looking Dreamer standing just by the elevators with a cool smile on her face. 
 
    “Today is the first day of the rest of your life!” she said with a light air of excitement as she spread her arms wide. “Now that you’ve been placed into your pillars, you will begin your basic training. This will all be done within the same facility, of course, so that you have a better understanding of each other and your abilities.” 
 
    “What does that mean for me, do you think?” I muttered to Frank, who just shrugged helplessly at me. 
 
    “Basic training is meant to be enjoyable, but by no means easy,” Somnia continued. “This is where you really need to let loose with your power, do not be afraid to use it. You are expected on the eleventh floor in fifteen minutes, where you’ll meet your trainers. Have fun!” 
 
    Somnia turned on her heel and waved over her shoulder as she headed back toward the long row of elevators, and I turned to my friend with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “This should be interesting…” I said as I took the last sip of my flat white. 
 
    The entire common room was suddenly buzzing like a beehive again, with muttered conversations fueled by a strong sense of excitement. Frank and I almost immediately finished up our food and headed right for the elevators, and most of our classmates eventually followed suit. 
 
    The fledglings headed to the eleventh floor as instructed, and I couldn’t help but let my mouth hang open when I saw the training facility. 
 
    Almost the entire floor was open-plan, aside from the west side which had walled-off locker rooms for each pillar. The rest of the place looked like an insane sparring room the size of an airplane hangar. 
 
    The floor was a soft spongy material like high school wrestling mats, and as I followed the rest of the fledglings out of the elevators, we were greeted by four trainers who were already waiting for us. 
 
    They were all dressed in skintight red jumpsuits, with a thick silver zipper down the front and silver piping along the seams, and the four of them had wide smiles plastered on their faces as we approached them. 
 
    The guy on the left had cool blue eyes that looked impossibly pale, a huge grin on his face, and jet-black hair that looked like it could’ve been longer than most of the girls’ except it was tied neatly up into a tight bun. The girl beside him was petite and had her honey-blonde hair knotted into a messy ponytail, and on her other side was a freakishly tall guy with mousy-brown hair and a crooked nose. Lastly, there was a curvy woman with bright green eyes and wavy ginger hair plaited into two long braids. She also had literal wolf ears, covered in soft fur the same color as her red hair.  
 
    “Welcome!” The guy with the black hair tied into a bun spread his arms wide as he greeted us. “My name’s Liam, and I’m a Conduit trainer.” 
 
    The blonde with the messy ponytail was called Abby, and she was going to take care of the Dreamers. The rakishly thin guy with the brown hair was called Pete, and he was the trainer for the Tempest pillar. And the last trainer was Jennifer, the curvy redhead with the braids and the wolf ears who was going to be looking after the Corps. 
 
    They split the fledglings up into their assigned pillars, and since no one had said anything different to me so far, I just stuck with Frank and the other Conduits. Our trainer, Liam, bounced from foot to foot like he was walking on hot coals, and his grin was so wide it looked almost comical. 
 
    “What’s up, baby Conduits!” he said as he nodded at the group of us and rubbed his hands together excitedly. “I’m super stoked to be a trainer this year, I’ve been studying at the academy for a couple years now, and becoming a trainer is something that a good number of you will end up doing, too.” 
 
    I noticed how the Zeus bros snickered amongst themselves at the prospect of that, and I rolled my eyes as our trainer continued. 
 
    “Sure, some of you might even end up earning the big bucks, and some of you might even become legitimate superheroes, but it’s here, in training, where we can hone your potential,” Liam explained with that impossibly wide smile still on his face. “As Conduits, we deal in power. In all its forms. Fire, electricity, gadgets, anything that’s powered by something… We can play with it.” 
 
    “My dad works for the government,” one of the Zeus bros piped up. “Espionage. He hacks into stuff.” 
 
    “If that were true, you wouldn’t be harping on about it…” Frank muttered under his breath, and I swallowed a chuckle. 
 
    Though it wouldn’t have surprised me if Conduits were hired for exactly those types of jobs. 
 
    Although my fiery ability was power in a more raw form, a lot of the other Conduits dealt with electrical manipulation. Liam explained that pyromancy was almost an entirely other tangent within the pillar, and far rarer than anything electrical… Which the Zeus bros immediately tried to refute when Frank and I plastered smug grins on our faces. 
 
    Before we could get started, though, Liam wanted to know exactly what ability we’d presented during the Pillar Placing Ceremony. 
 
    Zach was the only Zeus bro who could actually produce electricity from himself, and it came shooting out of his hands like Emperor Palpatine in Return Of The Jedi, but the rest of his lackeys only had the ability to manipulate electricity. There was one who could turn lights on and off by stealing the power in the bulb filaments, there was another who could make devices bug out until they were unusable, and one of Zach’s buddies could turn himself into a walking Tesla coil, which made his hair stick up like he’d been electrocuted, but it meant he could transfer power from one thing to another. 
 
    I watched from the sidelines as my fledgling classmates all showed off their different powers, and I started to bite nervously on my bottom lip and tap my foot as it came closer and closer to being my turn. 
 
    Frank went up next and showed off his pyromancy power, though it was far weaker than mine. He had maybe a little more control over the sparks and embers that danced on the surface of his skin, but it was maybe just because of the fact they were far easier to control than a raging fire straight off the bat. 
 
    Eventually, Liam called upon me, and his cool blue eyes sparkled mischievously as I approached. 
 
    “So, you’re the prodigy, huh?” my Conduit trainer asked as he waggled his eyebrows. 
 
    “I don’t know about that…” I muttered in reply. 
 
    “Nonsense,” the Conduit trainer laughed and gave me an overly friendly smack on the shoulder. 
 
    Then he motioned with his head for the rest of the Conduit fledglings to follow us, and he guided me toward a section of the Conduit sparring area covered on all four sides in a thick foil sheeting that gleamed a bright silver, so it was like walking into a giant empty TV set from the nineties. 
 
    “Fireproof,” Liam said as he proudly smacked the makeshift foil-covered wall. “Aluminum outer layer, vacuum deposited onto military grade Nomex. You can go nuts in here.” 
 
    “Stand back everyone…” Zach said loudly and importantly. “Mark the freak is about to set the place on fire.” 
 
    “Hey,” Liam said and shot Zach a stern look. “None of that in my training area, you hear me?” 
 
    “Whatever,” Zach said with a roll of his eyes, and he folded his arms across his permanently puffed out chest. “Do your worst.” 
 
    Liam looked across at me and gave me a confident nod. 
 
    “You got this,” the black-haired trainer assured me. “Give it all you got, let us have it.” 
 
    “You’re the boss,” I said with a shrug, and I planted my feet, brought my arms up, and aimed both of my outstretched hands at the fireproof room. 
 
    I could feel the familiar buzz of power surge through my bloodstream as my power fought for release, and as I flexed my fingers, I let go of the constraints and let the energy flow freely. 
 
    A river of roiling red and orange flames exploded from my fingertips like a fully turned on faucet, and I let out a strangled gasp as the energy ripped through me. It felt like my entire life force was being expelled from my body, but despite using all of my energy, it was automatically recycled back into me, so it felt like I was constantly exhausted and exhilarated all at once.  
 
    It was overwhelming, but it was fucking fantastic. 
 
    The fire spread across the aluminum-covered Nomex and roared loudly as I kept my footing as solid as I could, and eventually, I could just hear Liam’s ecstatic voice over the rush of blood in my ears. 
 
    I balled my hands into fists and turned the faucet off, and the surge of fire was snuffed out like a candle. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Liam jumped from foot to foot and grabbed me by the shoulders. “That was awesome!” 
 
    “Geez, Mark!” Frank came up behind me and shoved me playfully in the shoulder. “I mean, he said let us have it, but damn!” 
 
    I was breathless, with a massive grin on my face, and then I realized almost every single fledgling, from every single pillar, had turned around to watch the show. Some still looked distrustful, but others now looked intrigued.  
 
    I felt a flush rush up my cheeks, and I just hoped I could pass it off as heat from my firepower. 
 
    “Good job, Mark!” Liam praised and gave me another enthusiastic thump on the shoulder. “Now, let’s see how the rest of you can control your powers, shall we?” 
 
    Liam let the rest of the Conduit fledglings filter off, and then he gently pulled me aside to talk. 
 
    “That really was impressive,” he said with a grin. “Mori’s sent instructions for you to train with all four pillars, and your Conduit ability seems strong enough to me. Head over to Abby and the Dreamers, okay?” 
 
    “Sure.” I nodded and then forced a smile onto my face. 
 
    I couldn’t help but feel automatically ostracized, but I was also excited to see how the trainers took to my faint affinity for other pillars. My fire power was raging, and I had a pretty good handle on it straight off the bat. 
 
    But with things like the super strength I displayed in Henry’s bookstore, combined with the pillar testing that Mori had put me through, I was super intrigued how I could pull those abilities out of me. 
 
    “Hey!” Abby, with her messy blonde ponytail and easy smile, waved me over. “Mark, right?” 
 
    “That’s me,” I said with a smile of my own. 
 
    “Like Liam said, my name’s Abby, I’m the Dreamer trainer.” She scratched at her messy blonde hair and put both her hands on her hips as she squinted up at me. “Have you displayed anything that might belong to my pillar?” 
 
    “I…” I hesitated for a moment, out of fear of sounding crazy. 
 
    “Hey,” Abby said with an easy giggle. “This pillar is of the mind, I know it seems maybe odd to even admit anything out loud.” 
 
    “You don’t say,” I sighed and then ran my hand through my own hair. 
 
    “You wanna just, like, check out the rest of the crew?” Abby motioned casually with her hand. “It’s pretty chill over here.” 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed with a small smile. “That’d be cool.” 
 
    Most of the Dreamer fledglings were sitting on the squishy gymnastics floor with their legs crossed, and they were speaking in hushed tones or not at all, with serene expressions of immense calm on their faces. 
 
    I spotted one girl with long blonde hair that fell in soft waves around her face, and she locked eyes with me for a moment, smirked, and then turned right back to her partner. 
 
    I shrugged it off and went to sit with a small group of the Dreamers, who were in a lopsided circle. 
 
    “We’re playing Chinese whispers,” one guy explained as I took a seat. “Without words.” 
 
    “So, you’re whispering to each other like… In your heads?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. “That’s impressive.” 
 
    “You want in?” a Dreamer girl with dark brown hair chopped into a short pixie cut asked. 
 
    “Well…” I looked up at the Dreamer pillar trainer, and Abby just nodded encouragingly. “That’s sort of what I might be… Able to do. But I can’t hear properly, it’s like… Muffled, I guess?” 
 
    “Practice makes perfect,” Abby assured me. “Give it a try.” 
 
    No matter how much I focused, though, I could not pick up what the other Dreamers were trying to telepathically communicate with me. It was frustrating, because I had a sense they were actively trying to speak to me, but I just didn’t have the key to unlock the communication barrier. 
 
    “It’s no use,” I finally said with a heavy sigh. “I can’t seem to get it.” 
 
    “If you can feel it in your mind, even just slightly, then you’ll be able to eventually,” Abby said in a placating voice. 
 
    “Maybe it’s just when I’m in danger…” I said with an offhanded shrug. “Or when I’m really on edge, and the adrenaline helps it.” 
 
    “That’s absolutely possible.” Abby nodded, and her messy ponytail bounced atop her head. “It’s not uncommon for adrenaline to help a multitude of things, especially for us supers.” 
 
    I left the Dreamers to it and then headed over to the Tempests, where I had even less luck. I had no idea how my Tempest ability would properly manifest in real life. I knew I possessed the potential to unlock telekinesis, but it was just as hard to grasp as my telepathy power. 
 
    I spent the majority of the time just watching the rest of the fledglings in awe. Tempests dealt with the wind and movement, and there was a short guy that couldn’t have been older than eighteen who could teleport himself from place to place in the blink of an eye. There was also another Tempest who’d already completely mastered how to hover like a dragonfly. 
 
    I wondered if I would be able to fly one day, and that was motivation enough to keep trying. 
 
    The last Conduit training area I visited was the Corps pillar, and that was easy enough to slot into. They dealt with bodily functions, just not the gross ones, and I got to show off my super strength along with the best of them. 
 
    Maybe the Corps pillar was easier to grasp because it was a physical ability, much like my Conduit power, so it took slightly less brainpower to master. 
 
    At least that’s what I told myself. 
 
    I lifted more weight than I’d ever lifted in my life, and I even arm wrestled a giant of a guy who was at least double my size. 
 
    And I won. 
 
    But by the end of the day I was once again physically and mentally exhausted, and I couldn’t wait to get back to the comfort of the common room so I could collapse into one of the huge leather-covered bean bags by the floor-length windows and mindlessly watch as the sun went down. 
 
    When I did finally get back to the fifteenth floor, the entire fledgling common area once again fell into a quickly hushed silence as I exited the elevators. I stood there for a moment before I refused to become embarrassed by it, and I just made a beeline for the comfy seats by the windows that overlooked the bay. 
 
    I could feel all eyes on me, though, so eventually I had to look up just to see why they were all gossiping about me so much. 
 
    To my surprise, I realized this time it was mostly the girls that kept shooting me fervent looks, and they were at the very least not full of hatred. Most of them just seemed genuinely curious, maybe a little cautious, and I let out a heavy sigh as I leaned my head back into the soft leather of the bean bag. 
 
    The sun was low in the sky, and I watched as the deep orange rays rippled over the surface of the water outside. The Academy’s huge white yacht floated serenely in the harbor, and seabirds floated lazily on the soft buffets of wind as the sun continued to sink closer to the horizon. 
 
    But I could still feel eyes burning into me every second, and I eventually peeled myself away from the squishy comfort of the bean bag and decided to head to my dorm room for the night.  
 
    I’d never particularly experienced this much female attention, and it made me feel like I was the shiny new toy. 
 
    That was until I noticed one of the girls looking at me with an entirely different expression on her face. 
 
    It was the blonde Dreamer girl from before, and she didn’t have any sort of curiosity on her petite face. She actually wore a smirk, and when my eyes met her glittering blue gaze, she didn’t immediately look away. 
 
    She just grinned wider, and I immediately felt myself drawn to her. 
 
    “Dreamer, right?” I asked as I walked over and stopped in front of her. 
 
    She was leaning against one of the pool tables in the rec area of the common room, and she fiddled with the pool cue as she continued to smirk at me. 
 
    She had long blonde hair that was somehow both a mess and perfectly positioned at the same time, though she constantly seemed to play with it and push it back away from her face, or behind her ears. Her pale blue eyes were made even icier by the heavy black makeup smudged across her eyelids, and she was definitely of the grungier disposition because she wore layers of silver chains around her neck, and her fingers were decorated with stacks of silver rings.  
 
    She was dressed in a ridiculously small lace crop top in a creamy white color, with a deep ‘V’ neckline that showcased her impressive cleavage, and she had fishnet stockings on her legs and wore a tight leather skirt with crossed stitches on the side. 
 
    To be honest, she was drop-dead gorgeous, but her easy disposition seemed to rub off on me because I didn’t feel any sort of nervousness about approaching her. 
 
    “Yeah,” she finally answered and held her hand out for me. “Name’s Hannah.” 
 
    “Mark,” I said as I shook her hand. 
 
    “I know who you are,” she said with a half-joking roll of her big blue eyes. 
 
    “Right.” I nodded once. “The freak who nearly burned the place down.” 
 
    “No,” Hannah said, and she pushed herself away from the pool table so she could grin up at me. “You’re the chosen one… The one to rule them all.” 
 
    “Are you quoting Lord Of The Rings to me right now?” I asked with a surprised chuckle. 
 
    “Absolutely,” the blonde beauty giggled loudly, enough for most other girls in the general vicinity to shoot us fervent looks again, and I couldn’t help but grin even wider at her carefree confidence. 
 
    It was insanely attractive. 
 
    Hannah just hummed to herself as she looked up at me, and I felt a redness stain my cheeks when I remembered what her power was. 
 
    “Tell me you’re not reading my mind right now,” I said with a groan. 
 
    “Oh, absolutely not.” Hannah shook her head profusely and then looked up at me from behind her mess of blonde hair. “I wouldn’t dare.” 
 
    “Liar.” I shot back, though the word still had to filter through the smirk that was plastered uncontrollably over my face. 
 
    “It’s odd, though.” Hannah’s statement came as an afterthought, and she shrugged. 
 
    “What is?” I asked. 
 
    “I actually can’t get a good read on you,” the blonde said, and she pushed her hair back away from her face and then let it fall in long strands across her eyes.  
 
    I realized it was an act of mild frustration, and I felt another grin start to form on my face. 
 
    “You can’t read my mind?” I asked as I leaned against the side of the pool table. 
 
    “I can, sort of…” Hannah said and then shook her head with a chuckle. “I mean, everyone else is super clear. But it’s hazy with you. I can pick up on little things, little snippets, but that’s sort of it. It’s like you have a barrier set up.” 
 
    “I don’t mean to,” I said. 
 
    “I know,” she giggled, and then she cocked her head as she looked up at me again with a thoughtful expression on her face. “But I’ll find my way in somehow, I’m sure.” 
 
    We eventually settled into a lazy game of pool, with neither of us really setting up the situation. It just sort of happened, and we were both far more interested in talking to the other party than keeping track of who was trying to sink what color ball. 
 
    “So, do you make a habit of being the center of attention?” Hannah asked as she bent slowly down to retrieve the white ball from the pocket and line it back up again. 
 
    I had to shake my head slightly to stop myself staring at the way her leather skirt pressed against the roundness of her ass when she moved, and I cleared my throat. 
 
    “Definitely not,” I said. “Worst nightmare, actually.” 
 
    “Well, you’d better get used to it, golden boy.” Hannah flashed me a wink. “Have you seen how many girls are staring at you today? They were all really impressed with the spectacle you put on during training.” 
 
    “And yet here I am, getting hustled at pool by you,” I said. 
 
    “If you were being hustled, you’d know about it,” Hannah retorted quickly. 
 
    I clutched a hand to my chest like I’d been shot and let out a comedic groan.  
 
    “I look forward to it,” I said, and I watched as she leaned down to sink another ball. 
 
    Her breasts were barely held within the confines of her tiny lace crop top and pressed against the green velvet of the pool table, and I had to clear my throat again. 
 
    “We’ll see whether I deem you worthy of my attention,” Hannah said casually. 
 
    “Okay, well, in that case, I have a question,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, you do?” Hannah asked innocently, though I could see a smirk toying with her plump lips again. 
 
    “You’re really gonna make me ask it?” I said with an almost exasperated chuckle. “I thought you could read minds.” 
 
    “I told you,” she said with a joking pout. “I can’t read yours properly.” 
 
    “Well, you said you got little snippets, right?” I clarified. “So, what do you think my next question was gonna be?” 
 
    Hannah studied me for a long moment, and her rose-colored lips turned up into a wide smirk. 
 
    “I have an idea,” she said. “I just wanna hear you ask it.” 
 
    “Fine,” I said and held my hands up with another laugh. “Do you want to maybe go on a date… With me?” 
 
    She studied me for a second, with an almost thoughtful expression on her face, and then she just laughed and shoved me in the shoulder. 
 
    “Of course I will,” she replied with another coy grin. “Just to make the other girls jealous, though.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
    I had another huge smile on my face as I fell asleep that night in my Academy dorm room.  
 
    As far as first days went, it had been pretty damn cool. I’d showcased my Conduit ability, made a little headway with the other three pillars, and scored a date with arguably one of the hottest girls in the place. A lot of the fledglings still seemed wary around me, but aside from the Zeus bros, very few people seemed to outright hate me.  
 
    When I woke up and went into the common room the next morning, Frank had already commandeered the same table as the day before, and he made as many jokes as he could muster about me asking out a Dreamer mind-reader while we scarfed down a mountain of pancakes and had probably one too many coffees. 
 
    Then I learned that instead of basic training, we got to go out into the real world for our second day, and I was damn well chomping at the bit. Liam the Conduit trainer had explained that not all people with powers were necessarily deemed superheroes, so I wanted to put my ability into any kind of real-world setting in order to try and prove to both myself, as well as the Academy, that I absolutely had what it took. 
 
    Especially if I was going to end up as a proper Omega, though I made a mental note to take one of our weekend days and do some more research with Frank, because I wanted to know exactly what that entailed. 
 
    I also wanted to know when I’d be meeting with Mori again, but I was sure if I impressed on our superhero-themed ride-along, I’d see him sooner rather than later. 
 
    The other three pillars were picked up good and early for their first field practice day, but the Conduit fledglings were left waiting in the common room abusing the espresso machine and trying not to act like we were a little nervous at having to wait. Eventually, the elevator doors whooshed open one last time, and a huge fucking celebrity came waltzing into the common room as though he owned the place. 
 
    “Conduit fledglings?” he asked bluntly and just nodded before any of us could answer. 
 
    “Holy shit, that’s Pyro…” Frank muttered in awe. 
 
    Pyro was a world-famous hero and fire Conduit, and it was like looking at a magazine cover come to life. 
 
    He was tall and dressed in a very obviously tailored black suit, with a tie that looked almost exactly like coal embers and cufflinks made of yellow gold and shaped like flames. He had jet-black hair slicked back away from a tanned face, a gold ring in one earlobe, and a gold watch that probably cost more than literally everything I owned and then some. 
 
    Pyro stood there for a brief moment, as if giving us all the opportunity to openly gawk, and then he just nodded his head again, this time back toward the elevators.  
 
    Like a pin had dropped, the Conduit fledglings sprang into action. 
 
    We hurriedly followed Pyro into the row of elevators and piled in. 
 
    “Can you believe this?” Frank hissed excitedly at me as we got down to the ground floor. “Pyro’s our ride-along?” 
 
    “Isn’t Pyro just basically a film star now?” I asked with a chuckle. “I wasn’t aware he even did superhero stuff anymore.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure most supers have a clause in every contract they’ve ever signed, that if shit really goes south, they’re ready to jump in and literally save the country,” my fellow fire Conduit explained. “That’s what happened when the Antis decided to wage war on everyone and everything. Though… Yeah, I suppose you’re right, I’ve seen all his movies. Did you know he does all of his own stunts?” 
 
    “The man’s fireproof and can produce fire exactly like me, except he can manipulate it, too.” I huffed out another disbelieving laugh. “It doesn’t surprise me that he does all his own stunts.” 
 
    There was a sleek black limousine waiting for us just outside of the gates, and Pyro motioned wordlessly for us to follow him into it. Each pillar only had about ten fledglings per class, but the Conduits were one of the smallest. It was me, Frank, the three Zeus bros, and a couple others that I hadn’t met properly, so our class was maybe only seven strong. 
 
    But it meant we got to ride in a limousine, and once we were all situated, Pyro pulled a shelf out of the car wall, where there was a perfectly chilled whiskey glass waiting for him, and then he filled it with probably more ridiculously expensive Scotch. 
 
    We watched in silence as he took a long sip of his drink, smacked his lips together, and then crossed his legs as he looked at us all with dark, disinterested eyes. 
 
    “Uhh, Mr. Pyro, sir…” Frank was the first to speak up. “W-What are we, like, where are we going today? What’s on the agenda?” 
 
    “You’re a smart one, hmm?” Pyro grunted and took another long draught of whiskey. “God, remind me to fire my PR girl, I don’t know why I agreed to this…” 
 
    “To what, exactly?” I asked before Frank could stumble over his words. 
 
    Pyro fixed me with a long, knowing stare and then just smirked. 
 
    “The literal point of the Federation’s Academy is to ascertain which of you little fledglings has the balls to make it in this world,” Pyro said in a bored voice. “When you activate your powers, you’re not automatically a superhero. That title is earned, through hard work and perseverance, which is mostly what people tend to lack nowadays. So, the Academy decides where you fall within the super society, and each pillar is assigned a superhero to act as a mentor. That’s me. Your mentor.” 
 
    “Oh, wow…” Frank said in an awestruck voice. 
 
    “It’s an honor, sir,” Zach the Zeus bro interjected loudly. 
 
    “Sure,” Pyro said, and he fixed Zach with a blank stare before he went back to his whiskey with another shake of his head. 
 
    “Frank’s question still stands, though,” I reminded him. “What are we doing today?” 
 
    “Most Conduits are hired by the military for their powers,” Pyro said with a bored wave of his hand. “Given that we’re on… Quite the offensive side of the spectrum. I started my career in the military, but if you’ve got the drive, you’d get outta there as quick as you can. But we’re off to a military base somewhere in the asscrack of nowhere today, just to see what the hired Conduits there are up to.” 
 
    “Sounds like a very beneficial exercise,” Frank said with a solemn nod. 
 
    “It’s a bunch of bullshit,” Pyro said in the same monotone voice. “But I promised a fledgling ride-along, an interview with US Weekly about it, and maybe a spot on Timmy Falcon’s late show, if I decide I can be bothered.” 
 
    The rest of the Conduit fledglings murmured amongst themselves as Pyro went back to his whiskey-- at ten o’clock in the morning-- and I just shared a pointed look with Frank. 
 
    Pyro was everything I’d expected a world famous superhero to be. 
 
    A pompous dick. 
 
    “Make me a promise,” I muttered to my fellow fire friend with the red hair. 
 
    “What?” Frank whispered. 
 
    “If either one of us ever get even half as douchey as him, we get a swift punch in the side of the head,” I said. 
 
    Frank immediately fell into a bout of laughter and then hurriedly swallowed it when Pyro glanced over the rim of his crystal whiskey tumbler. 
 
    “Yeah, okay,” my friend grumbled. “Deal.” 
 
    The rest of the limousine ride was relatively uneventful, and most of the Conduit fledglings were far too nervous to speak up with Pyro steadily downing several glasses of amber-colored liquor. 
 
    We eventually arrived at a very plain, very beige military base, and there was an odd disconnect between the luscious green grass and swaying palm trees outside, to the sea of concrete the moment we passed the gates. 
 
    There were a couple huge metal silos on the western side, long rows of barracks to the west, and in the center was a ginormous compound surrounded by thick metal fencing that was topped with rows upon rows of deadly-looking barbed wire. 
 
    As we exited the limousine, a stout and very broad-shouldered man with a salt-and-pepper buzzcut and a leathery but clean shaven face stood at attention to greet us. 
 
    He was dressed in the usual camouflage of the military, with his epaulets stating his high rank. 
 
    “Good morning, General Hemlock.” Pyro sighed as he straightened his tie. 
 
    “Hello, Pyro, sir.” The general saluted and then fixed his beady eyes on the group of fledglings. 
 
    “A new cohort of Conduits,” Pyro said with a careless wave of his hand. “We’re here for the tour.” 
 
    “Certainly,” the general said with an air of importance. “Follow me.” 
 
    We did as told, and Hemlock showed us around Camp Harrod, which was about as eventful as its beige coloring. 
 
    “And just here, we have our state-of-the-art training ground,” General Hemlock said as we came to the center of the compound. “Most of our hired Conduits are immediately promoted to ‘Captain’ status, and many of them climb to ‘Major’ within a few years.” 
 
    “That’s impressive,” Zach said, and he puffed out his chest even further than normal. “It would be an honor to serve my country.” 
 
    “I appreciate the sentiment, lad.” The general studied the blond Zeus bro from beneath his bushy gray eyebrows and huffed. “Perhaps I’ll see you back here one day soon.” 
 
    “I’m sure that you will,” Zach said proudly. 
 
    I just shared an eye roll with Frank, and Pyro stifled his own laughter beneath the guise of clearing his throat. 
 
    I maybe liked the pro hero a little more after that. 
 
    Then General Hemlock motioned for us to follow him, and he led us into an outdoor space in the shape of a huge hexagon. There was a central sparring ring, with charred and blackened dummies and rows of fire retardant suits, and then on each of the six flat sides was a different training module. 
 
    On the far side of the hexagon was a makeshift building made of red brick that had been burned many times already, of which the thick coating of black soot over the front-facing side was a testament. It was at least three stories high, with a decrepit-looking fire escape and several blown-out windows. 
 
    “We’ll now demonstrate how our Conduits deal with an inferno.” Hemlock’s voice became gruff and businesslike, and he held up a hand to keep us from crossing over a white line drawn in the dirt just as a loud voice rang around the training yard. 
 
    “Attention!” The new guy’s voice was so loud it sounded almost amplified, and I noticed how he had one more embroidered ‘v’ insignia on his shoulder than the rest of the military personnel around him had on theirs. 
 
    It explained the strength of his voice, at least. 
 
    “Conduits!” he screamed again as he clapped his feet sharply together and stared forward. “Right shoulder, present arms!” 
 
    There was a group of at least five military Conduits in the training yard, and they all snapped to attention at the behest of their superior. 
 
    Present arms seemed like an obvious command, only these guys weren’t wielding guns. 
 
    They had powers. 
 
    Many of them created balls of fire within their hands, which they then, quite ironically, presented by holding out their arms. There were also some who could create orbs of crackling electricity, and a few others that could only go through motions, so I figured they had powers that were more of a one-shot kind of deal. 
 
    They all had that steely look of military trained focus, though, and I found myself watching them intently as their superior guided them toward the makeshift building and then set the damn thing ablaze. 
 
    The moment they were given the order, the military Conduits sent everything they had at the building. 
 
    Balls of fire and crackling bolts of lightning set the thing completely alight, and the towers of flame rocketed up the front of the building, out of the empty window frames, until eventually every damn brick was red hot and burning. 
 
    I could feel the heat from the flames even from behind the safety line, and General Hemlock surveyed the situation with a cool, almost unimpressed look in his dark eyes. 
 
    Pyro was somewhere to our right, and he paid little to no attention and kept his eyes glued to his cell phone instead. 
 
    The Conduit fledglings watched in silent awe as the military personnel carried out their drill, and I found my eyes drawn to the roaring flames like a moth. The entire building was still completely engulfed in an almost uncontrollable fire at this point, but General Hemlock still surveyed the goings on with a steely look in his eyes.  
 
    I could feel the pang of panic start in the base of my skull as the heat from the fire continued to warm our faces, and after a minute or two of watching the flames build and build, the sensation I experienced transformed into a very real intuitive feeling. 
 
    These guys didn’t have it under control. 
 
    “General Hemlock!” I had to half-shout above the roar of the fire. 
 
    The Conduit general spun on his heel a full forty-five degrees to face me, and his bushy gray eyebrows were pulled down into a stern frown. 
 
    “Yes?” he asked bluntly. 
 
    “Are they safe doing this?” I asked. 
 
    “Of course,” the General said dismissively, and he’d already turned back before the two syllable answer had left his thin lips. 
 
    I wasn’t convinced, though, and I shared an uneasy look with Frank. 
 
    The military Conduits were using their abilities to try and control the raging inferno, and there was one guy standing directly in front of the building with both of his arms outstretched and his feet planted in the dirt, as if he were physically holding the fire back. 
 
    There was another Conduit inside the building itself, and I figured he was another pyromancer because anyone else would’ve been burned to a crisp by now. 
 
    But the Conduit standing outside, the one trying to control the fire, seemed to be getting tired, so whenever he moved, more fire billowed out of the empty window frames. 
 
    The electrical Conduits had little to no control over the fire itself, they were just going about their drill with looks of determination on their sweating faces, and the other fire Conduits were struggling just as much as the man in front of us. 
 
    “General Hemlock…” I started to speak again, but that’s when all hell broke loose. 
 
    The brick building suddenly gave a long, tired sigh, and the brickwork caved in on itself with a thunderous clap that echoed around the training yard. The flames roared hungrily, and I watched in horror as they clawed their way out of the charred brickwork.  
 
    “General Hemlock, there’s still men inside there!” I yelled. “They’re trapped!” 
 
    “They are trained for this, son!” the general shouted back at me above the madness. 
 
    “But those guys can’t get out!” Frank said as he bounced nervously on his toes. “They’re trapped in there!” 
 
    “Corporal Gainsman can control fire itself,” the general insisted. 
 
    “Is Gainsman the one trapped inside the building?” I demanded. 
 
    General Hemlock was silent for a moment, Pyro hadn’t said a damn word, and the rest of the fledglings were keeping to the white chalk line as if their lives depended on it. 
 
    Which in fairness, it probably did. 
 
    But then a pained cry echoed out from the burning building, and before Hemlock could reply, before I could even think about what I was doing, I darted across the line and headed straight for the out-of-control fire. 
 
    I heard Pyro suddenly yell something, I heard Frank’s shout of fear, and the Zeus bros were all screaming, but I pressed forward until I was almost level with the captain who’d failed in holding the fire back. 
 
    He’d tried to stop the barrage of flames, but his arms were shaking, and he could barely hold his position for much longer. So I copied his stance, planted my feet in the dry dirt, and extended both of my arms until they locked at the elbows. 
 
    Instead of focusing on pushing the energy outward, I focused on pulling it toward me instead. But the bigger the fire, the stronger the energy, and I could feel its resistance. 
 
    It wanted to burn, it wanted to eat away at every flammable surface it could find, and it was hellbent on growing. 
 
    I yanked even harder still, until suddenly I felt a burst of energy fill me like a lightbulb turning on. I dragged it back, and I had to use every single drop of focus in my mind to continue pulling the roiling mess of flames toward me, until eventually, I held the entire damn thing in my hands. 
 
    My arms shook, sweat beaded on my skin, and there was no saliva left in my mouth. 
 
    I couldn’t see the building, I couldn’t see anything other than fire and destruction, and I could feel sweat pouring down my face and my neck as the heat consumed me. 
 
    Then I took a wobbly step backward and directed my hands toward the sky with a guttural shout. 
 
    I released the massive fireball into the air, where it consumed itself in a thick mushroom cloud, and then suddenly, there was silence. 
 
    Only for a moment, because as I released the fireball, I suddenly heard the screams and shouts of numerous different people around me. 
 
    General Hemlock was calling for medical assistance, the captains were pulling Corporal Gainsman out of the wrecked building, and both Frank and Pyro were barreling toward me at full speed. 
 
    Frank reached me first, and he skidded to a halt in the dirt and grabbed my arm. 
 
    “Mark!” my friend yelled, and he tugged on my wrist so I looked down at him. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine,” I insisted breathlessly. “I’m fine.” 
 
    “What in god’s name was that?” Pyro finally reached me and grabbed me by the shoulders, and he definitely didn’t sound bored now. He sounded pissed. “You fledglings are under my care, and you’re a damn liability, what were you thinking? You could’ve died, you could’ve been consumed, you could’ve lit this entire fucking military base on fire!” 
 
    “Well, you’d have been around to save the day in the end,” I retorted without thinking. “Right?” 
 
    “Everyone to the car,” Pyro snapped as his lips twisted into a scowl. “Now.” 
 
    “Before you go…” I suddenly heard the general’s gruff voice, and I turned on my heels to face him. 
 
    “Yes, sir?” I asked but was cautious at the prospect of getting reprimanded again. 
 
    “Thank you for your assistance,” the general said, and the ghost of a smile flickered across his steely face. “You really took initiative, and it was a very brave thing to do. You make sure to give me a call when you graduate, you hear me?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I replied with a curt nod, but I couldn’t stop my own grin from spreading across my face. 
 
    The drive back to the Academy was silent. I refused to make eye contact with Pyro or any of the Zeus bros, and I was thankful for Frank’s presence, otherwise I might’ve gone mad. 
 
    I replayed what’d happened at the military base over and over in my head, and I was grateful General Hemlock had thanked me for what I’d done. My intuition had come on really strong, and he’d actually seemed really impressed with how I’d managed to control the blaze. 
 
    Pyro didn’t seem to agree, but I found that I didn’t really care about what the pompous pyromancer thought. 
 
    I managed to shake off the antsy feeling by the time we finally arrived back at the Academy, and the coolness of the lobby air conditioning engulfed me as soon as I passed through the automated doors.  
 
    I let out a long breath as I headed for the elevators to the fifteenth floor. 
 
    My mind was still completely preoccupied with what had happened that day, so I didn’t even realize that Somnia was waiting for me in the fledgling common room, and I almost walked right past her. 
 
    “Mark!” Somnia’s voice pulled me out of my thoughts. 
 
    “Oh, hey,” I said as I looked up with an automatic smile. “Sorry, my mind was totally somewhere else.” 
 
    “I heard what you did at the military base today,” Somnia said as she gave me a once-over. “General Hemlock called. I’m impressed.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said with a modest nod. “I knew I could help, so I’d have never forgiven myself if I didn’t. Despite what Pyro was telling me.” 
 
    “Pyro is a law unto himself.” Somnia smirked wryly. “But still, I’ll be sure to let Mori know how well you’re faring. You’ll be going out with the other pillars to see how they work in the real world, too. The Dreamers are just about to head out again to a particularly interesting demonstration, if you’d care to join them?” 
 
    “Absolutely!” I said, maybe too eagerly, because Somnia raised her eyebrows in surprise. 
 
    I just knew I would get to see Hannah, so I was obviously going to say yes. 
 
    “I appreciate the enthusiasm,” Somnia said. 
 
    “Do I have time for a shower?” I asked and motioned to where I was still covered in black soot and ash. 
 
    “Yes,” Somnia chuckled. “They’re due to leave in thirty minutes.” 
 
    “Perfect!” I grinned. “Tell them to wait for me?” 
 
    “Of course,” Somnia said as her lips twitched into a smile. “It’s sure to be an interesting evening for you all.” 
 
    “Wait, you’re not the Dreamers’ ride-along?” I asked. 
 
    “No.” Somnia shook her head. “My power is only interesting when people are sleeping, which as a fledgling with an affinity for all four pillars, you will probably not have much time to do. So go, explore, have fun.” 
 
    “Okay, thank you.” I nodded respectfully to her and then quickly hustled to my dorm room. 
 
    “Where are you going in a rush?” Frank asked with a surprised chuckle as he poked his head out of his own room. “Are you doing okay?” 
 
    “Never better,” I said with a grin. “I’m going out with the Dreamers.” 
 
    “Oh, with the cute blonde, too?” Frank waggled his eyebrows. 
 
    “That might’ve had something to do with it.” I smirked. “So I gotta hit the shower.” 
 
    “Hey, don’t let me stop you,” my friend said and waved me on. “You’d better hurry up.” 
 
    I quickly showered off the majority of the sweat and ash from my outing with the Conduits, and I toweled my hair dry, wrestled myself into some clean clothes, and then hit the elevators. 
 
    “Mark!” Hannah’s voice was surprised when she spotted me on the ground floor. “What’re you doing here?” 
 
    “I get to go out with you,” I said to her with a knowing smirk. 
 
    “Oh, you do, huh?” The grunge blonde girl grinned up at me. “You’re counting this as our date? That’s real cheap.” 
 
    She folded her arms across her chest, and I had to studiously ignore the way her breasts pushed together beneath the flimsy material of her white lace shirt. 
 
    “I’m still gonna take you out on a real date,” I teased. “If you’ll let me.” 
 
    “I don’t know, jury’s still out.” Hannah shrugged carelessly, but then she shot me a wicked grin over her shoulder as she headed toward the automatic double doors that led out of the academy. “Come on, the cars are waiting.” 
 
    I followed the gorgeous blonde Dreamer out into the Miami heat, and then I sighed again once I slid into the back of a sedan with even more air conditioning. 
 
    It was early evening in Florida, and yet it still felt like we were in the pit of a volcano, so I’d take any chilled air I could find. 
 
    The swampy heat was still something I needed to get used to. 
 
    Apparently, the Dreamers were being treated to an evening experience with a famous artist called Iliana. She was an illusionist, and for a shockingly high price, she provided the rich and famous with spiritual readings and out of body experiences. 
 
    Which was apparently what we were in for. 
 
    I walked beside Hannah as I filtered into a perfectly manicured park in the center of Miami along with the rest of the Dreamers, and I spotted a huge marquee made from soft blush-colored silk that flowed eerily in the breeze like rosy ghosts. 
 
    Then I suddenly heard a soft voice behind us, as light as the summer breeze and about as wispy. 
 
    Hannah and I both whirled around at the same time, and we came face to face with who I assumed was Iliana. 
 
    She had wispy white hair bundled up into a silk wrap on top of her head, creepily pale skin that looked almost translucent, and pale eyes with little to no color. She wore a silvery shimmer on her eyelids, so she looked even more ghostly, and her clothes were layers of the same floaty material as the marquee in front of us. She kept her voice purposefully low and slow as she greeted the group of fledgling Dreamers, and a serene smile spread across her pale face. 
 
    “My name is Iliana,” the ethereal-looking woman said in a voice as soft as her silk hair wrap. “I am an illusionist. My Dreamer power allows me to infiltrate your mind, make you see what I want you to see, and show you your wildest dreams as a perfect reality… Whatever your heart desires.” 
 
    “For a price,” Hannah muttered under her breath to me. 
 
    I had to clap a hand over my mouth to stop the snort of laughter that bubbled its way up my throat, and I quickly stared at my shoes when Iliana glanced over to us. 
 
    “I am pleased to welcome this year’s fledglings to my newest art installation,” Iliana continued in the same dreamy voice. “It is my playful spin on the tunnel of love. Cross through to the other side where desire and instinct rules over your mind, and see yourselves laid bare. Do not be afraid.” 
 
    “I’m afraid,” I said to Hannah in a low voice. “What if you immediately fall in love with me?” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Hannah scoffed. “It’ll be the other way around. The more you fall for me, the easier it’ll be to read your mind, right?” 
 
    “Oh, so that’s your nefarious plan?” I teased. 
 
    “So what if it is?” she asked with a grin. 
 
    “Then you’ll know I’m a total player, and I have a black book of multiple women that I keep in rotation…” I let my voice trail off as I smirked down at the beautiful blonde girl. 
 
    She just shoved me in the arm and stifled another giggle as Iliana’s voice continued to spout wishy-washy bullshit over us. 
 
    Hannah knew I was kidding, and I was confident in that knowledge considering she could find out for herself if she really wanted to, though I wasn’t entirely sure why she couldn’t fully read my mind. 
 
    But it seemed to draw her to me even more, so I wasn’t complaining. 
 
    I hadn’t bothered with a girlfriend in California. 
 
    I hadn’t bothered with anyone, in reality. I’d been happy keeping myself to myself while living boring day to boring day and waiting impatiently for my powers to activate. 
 
    Both of my parents had been Conduits, so I’d been mostly positive I would get something, but never did I dream I’d get an affinity for almost everything. 
 
    “Do your parents know?” Hannah asked quietly. “You should tell them. They’ll worry about you otherwise.” 
 
    “Get out of my head,” I retorted playfully. 
 
    “Sorry,” the blonde sighed and shook her long hair away from her face. “That was rude of me. But that was one of the clearest thoughts I’ve heard from you, I couldn’t help but listen.” 
 
    “My bad,” I said in the same hushed voice. “I’ll have to work on emptying my brain around you, but that might end up difficult.” 
 
    “It’s fine, I’ve already learned to block you out.” Hannah’s voice was tainted with the smirk I knew was on her lips, despite the fact she hadn’t even bothered to turn and face me when she spoke. 
 
    She was a professional shit talker, a master of playful banter, and she was smoking hot anyway, but the fact that she could tease me just as much as I teased her was an even bigger turn-on. 
 
    I heard her stifle another laugh behind her hand as I purposely let my mind wander, and I just rolled my eyes with a pretend groan. Though I was willing to bet she was just picking up on body language as much as trying to read my mind. 
 
    Iliana, the art installation Dreamer, had finally finished whatever spiritual journey crap she’d been spouting about, and the fledglings and I finally got a chance to explore her installation. 
 
    We were to walk in two at a time and take as long as we needed. 
 
    “A solid three minutes should do it,” I said to Hannah as I grabbed her by the hand and guided us to the front of the line. 
 
    Her hand was soft and petite in mine, and I gave her fingers a playful squeeze as Iliana looked down at us with a mild expression on her smooth pale face. 
 
    “Your eagerness is endearing,” she said softly, and then she stepped fluidly aside while whipping her silk shawl around her shoulders so it looked like she’d encased herself in a cocoon. “Please, enjoy.” 
 
    The exhibit had a flowing drape over the entrance in a soft blush color, and it rippled past us as I pushed through and held it over Hannah’s head. We walked into the illusionist’s installation, and the two of us admittedly gasped at what we saw. 
 
    Hannah and I stood in the middle of a luscious green field, with a gentle breeze that carried the scent of springtime flowers and pollen and a completely clear blue sky with a sun beaming happily down on us. I could feel the soft grass underfoot, and I spotted a bird of prey high above us lazily drifting in the afternoon air. 
 
    “There is no way we’re still in Miami right now…” Hannah breathed, and I noticed how her fingers tightened around mine where I still held her hand. 
 
    “I-- whoa…” I glanced around at her and stared. 
 
    Hannah had been dressed in her usual grunge getup, with a tight leather skirt, fishnet stockings, chunky black boots, and an array of silver chains around her neck, but since we’d stepped into the spring meadow, she was suddenly dressed in a flowing white summer dress. 
 
    It had tiny little shoulder straps and a deep neckline that showed off the curve of her breasts, and it was cinched in at the waist while the hem of the skirt skimmed her thighs. Instead of her usual black eye makeup, she was fresh-faced, and she was completely barefoot in the grass. 
 
    “Yeah, what the hell…” Hannah rounded on me and placed both her hands on my chest. 
 
    It was only then that I realized I was wearing a white tunic, tucked into leather trousers, with elastic suspenders carelessly shucked off my shoulders so they swung around my hips. 
 
    “Why do we look like we’re in a period drama?” I asked with a giddy laugh. 
 
    “Is this your fantasy or mine?” Hannah posed another question with yet another chuckle. 
 
    “I don’t know, but it’s cool,” I admitted. “You look… Great.” 
 
    “So do you,” Hannah said with her voice still breathless from laughter. 
 
    “Iliana’s good,” I said with a lopsided grin. “This illusion is… Oh, an illusion. Right.” 
 
    The moment my brain had sleepily put two and two together, the image started to blur around the edges, like an overexposed Polaroid photograph. 
 
    I could suddenly see Hannah’s black eyeshadow and her fishnet stockings through the sheer material of the white summer dress, and the more I blinked, the more the real world started to rematerialize around us. 
 
    “You can see through it?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I breathed. “Once I realized it was just an illusion… you know when you’re looking at an optical illusion, and suddenly your eyesight remembers how to work?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Hannah giggled. “I know what you mean. Come on, let’s get out of here.” 
 
    We pushed through the installation until we passed through another archway covered by a flimsy sheet of rose-colored silk, and then eventually we came face to face with Iliana. 
 
    “That was quite something,” the Dreamer commended us. “You came out far sooner than I would’ve thought.” 
 
    “It was very impressive, though,” Hannah said. 
 
    “Thank you for letting us experience your art,” I told her with a serious nod, and I had to bite the inside of my cheek when I sensed Hannah holding in yet more laughter. 
 
    “You looked good in that old-timey shirt,” Hannah commented as we left the other Dreamers to the supposedly awe-inspiring art of Iliana. 
 
    “You looked good in the dress,” I countered. “But I like your style in the real world more.” 
 
    “You do?” Hannah twirled around so the chains on her neck jingled, and I got a perfect three-sixty view of her soft grunge outfit. 
 
    “Yeah, I do.” I smiled. “So, if you’ll still have me, I’d love to take you for a drink sometime.” 
 
    “I’d like that,” Hannah agreed with an impish grin. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “What, now?” I blinked as I looked around at the Dreamer class. 
 
    “Why not?” Hannah shrugged with a mischievous grin that made her blue eyes sparkle. “I’ve seen everything I needed to see.” 
 
    “Me in a white tunic?” I snorted and then quickly turned my back so I was facing away from Iliana, who was talking to another Dreamer a little ways ahead of us. 
 
    “You did look good,” Hannah said. “But I could use a drink, couldn’t you?” 
 
    “You wanna sneak off?” I asked with a raised eyebrow, but her spontaneity was infectious, and I couldn’t help the wild smile that pulled at my mouth. 
 
    “With you?” Hannah asked as she skipped away from me and looked over her shoulder. “Absolutely.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but sidestep the Dreamer class and immediately follow her, still with the same giddy grin on my face. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
    “So, both of your parents are Conduits?” Hannah asked as she wrapped her plump pink lips around the straw of her boba tea and sucked a couple of the tapioca pearls into her mouth. 
 
    I quickly forced my brain to focus on something else, in case she heard me admiring how it made her mouth look, and cleared my throat with a smile. 
 
    “Yep,” I said with a nod. “My mom is like a walking charge point, and my dad is kinda like a boiler light. As long as there’s fuel, he can turn stuff on, like the stove or whatever. My sister is gonna be furious when I tell her what I can do.” 
 
    “You have a sister?” my blonde date asked with a glimmer in her blue eyes. 
 
    “Younger, yeah.” I scuffed at the sidewalk with the toe of my shoe as we continued to aimlessly walk through the bustling Miami streets. 
 
    The sun had almost set completely, and the city had come alive all over again as night fell. Food trucks had sprouted like mushrooms after a storm, and everything seemed a little louder and a little more colorful in the dark, which felt completely backwards, but it was just how the Miami folk seemed to like it. 
 
    We’d ended up on the outskirts of Little Havana, and the smell of meat sizzling on a griddle somewhere, as well as the sound of a band in the distance, combined to pull us closer into the Cuban district. We’d started the evening on boba tea, but I could smell the distinctive scent of freshly muddled mint leaves coming from a truck specifically selling only mojitos, so I grabbed Hannah by the hand again and made an immediate beeline for it. 
 
    “I’ve never been a fan of rum,” Hannah said as I pulled us over. 
 
    “Mojitos in Miami,” I countered with a shrug. “Come on, it’d be rude not to.” 
 
    “Okay, fiiiiine.” Hannah pulled out another mocking pout, and she wrapped her arms around mine as we stood on our tiptoes to read the menu on the side of the truck. 
 
    I went for a normal mint and lime cocktail, but Hannah opted for strawberries and raspberries in hers. Then, before she could even pull a single cent out of her purse, I made sure I quickly paid for the drinks. 
 
    Once they were ready, I handed her the plastic cup with a satisfied grin. 
 
    “I thought I told you I was gonna pay.” Hannah huffed as she took her drink from me. “Thank you.” 
 
    “What can I say, I’m a gentleman.” I smirked and took a long sip of my cocktail. “Oh, damn, that’s pretty good.” 
 
    “Yeah, I might be swayed on mojitos already.” The blonde Dreamer chuckled lightly. “Shall we go and sit down?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said easily, but I made sure to keep her hand in mine until we had to actually physically break apart to sit down. 
 
    The mojito truck was pulled up in a small square littered with dented picnic benches that almost certainly wouldn’t have been there during the daytime, and there was a band of three Cuban guys across from us who started to play lively Latin music on battered old acoustic guitars. 
 
    It was possibly the coolest date I’d ever been on, with arguably the coolest girl I’d ever met, and I couldn’t help the lopsided grin on my face that was only worsened by the steady flow of white rum. 
 
    “So, what about you?” I asked as I fiddled with the lid on my drink. “Any siblings?” 
 
    “Just an older brother,” Hannah said, and her expression became a little mischievous as she smiled around her straw. “Very protective of me. He will beat you up with one word from me.” 
 
    “Am I meant to be afraid?” I joked. 
 
    “Nah, he’s a big softie really.” Hannah giggled. “But he is super protective of me. My dad died when I was just a baby, and my mom had to work two jobs, so he basically raised me.” 
 
    “Oh, shit, I’m sorry.” I gnawed at my bottom lip and instinctively extended my hand to grab hers. “That’s awful.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” Hannah shook her head and smiled sadly. “I had a great childhood, you know? My mom is a damn hero. Not actually, but you know…” 
 
    “She sounds it.” I nodded and took another sip of my cocktail. “So, do they have Dreamer powers?” 
 
    “Nah,” Hannah said and let out a long sigh. “I am a dirty common born. Neither one of my parents had powers, I think the last person in my family to activate was my great-great-grandmother or something.” 
 
    “Don’t call yourself common born,” I laughed.  
 
    “You have to admit, there’s a certain level of blood hierarchy in the superhero world,” Hannah said, though her blue eyes had started to glimmer again with her playfulness.  
 
    “Maybe,” I said. “Blood hierarchy is exactly what the Antis were all about… But those assholes were brought to their knees by us, by people who have powers and use them for good, regardless of where they came from. So, if you have powers, then you have powers. It’s how you use them that counts.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Hannah nodded and then shot me a long, lingering look as she fell silent. “You’re pretty cool, you know that?” 
 
    “I didn’t even need to read your mind for that,” I teased. 
 
    Hannah just stuck her tongue out at me before she took another long sip of her strawberry mojito and then fixed me with an inquisitive look. 
 
    “Do you think that’s a Dreamer ability you have an affinity for?” she suddenly asked. “Mind reading, like me?” 
 
    “I…” I faltered for a moment and then shrugged. “Yeah, honestly, I think it is. I’m pretty sure I’ve heard people’s thoughts before, but when I tried to do it on purpose in the Dreamer circle yesterday, I couldn’t get it to work.” 
 
    “D’you want me to try and teach you?” the blonde asked with a growing smile. 
 
    Before I could answer, she hopped off her side of the picnic bench and came to sit beside me so she was closer. 
 
    I could smell her perfume, and the strawberries on her lips, and I had to bite the inside of my cheek to keep my thoughts PG. 
 
    “Uhh…” I held my hands up in defense. “I have no idea where to even begin.” 
 
    “Well, you said you think you’ve heard someone before?” Hannah asked and was suddenly businesslike. “Like a voice inside your head, or more just an instinctual feeling?” 
 
    “I’ve heard, like… Scraps of sentences. Nothing really consistent, but there’s definitely been voices.” 
 
    “That’s very interesting,” Hannah said with a nod of understanding, and then she suddenly grabbed my face with both hands. “Okay, come here.” 
 
    I quickly swallowed every filthy thought that sprang to the forefront of my mind as soon as she touched me, and I forced myself to stare into her eyes instead of paying attention to the way her breasts were pushed together right in front of me. 
 
    Her eyes were admittedly gorgeous, though. They shimmered like ice, with shards of pale gray piercing the sea of cool blue, and her smudged black eye makeup only accentuated how beautiful they were. She had a tiny smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose, and her lips were a perfect pale pink covered in a thin layer of gloss that made them gleam in the low light of all the trucks that surrounded us. 
 
    “Focus,” she said to pull me out of my thoughts. 
 
    “Sorry…” I muttered and fought at the grin on my face. “Your eyes are very distracting.” 
 
    “I’m glad you think so,” she said as her fingers softly caressed the sides of my face. “But so are yours.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked, and now I couldn’t hold back my smile. “And I thought I was the one who needed to focus.” 
 
    I laughed when she stuck her tongue out at me again, and then we both semi-reluctantly fell silent as we focused on each other. 
 
    “Just listen for me, but use your mind and not your ears,” she said in the same soft, low voice. “You know that I’m here, and you know I’m projecting, so you should be able to sense me.” 
 
    “Hmm…” I murmured as I stared deep into the icy wells of her eyes.  
 
    I waited a moment, lost in the ocean of color, and then I eventually heard something. 
 
    Mark…  
 
    Hannah’s smile widened a little as I inhaled sharply, and I noticed how she had half a dimple in her left cheek. 
 
    Mark… I heard her voice inside my head again, but so faint it was like an echo. 
 
    “Keep going,” I muttered. 
 
    Mark… I’m here, Mark… 
 
    “Hello,” I said in the same low voice. 
 
    Hannah bit back on a laugh and kept eye contact. 
 
    Kiss me…  
 
    “Oh…” I faltered for a moment, and her hands pressed a little tighter against the side of my face. 
 
    I said kiss me, you big idiot.  
 
    I didn’t need telling twice. 
 
    There were barely a few inches of air between our faces anyway, so I turned a little to the left, got the angle right, and pressed my lips against hers. 
 
    Hannah immediately sighed into me, and her hands went from my face across my back until she’d wrapped her arms around my neck. Then I instinctively pulled her a little closer to me as her pillowy lips parted slowly for me. 
 
    She tasted like white rum and strawberries, and her body was warm and soft against my chest. She let out the tiniest of moans as she pushed herself even closer to me, and it was maybe the most insane first kiss I’d ever experienced in my life. 
 
    I want you… I heard Hannah’s voice in my head as she continued to kiss me. Do you want me? 
 
    Yes, I answered her quickly in my head, and I felt her lips turn up in a smirk as we carried on making out in the middle of the square, surrounded by Cuban music and food trucks and cocktails in takeout cups. 
 
    Hannah eventually pulled herself away from me with a breathless sigh, and she ran a thumb over her swollen bottom lip as she shimmied back a little on the bench. 
 
    “You’ll have to buy me dinner at least once first,” she joked. 
 
    The two of us burst into a fit of giggles, and we spent the rest of the evening talking about everything and nothing, in our heads and out loud, while she continued to teach me how to reach out with my mind. 
 
    We also kept making out like a pair of teenagers, and I was about as giddy as a high schooler by the time we eventually made it back to the fledgling Academy. 
 
    I watched her head toward the Dreamer dorms, and I spun on my heel with a huge grin plastered on my face as I finally headed to the Conduit rooms. 
 
    “So?” Frank immediately popped his head out of his bedroom door when he heard me, and he shot me a pointed look. “How’d it go?” 
 
    “So good,” I said with another almost giddy laugh. “She’s awesome. Great kisser.” 
 
    “You kissed her?” Frank slapped me in the shoulder as he followed me into my room, and then he let out one of his signature loud laughs. “You sly dog.” 
 
    “Shut up!” I hissed, though with the high of making out with Hannah mixed with the white rum of the mojitos, I couldn’t find it in me to scold him properly. “I’m going to bed. Do not ask me another thing.” 
 
    “Sure, sure.” Frank just waggled his eyebrows at me. “I’ll get all the details out of you eventually. I’m like a Jersey mom at the hair salon, I love the gossip.” 
 
    “I can tell.” I laughed. “Now leave me alone, I’m going to bed.” 
 
    My red-haired Conduit friend jokingly waved as he swiftly exited my dorm room, and I could finally crawl into bed with the most ear-splitting grin on my face. 
 
    That night, I dreamed of messy blonde hair and sparkling blue eyes, and I was almost sad to wake up the next day. 
 
    But I was due to go out with the Corps pillar, which for some reason involved going to a television studio, and I couldn’t quite work out why. 
 
    That is, until I saw who was actually doing the Corps presentation. 
 
    “Holy shit, it’s Dart and Double!” one of the Corps fledglings hissed excitedly as the group weaved through the mess of camera cables and lighting fixtures and finally saw the names plastered across the stage in golden glitter. 
 
    Dart and Double were twin brothers and huge in the entertainment industry. They’d had residencies on Broadway, the Las Vegas strip, and their show had been broadcast all over the world for years. Dart lived up to his name and possessed super speed, while Double was able to produce exact duplicates of himself, and both were admittedly hilarious to watch. 
 
    “Welcome, fledglings!” a jovial voice sounded from somewhere up in the rafters, and we all looked up expectantly. 
 
    “Welcome!” 
 
    “Hello!” 
 
    “Glad to have you here!” 
 
    “Fresh fledgling meat!” 
 
    The same voice echoed around the studio over and over, and there were suddenly a good five or six iterations of Double skipping around us and over the stage. Then we felt a whoosh of air as someone whipped past us at an incredible speed, and the sound of Dart’s footsteps were surprisingly loud against the polished black floor of the television studio. He ducked and weaved and sprinted around until the air in the room didn’t know which way it was blowing. 
 
    The twins eventually ended up center stage, and the Corps fledglings burst into a round of applause while Dart and Double both took long, back-breaking bows. 
 
    They were both short in stature and had a complete and total mess of dirty-blond hair on their heads. I didn’t envy the poor hairstylist in their crew, because it looked unruly enough as it was without the added chaos of Dart running at super speed all the time. 
 
    The brothers also both had impossibly green eyes and deep dimples in their cheeks, and they looked like a kid’s painting of an imp, almost a caricature of themselves. I’d half-expected them to be assholes like Pyro had been, but they seemed to genuinely revel in the spotlight and were impossible to dislike. 
 
    “Welcome!” the one singular version of Double finally said. 
 
    “We’re so excited you’re here!” Dart hopped from one foot to the other in excitement and then clapped his hands together. “The Academy told us we’ve got some really interesting powers among you guys, and I can’t wait to see what tricks you’ve got up your sleeve!” 
 
    We spent the next few hours flipping the roles, and the Corps fledglings entertained Double and Dart, who both grew more and more excited with each new power they witnessed. They were entirely enamored with a ghostly pale girl who could turn invisible at will, and they both let out identical squeals of excitement when a brutishly large fledgling shrunk down to the size of a toy. 
 
    There was another fledgling who could transform into any object that has self-awareness, and he spent a ridiculous amount of time switching into a camera that started to whizz around the floor of its own free will, or a table full of food that upended itself and created a mess that I sort of felt bad about. 
 
    There was another girl who could transform into a ginormous cobra, and I noticed how her eyes were slitted and her tongue was freakishly long and thin even when she was back in her human form. She was another Corps mutant, but instead of being grossed out by it, I was intrigued. 
 
    I wanted to hold her face and stare into her eyes so I could see how they were slitted, and I wanted to make her stick her tongue out so I could see how long and forked it was. 
 
    “Bravo, bravo! You all have great potential as heroes in training.” Dart suddenly clapped his hands together with ever-growing glee. “But there’s someone here we’re really interested in. Mark? Is there a Mark here?” 
 
    “That’s me,” I said with a grimace and reluctantly raised my hand. 
 
    “Yes!” Dart whooped and pumped a fist into the air. 
 
    “Oh, I cannot wait to see what you can do!” Double grinned. 
 
    “Come, come, don’t be shy,” Dart insisted and quickly waved me up on stage. 
 
    The lights were crazy hot and ridiculously bright as I squinted against them, and the sensation of being the center of attention was once again something I decided that I hated. 
 
    “So, Somnia told us you were a Conduit?” Dart asked as his eyes studied me eagerly. 
 
    “But you displayed an affinity for all four pillars?” Double added to his twin’s question. 
 
    “That’s right,” I said with a stiff nod. 
 
    “Have you displayed a Corps power at all?” Dart had his mouth hanging open with childlike excitement. 
 
    “I, uhh… Well, I don’t know for sure,” I explained in the same awkward voice. “Strength, maybe. Though I’m almost sure it was just adrenaline, I nearly set my boss’ bookstore on fire and then hauled this vintage bookshelf pretty much off the floor, but--” 
 
    “Oh, you must show us!” Double giggled and hopped up and down as though he were standing on hot coals. “Here, use this.” 
 
    Double pointed to an old fifties depiction of a circus strongman, complete with thick black mustache, oiled hair, and a heavy wooden mallet leaned up against the display. 
 
    “Also, don’t be afraid to mix in something else.” Dart chuckled. “A little fire maybe? Who cares, the production studio will think it’s gold regardless!” 
 
    “Yeah, give them a show!” Double insisted. “Have at it!” 
 
    “This is it?” I asked with a chuckle. “I could’ve probably done well on this before I even activated.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it,” Double said with a meaningful look at his twin brother. 
 
    “Those arms look plenty strong, to be sure.” Dart giggled. “But we didn’t mean just smash the hammer on it. Tear it apart, lift it up and throw it through the stage, do your worst!” 
 
    “You really want me to wreck the thing?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “You can do it, Maddock!” a guy in the fledgling group called out, but I couldn’t see who’d piped up in my support. 
 
    I was grateful for it, though. 
 
    Every single ride-along I’d been part of, the other fledglings had mostly ignored me. I couldn’t call just one pillar my home, and I therefore didn’t belong in any. I tried not to let it get to me, but it still stung a little. 
 
    I stood behind the thick wood of the display, where the fifties strongman was flexing his muscles, and I grabbed him by either elbow from behind. I steadied my feet and pressed them into the slick floor of the stage so I could lower my center of gravity, and then I dug my fingers into the treated wood. 
 
    It was smooth and varnished, and the old paint made it a little hard to fully grip onto, until finally I felt a sudden shift in how my hands and my arms reacted to what I was trying to do. 
 
    The wood suddenly felt soft, and with a low grunt that rumbled in my chest, I managed to pull the entire thing apart as easy as ripping up a sheet of paper. There was a sudden crack as loud as lightning, splinters exploded from the weighted display, and I let out the breath I’d been holding. 
 
    “Oh, quite something!” Double cheered gleefully. 
 
    “Let’s see a Conduit power!” Dart suggested. “A bonfire!” 
 
    That was nothing to me. 
 
    All I needed to do was flick my wrist and curl my fingers in the air, and a shot of fire burst from my fingertips in a concentrated ball. Then the ripped-up wooden strongman pallet was suddenly engulfed in a cheery fire in the middle of the stage. 
 
    I sidestepped the fire, took an awkward bow, and then let out a chuckle as the Corps fledglings eventually burst into a round of applause like they’d done for every single one of the other performances. 
 
    “Diana!” Dart suddenly yelled. “Be a doll and fetch the fire extinguisher!” 
 
    A frazzled-looking personal assistant eventually came barreling out of the green room with the extinguisher held aloft, and she managed to put out my bonfire by emptying the entire contents onto herself as well as the stage. 
 
    “Mark, that was fantastic.” Double wrapped an arm around my waist because he couldn’t reach my shoulders and then patted me on the chest. “I implore you, do not go down the boring military route, you’d do so much better in the entertainment industry.” 
 
    “With a face like that?” Dart jokingly clutched at his chest. “You’d have the world in love with you within one episode.” 
 
    The Corps fledglings spent the rest of the day with Dart and Double, and we listened to the twins regale crazy stories of their youth, how they broke into show business, and how lucrative being a super could be. 
 
    Sure, there was the saving the world element, but there was also the fame and fortune element, and I’d be lying if I tried to say it didn’t sound mighty tempting. 
 
    “That was really something,” a familiar voice suddenly said from behind me when the twins were done with their spiel, and I whirled around to find myself face to face with the Corps fledgling who’d cheered me on. 
 
    “Oh, hey, thank you.” I nodded to him with a wide grin. 
 
    He was tall and slim, with mousy-brown hair that looked as wispy as cotton candy and watery gray eyes that looked almost void of any color at all. But his disarmingly wide smile showed off his perfectly white teeth, and he spoke in a calm, almost monotone voice. 
 
    “I’m Danny,” he said and surprisingly extended a hand to me.  
 
    Aside from Frank and Hannah, no one had really approached me. It was all side glances and whispered conversations about whether I was an Omega or not, and whether I was going to go off the deep end and join the Antis. But Danny seemed unafraid and genuine, so I took his hand and shook it.  
 
    “Mark,” I said. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “You really are impressive, though,” Danny insisted. “I didn’t know you could do all that, and then some.” 
 
    “Yeah, who knows what else.” I laughed bashfully and ran a hand through my hair. 
 
    “Have you heard about the team thing?” Danny asked in his same serene voice. 
 
    “What team thing?” I frowned as I stirred my coffee. 
 
    “My brother was a fledgling a few years back, they probably haven’t announced it yet, but… Once we’re done with basic training, and ride-alongs and all of this stuff, we have to form a dream team.” 
 
    “A dream team?” I repeated with a slightly disbelieving chuckle.  
 
    “Made up of one fledgling from each pillar,” Danny explained. “And I’m almost certain they’ll let you into a team of five, all things considered.” 
 
    “You want to be on my team?” I asked quickly. “I don’t really know any other Corps fledglings.” 
 
    “I’d be honored,” Danny said, and though his smile widened even more, his voice remained the same level. “I’m a healer, see. Figured I could come in useful, if you set yourself, or someone else, on fire.” 
 
    “That… Is actually a fair point.” I chuckled and slapped him on the shoulder. “Sounds good to me, dude. Thanks for the heads-up.” 
 
    “Sure,” Danny said easily. “My brother kept making fun of me, saying I’d have the most boring introduction to the world of supers ever. Now I get to hang out with you.” 
 
    “Well, if my first couple of days are anything to go by, it’s gonna be anything but boring, I can promise you that,” I snickered. 
 
    A dream team did admittedly sound like a whole bunch of fun, and I was thankful for Danny giving me the lowdown. I was sure Somnia would eventually tell us, but my mind had already started to whir at other possibilities. 
 
    Well, it was a simple decision actually. Frank, my fellow pyromancer buddy from the Conduits, and my smoking hot blonde Dreamer Hannah were obvious picks. Now I had Danny the healer from the Corps pillar, and that just left the Tempests. 
 
    Who I was due to go out with the following day, so I knew I had to make a decision quickly. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
    “So, are you gonna spill the juicy details?” Frank asked as he took the world’s biggest bite of pancakes and then waggled his eyebrows at me. 
 
    “You are worse than a soccer mom.” I laughed at my friend and shook my head. 
 
    “It’s called being a good, supportive friend,” Frank mumbled around his mouthful of pancakes and widened his grin. “So, come on. How was the date?” 
 
    “I mean, it was great,” I said, and I couldn’t help but smile at the memory. “Hannah’s awesome. She tried to teach me how to read her mind and stuff.” 
 
    Frank choked on his coffee at my words and stared at me with wide eyes. 
 
    “Did it work?” he asked once he’d finally caught his breath. 
 
    “Sort of,” I said with a shrug. “I could pick up like… Little hints of words. I had to really focus, though.” 
 
    “Holy shit, you really are an Omega,” Frank said in an awestruck voice. 
 
    “Shut up,” I hissed and quickly looked around to see if anyone had started up their torch and pitchforks. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how the superhero population would take to the first Omega in a century, and I wasn’t even one hundred percent positive of how I felt about the news myself yet. 
 
    Mori had only briefly touched upon the history of the last one, and it hadn’t been particularly pretty. 
 
    “What do you know about them?” I asked my friend tentatively. “Omegas?”  
 
    “They’re the most powerful of all superheroes,” Frank said reverently, though he kept his voice low, for which I was grateful. “The last one ruled like a king. So the stories go, anyway. It gets kinda hazy toward the end.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. “What happened?” 
 
    “The guy sort’ve…” Frank’s eyes flitted up at me and then back down. “He went mad. With all the power I’m guessing. Think about how much mental stamina it takes for our powers. I can just about control sparks and stuff, I have no idea how your gray matter is coping with multiple powers rattling around in there.” 
 
    “Yeah…” I muttered darkly. “It’s a lot.” 
 
    “Hey,” Frank said as he slapped me supportively on the back. “At least you don’t have to worry about bringing the Antis down with your own two hands.” 
 
    “No, I just have to worry about going insane with power…” I said, but I shared a knowing grin with my friend as he just rolled his eyes at me. 
 
    “I’ll be sure to keep you in line,” he joked and nudged my shoulder.  
 
    The rest of the fledgling class paid us little to no attention as the morning rolled in at the Academy, and I fell silent while I got lost in my thoughts. 
 
    It was an overcast and dreary gray morning, and Frank and I were sitting at our usual table beside the huge floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked the bay. The white foam caps of the ocean outside blended into the pale clouds so perfectly that I couldn’t tell where the horizon was, and a strong breeze had the palm trees swaying steadily. 
 
    I turned back to my friend as he shoveled another forkful of pancakes into his mouth, but he was still smirking at me as he chewed. 
 
    “What else happened?” he asked. “With the cute blonde?” 
 
    “Well, she got a little annoyed at me, because she couldn’t read my mind,” I said with a chuckle. “Which is kinda odd, because she seems like she has a hold on her power already. She can literally read everyone else like a book. But not me for some reason.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Frank murmured thoughtfully. “That is weird. Maybe you’re shielding?” 
 
    “Shielding?” I asked. 
 
    “Another Dreamer power,” Frank explained. “You can quite literally put up a mental block, it stops other Dreamer abilities from fucking with you.” 
 
    “Funny you should say that, I ended up looking right through an illusion art piece yesterday, too,” I remembered. “Huh, maybe that’s a thing.” 
 
    “Worth exploring, for sure.” Frank nodded eagerly. “But enough about how you’re the coolest person in this place, there’s only so much I can take. What happened with Hannah?” 
 
    “I told you, we kissed.” I couldn’t bring myself to look him in the eyes, because I wouldn’t be able to hold in the giddy laugh that was perpetually caught in my throat at the mention of the blonde Dreamer. “A lot.” 
 
    “You’ve been here less than a week, and you’re already multi-powered and hitting it with the ladies.” Frank grinned wickedly. “How am I ever gonna keep up?” 
 
    “Hey, it’s not a competition,” I said as I wrapped my hands around the steaming cup of coffee I’d made for myself. “Luckily for you, because I’d be winning.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” my fellow Conduit friend said with a huff, but he still had a smile slapped across his face. 
 
    But that was his general state of being. 
 
    “Hey, there’s Danny.” I suddenly spotted the Corps fledgling I’d befriended the day before, and I waved him over. 
 
    “Hi!” Danny smiled as he took a seat beside Frank. “Have Dart and Double suckered you into a television contract yet?” 
 
    “No,” I chuckled before I introduced my friends to each other. “Frank, this is Danny. He’s a Corps.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” Frank said and quickly stuck his hand out for Danny to shake. 
 
    “Likewise,” Danny said with a happy smile. “Did Mark tell you about the team up?” 
 
    “Wait, what team up?” Frank asked, and he shot me a pointed look. 
 
    “I was getting around to it,” I said defensively, but I couldn’t help but chuckle when Frank impatiently waved me on. “Danny’s older brother was a fledgling a few years back, and apparently he said we have to make a dream team from all four pillars, for when we go out on real-world missions.” 
 
    “Oh, shit, that’s pretty cool!” Frank gasped as he looked between me and the Corps fledgling. “So, is Danny on our team, then?” 
 
    “I haven’t even asked you yet,” I laughed. 
 
    “You didn’t need to,” Frank said as he finished his pancakes and then grinned across at me with both cheeks full, like a redheaded hamster. 
 
    “Right.” I smirked. “But yes, I asked Danny to be part of the squad.” 
 
    “Thank you, again.” Danny’s face became serious. “I genuinely thought I’d end up friendless here.” 
 
    “Not a chance,” Frank said as he finally finished his food, and he slapped the Corps fledgling on the shoulder with a friendly laugh before he turned back to me with another pointed look. “So, is Hannah your Dreamer pick?” 
 
    “Naturally.” My smirk widened. “But I haven’t asked her yet.” 
 
    “Haven’t asked me what?” 
 
    The three of us whipped our heads around so quickly that I was surprised I didn’t get whiplash, and I looked up to see Hannah standing over us, with her hands on her hips and a wide grin on her pixie face. 
 
    “Uhh…” I faltered for a moment, and both Frank and Danny had to hide their laughs behind their hands.  
 
    Hannah used my pause to take a seat opposite me on the table by the windows, and my two friends couldn’t hold in their snickers anymore. 
 
    “I was gonna ask if you wanted to be part of our team,” I said quickly. 
 
    “What team?” Hannah asked as she put her elbows against the table and instinctively leaned toward me, and I was suddenly lost inside her icy-blue eyes when she fixed me with a smile. 
 
    “Fledglings!” 
 
    The four of us looked up at the sudden sound of Somnia’s voice, and we watched as the famous Dreamer spread her arms wide to catch the attention of everyone else in the common room. 
 
    “This week, you’ve been going on so-called ‘ride-alongs’ with already established superheroes,” Somnia said as she smiled warmly at the group of students. “I hope this has given you some idea as to how we fit into society, what our roles are, and most importantly what our responsibilities are. You will continue to train within your respective pillars, but the time will soon come for you to put that training to good use.” 
 
    A buzz of excited chatter suddenly vibrated around the common area, and Somnia’s smile grew wider as she listened to the scattered voices. 
 
    “You will need to form a team of four, with one fledgling from each pillar.” Somnia explained. “You will also be assigned a mentor who will accompany you, because once you have created your team, you will be going on very real missions around the city.” 
 
    “So your brother was right!” I whispered to Danny, who just grinned back at me. 
 
    “Now, don’t worry too much, because these missions aren’t going to be drastically dangerous, world-saving, life-or-death situations,” Somnia explained. “You’re going to be taking on relatively low-level threats, assigned to you so that you can properly hone your skills. But just because they are deemed low-level, does not mean they aren’t important. You will still be actively working to save and help people.” 
 
    The hum of fervent whispers grew a little louder at our acting principal’s words. 
 
    “You have until the end of the week to compile your team, and then after the weekend you’ll begin taking on low-tier missions, with the help and guidance of your mentor.” Somnia clapped her hands together as the chatter grew louder. “I look forward to hearing about your successes!” 
 
    The principal Dreamer left the fledglings to talk amongst themselves as the babble of voices grew once again, and she made a beeline for our table. 
 
    “Mark,” she said warmly as she approached us. “Given your prowess, you’ll be creating a team of five.” 
 
    “I did wonder if that’d be the case,” I said with a grateful nod. “I understand.” 
 
    “It looks as though you have the makings of an interesting team already, though,” the Dreamer said as she smiled down at my table. “You’re going out with the Tempests today?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” I nodded. “I have my Conduit, Corps, and Dreamer already, the Tempests are the only ones I haven’t met yet.” 
 
    “Good,” Somnia said. “I’m impressed. Keep up the good work.” 
 
    With that, the icy-haired principal turned on her heel and left the fledgling common area, and Hannah, Frank, and Danny all turned to me with their eyebrows raised. 
 
    “You’re killing it,” Frank said. 
 
    “Careful,” Hannah said with a growing smirk. “He won’t be able to fit his head through the door soon.” 
 
    “I am nothing if not humble,” I said with a pious expression, and the four of us fell into laughter when I couldn’t hold it. 
 
    We spent the rest of the morning drinking probably far too much coffee and wondering who our mentor would be and what the real world missions would involve, until eventually it was time for me to go out with the Tempests. 
 
    I knew the Tempests held powers attributed to the air, but that was a very general term. Their abilities were movement based at their core, and it opened up a literal sea of possibilities. 
 
    My ability that had already presented itself from the Tempest pillar was telekinesis. I’d accidentally yanked the heavy velvet stage curtain down during the Pillar Placing Ceremony, and it had been that action that caused the entire Academy, plus a whole roster of real superheroes, to see I was different. 
 
    I’d also been able to flit around in my astral form during Mori’s tests, so I’d hoped flying would be the next Tempest ability that presented itself to me, but I was entirely unsure of it. I didn’t know where to draw the power from, so I was looking forward to going out with the last pillar and to see their abilities in action. 
 
    My first power, fire that drew from the Conduit pillar, felt the most natural to me. Probably because my parents were Conduits, and it had been the power I initially activated with, so I had far more of an understanding. Everything else was still blurred around the edges, though even in my first week at the Academy, I’d started to feel stronger. 
 
    The moment I’d passed Mori’s tests and accepted my potential, I’d realized just how powerful I could become, and I wanted nothing more than to learn as much as I possibly could. 
 
    I bade my friends goodbye, and Hannah gave me a lingering look as I reluctantly walked away and headed toward the group of Tempest fledglings who were getting ready to ride the elevators down to the lobby. 
 
    Aside from a few sidelong glances, none of them really paid me a great deal of attention, and I couldn’t really blame them. I certainly felt like an imposter, despite my obvious aptitude for all four pillars, and I felt like I had to prove myself over and over again to earn their acceptance. 
 
    I was ready and willing, though. 
 
    There was a large van parked outside the automatic double doors, big enough for the Tempest class of eleven including me, so I clambered into it along with the rest of the fledgling class. Then I found a seat and kept my nose almost pressed to the window as I watched the city of Miami flash past. 
 
    The early afternoon was still bland and overcast by the time the van stopped at our destination, but the strong winds had mostly died down to a light breeze, which was probably a good thing considering the powers the Tempests held. 
 
    We piled out of the vehicle and found ourselves standing outside a massive skyscraper right in the middle of the city, except it was only half-built. The structure was covered in a mess of metal scaffolding that snaked across the building like wild ivy, and there were several cranes in operation that were swinging long bars of steel through the air above us. 
 
    The construction site was abuzz with a swarm of workers dressed in high-vis jackets and hard hats, and a frazzled-looking woman in a tight gray pantsuit hurried out of the front doors to greet us. 
 
    Her wispy hair was scraped into a tight bun that made her hard hat sit at a comedic angle, and the grip she had on her clipboard made her knuckles almost white. 
 
    “Tempest fledglings?” she demanded in a breathless voice. 
 
    She waited until one or two of them nodded, and then she quickly scribbled something down on her paperwork as she wordlessly motioned for us to follow her. 
 
    I caught the eye of another Tempest, a beautiful brunette girl with big green eyes I’d sat behind in the minivan, and we shared a knowing smile as we followed the haggard-looking secretary into an industrial style elevator. 
 
    It was mostly just a metal box, with rickety grating that shuddered and clanged together as it shut, and I had to steady myself as the thing started to wobble and eventually haul us skyward. 
 
    We must’ve been at the very top of the half-built skyscraper by the time the elevator bounced to a stop, and as the secretary hauled the grating open and ushered us out, we were met with a booming voice. 
 
    “Welcome, fledglings!” a man said in an exuberant voice, and he spread his arms wide as we filed out of the elevator. 
 
    He was tall and muscular, with wide shoulders and a thick neck, and his obviously very expensive jacket strained against his bulky torso. His three-piece suit was tailored and a luxurious deep blue, and he had solid gold cufflinks as well as a gold tooth that glittered when he smiled. 
 
    Which seemed to be constantly, but he had a Stepford air about him, as though the perfect facade might crack at any second. 
 
    “My name is Kin,” the suited man said once he knew we were all paying attention to him. “I am a property developer, magnate some might say, but I started with humble beginnings.” 
 
    I shared another look with the green-eyed brunette girl, and I felt another smile tug at the corners of my mouth as we listened to Kin spout about himself. 
 
    “I trained at the Academy, much like yourselves, but decided my powers were far more suited to the property business. Naturally, I stay in touch if there are any large-scale threats that require all heroes to be drafted, but I like to think I’m more a man of the people.”  
 
    “I’m sure he does,” I muttered under my breath, and the brunette stifled a quiet laugh beside me. 
 
    “My power is telekinesis,” he went on as he puffed out his chest proudly. “I naturally started by performing all construction work myself, but as you can see, I no longer need to utilize my abilities too much. But I am very excited to have you here, as my guests, for today!” 
 
    “Free labor?” The brunette’s voice was quiet, but she smiled shyly at me as she made the joke. 
 
    I snorted a laugh and had to pretend I was just clearing my throat, but it made the brunette’s smile widen even more as she kept her green eyes facing Kin. 
 
    “I want to see how well all of you perform in a workplace setting such as this.” The property developer spread his arms to indicate that he was, in fact, after free labor, and I shook my head to stop myself from laughing again. “Eloise will just get you to sign a few bits of paperwork, and we can get started!” 
 
    The paperwork in question ended up being some fluff contracts about how we weren’t liable for anything other than free education from him, and I rolled my eyes as I scribbled my name at the bottom. 
 
    He had to make his bag somehow, and really, I kind of respected the hustle. 
 
    But before we got started, Kin wanted to see what powers each Tempest held, and I had to admit I was also curious. 
 
    The space we were standing in was large, open, and mostly free of heavy equipment, but the wind was certainly stronger since we were at least twenty stories up. There were heavy white tarps that covered mostly empty rooms and fluttered like bat wings in the breeze, and there were several pallets of wood, steel, and other miscellaneous construction equipment off toward the sides. The skeleton of the building stretched up and around us on either side, so the wind whistled through the steelwork, and it made quite an exciting stage for the Tempests to prove their powers. 
 
    I watched as one of the fledglings with a blink teleportation ability darted around the construction site at rapid speed. He hopped from one bar to another and back around until eventually he ended up in the middle of the floor, where he bowed theatrically as Kin gave him a round of very eager applause.  
 
    Another girl could manipulate the air around her, so as she spread her arms out, the wind suddenly froze, and every single tarp covering fell silent and still.  
 
    Then it was time for the green-eyed brunette to show her power, and I caught her eyes and nodded encouragingly as she stood in the center of the building site. 
 
    “And what’s your name, dear?” Kin asked as he leaned toward her excitedly. 
 
    “Uhh… Rhiannon.” Her voice was soft and shy. 
 
    “What is your power, Rhiannon?” the property magnate asked. 
 
    “I can fly,” she said in the same half-whisper. 
 
    “Oh, well, I look forward to seeing this!” Kin exclaimed. “Please, carry on!” 
 
    Rhiannon bit at her bottom lip and nodded at his words, and she waited a moment as though she were deciding what to do. Her green eyes darted around, and she suddenly walked toward the edge of the building with purpose. 
 
    Then she turned back to us, smiled nervously, spread her arms, and then leaned backward until she toppled off the edge. 
 
    Nobody spoke, and we all held our breath for a moment as the wind continued to whistle around us. 
 
    Suddenly, Rhiannon came hurtling through the sky above, and we all whooped and cheered as she soared through the steel bars, did an impressive loop around a moving crane, and then eventually came back down to earth. 
 
    When her feet hit the ground, every single Tempest burst into applause. 
 
    She looked breathless, with her long hair swept off her face and her eyes sparkling with adrenaline, and Kin’s claps were maybe the loudest of them all. 
 
    “Very impressive!” he boomed. “Oh, very impressive indeed!” 
 
    “Thank you,” Rhiannon said with an almost reluctant smile pulling at her features. 
 
    “Now, as impressive as that was…” Kin suddenly said. “I hear through the grapevine that there’s somebody here who isn’t actually a Tempest.” 
 
    He let his words hang in the air, and there was a sudden silence among the group.  
 
    With a slight grimace, I raised my hand. 
 
    “That’s probably me,” I said and waved. “My name’s Mark Maddock.” 
 
    “A pleasure, Mr. Maddock,” Kin said, and his eyes glinted with intrigue as he studied me. “You were originally a Conduit, I hear?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” I nodded. “But when I nearly set the stage on fire during the Pillar Placing Ceremony, I used telekinesis to yank the curtain down to smother the flames.” 
 
    “Telekinesis, huh?” Kin whistled and put his hands on his hips as he nodded thoughtfully. “I assume you’re here to learn on the job, then?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I said. “I’m still working my powers out.” 
 
    “Well, then, I won’t make you get up here in front of everyone.” Kin waved his hand. “Besides, the day is getting on, and we have work to do! If you could split into pairs, Eloise here will explain everything.” 
 
    With that, the telekinetic property developer took his leave and left his secretary to pair us up and put us to work. 
 
    I shot Rhiannon a quick look, and she nodded eagerly, so without a word we decided to pair up together. She seemed incredibly shy, despite the fact that she just launched herself off the side of a building in a highly performative way, and she seemed grateful at my offer. 
 
    “Hi,” she said in the same quiet voice as I approached her. 
 
    “Hi,” I repeated the word back and grinned down at her. 
 
    She was slender, with a narrow waist but full breasts, and she constantly tucked her brown hair behind her ears. Her green eyes were framed with thick lashes, and she had a small nose, tanned skin, and her lips were a dark shade of dusky pink. 
 
    Yeah. She was gorgeous.  
 
    “Rhiannon, right?” I clarified with a friendly smile. 
 
    “Yes,” she said and blushed faintly. “And I know you’re Mark.” 
 
    “The one and only,” I joked, but then I frowned. “Well, I guess that’s really true considering I’m technically a Conduit standing here with a bunch of Tempests.” 
 
    “Can you really use telekinesis?” Rhiannon asked, and her voice was suddenly excited with intrigue. 
 
    “Well, I definitely didn’t pull that curtain down with my hands,” I laughed. “But I’m not sure. Physical powers seem to be a hell of a lot easier to grasp. The powers I have to use my mind for… it’s just harder to tap into.” 
 
    “I could try and teach you?” Rhiannon offered and then bit her lips as she averted her gaze. “I-I mean, only if you want to…” 
 
    “That definitely beats whatever Kin was trying to get us to do for free,” I said with a smirk, and then I motioned for her to follow me. “Come here.” 
 
    The two of us quietly hurried off to a less crowded corner of the construction site where Eloise couldn’t freely see us, and we hopefully wouldn’t have to partake in the manual labor that Kin had signed us up for. 
 
    “So…” I said as I leaned against a pallet of wooden planks. “What should I try?” 
 
    Rhiannon thought for a moment, and I watched with a grin as she tucked her warm brown hair behind her ears yet again. Then she pointed to a box of hard hats in the corner. 
 
    “Tip that over,” she said decidedly. 
 
    “The whole thing?” I asked as I squinted my eyes at it. “Okay, here goes, I guess.” 
 
    I glared at the box and tried to block out everything else around me. I tried to forget about the whistle of the wind, and how it made my hair whip around my face, and I tried to forget about the clanging sounds of the rest of the Tempest fledglings as they moved and dragged things around. I also tried to ignore the sound of Eloise’s high-pitched voice, and the sound of my own heartbeat in my ears. 
 
    Suddenly, the box rattled for a second before it went still, and I let out a breath as I released my concentration. 
 
    “I can’t,” I said with frustration in my voice. “I can… Sort of feel it. I don’t know.” 
 
    “Focus,” Rhiannon insisted. “You know you can do it, because you’ve done it before. You just have to will it to happen.” 
 
    I honed my eyes onto the box of hard hats and squinted even harder, and I felt my hands ball into fists at my sides as I focused.  
 
    The box rattled again, but I didn’t let it go. 
 
    If the box rattled, that was because of me, which only solidified the fact I could make it move with my mind. That physical evidence only helped to concentrate my power, and suddenly, the box toppled onto its side, and the hard hats spewed across the floor. 
 
    I let out a gasp and finally relaxed, and I turned to Rhiannon as she clapped her hands with a giggle. 
 
    “See!” She smiled at me. “I knew you could do it!” 
 
    “Oh, my god, that was hard!” I laughed. “You’ll have to keep teaching me.” 
 
    “If you want me to.” Rhiannon’s voice became shy again, and she blinked up at me as she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. 
 
    “I’d love for you to,” I said eagerly. “If I can practice telekinesis, then eventually I should be able to move things as easily as you fly.” 
 
    “You’ll get it eventually,” Rhiannon said with a soft smile. “It’s super easy once it clicks in your head.” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t know how I’d feel about flinging myself off the top of a skyscraper, though.” I grinned at her. “That was really something.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the brunette Tempest said with another shy blush. “It was a lot of fun, actually.” 
 
    Rhiannon was endearingly nervous, like a small fluffy animal, and I found myself drawn to her sweetness. 
 
    “Hey, can I ask you a question?” The bulb suddenly went off in my head, and I shot her my warmest smile. “Would you… Do you want to be on my team? For the real world missions coming up?” 
 
    “On your team?” Rhiannon repeated, and she bit her thumbnail as the flush on her cheeks darkened to a deep red. For a moment, I thought she might refuse, but then she smiled faintly and nodded. “Yes. I’d love to.

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
    I made sure to introduce Rhiannon to the rest of the gang as soon as we arrived back at the Academy. She remained shy and pretty quiet, but Frank soon started to crack jokes to make her laugh, Hannah decided they were going to be the best of friends, and Danny just told her she’d get used to our craziness eventually. 
 
    The brunette Tempest almost immediately slotted right into our new dynamic, and as we sat at our usual table for dinner, the one by the side of the kitchen area and overlooking the bay, I found myself with a broad smile on my face as I stared at my group of friends. 
 
    Not just friends, my team. 
 
    The five of us spent the first half of the weekend just hanging out in the common area, which was a nice change of pace from the first week’s madness. There was a huge thunderstorm on our first day off so we were pretty much stuck at the Academy, but we spent our time researching superheroes. 
 
    I knew about the current ones employed by the Federation, the ones like Thunderbolt who always seemed to take any bit of publicity they could get, but it was interesting to delve a little deeper and go back a little further. 
 
    I was keen to read up on the Antis, and how they’d come into power, so my friends and I headed to the fifth floor where there was an extensive library on all things Super. 
 
    “I’ve been dying to check this place out,” Frank said as he bounced on the balls of his feet and waited for the elevator doors to slide open. 
 
    The library took up the entire fifth floor, and I felt my mouth drop open as we stepped out of the elevators and into a cavernous room filled with wooden shelves that stretched from floor to ceiling. 
 
    The entire left side of the library had the same floor-to-ceiling windows as the fledgling common room, so we could see the thunderstorm raging above the gray waters of the bay outside and the occasional bolt of lightning illuminated the place for a couple of seconds before it dissipated into the air again. 
 
    “Wow, this is some research facility…” Danny muttered in an instinctively hushed voice. 
 
    There was a bank of computers on the east side of the hall, but Frank immediately made a beeline for the maze of bookshelves. 
 
    “There’s all the obvious stuff on the big Antis war a couple years back,” my Conduit buddy said as we hurried after him. “When our current group of big Supers managed to take them out. But I wanted to check out all the really old books they’ve got here. The one my grandma gave me was interesting, but I’m sure there’s a million more that we could dig into.” 
 
    As arduous as it was yanking dusty old tomes off the shelves, Frank’s method of research actually proved pretty fruitful. 
 
    “So, the Antis date back to World War Two?” Rhiannon asked in a whisper. 
 
    “Looks like it,” I said and pointed to the page I was on. “Guess who they were in league with?” 
 
    “I’d rather not.” Hannah sniffed and turned back to her own book. “That makes a lot of sense, though. I guess Supers weren’t quite as… Prevalent back then.” 
 
    “They were pretty ostracized,” Frank said as he pored over the massive book he had splayed out in front of him. “But understandably. There isn’t much Super history, and no one really knows for sure what makes people super. It’s definitely genetic, but still random.” 
 
    “But they still helped to win the war,” I said as I leaned across the table where we’d set up our station and nodded to Frank’s book. “That’s when they started the Federation, right?” 
 
    “Right.” My redheaded friend nodded eagerly. “The Federation for Supers was created after the second World War. Once we’d proven ourselves to the masses, they started to trust us.” 
 
    “And I’m guessing that’s when the Antis sort of came about, too?” Danny asked with a grimace.  
 
    “Right.” Frank nodded. “It was a direct response. The yin and yang, the good and bad.” 
 
    “And the ugly, by the sounds of it,” Hannah said. 
 
    “So… Almost a hundred years of the Federation,” I said as the cogs started to turn inside of my head. “Which basically checks out at the same time frame as the last Omega?” 
 
    The mention of the Omega made my little group fall silent, and I noticed none of them were brave enough to meet my eye.  
 
    I didn’t blame them, because it was low-key freaking me out, too. 
 
    “Yes,” Frank eventually said. “There’s… Well, it’s a kinda half-baked theory, but there were always stories that the Omega kept to himself back in the day, but once the war started and the Supers were sort’ve drafted in, that’s when he went full crazy.” 
 
    “Do you think…” I cleared my throat before I carried on. “D’you think he went crazy with power because his probably once loyal slaves ended up serving a slightly higher purpose?” 
 
    “Sold out to the government and a paycheck, you mean?” Hannah asked with a pointed look. 
 
    “Right.” I nodded. “So… He got pissed. Started the Antis. Believed in Super supremacy, and all that.” 
 
    “It’s not too far-fetched a theory.” Frank’s voice was low, and he shot me a look. “But that’s not going to happen to you, Mark.” 
 
    “Of course not,” I said as I shook my head, and then I shot my friend a wicked grin. “How could it, when you guys are keeping me in check?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Rhiannon piped up with a sudden smile.  
 
    “Honestly, what would you do without us?” Danny asked with a smirk. 
 
    I smiled gratefully at my friends, and we spent the rest of the afternoon hunkered down in the library with our backs bent over old books, lost in our research. 
 
    It turned out the Antis were born from several Supers who’d believed they were intrinsically better than their human counterparts. Because they possessed literal power, they deemed themselves worthy of ruling over humans as though the powerless were inferior. After the war, they’d gone underground and worked in the shadows to spread their vitriol, but they were nowhere near as powerful as when they’d had an Omega riding with them. 
 
    When the Antis tried to rise up again a few years ago, it was easy to see why the current roster of Superheroes had decided to take them out, and it ended up with a huge battle between the Antis and the Supers right here in Miami. 
 
    Miami was famous for training fledglings, and it was from Academies like ours that the Antis had cherry-picked Supers to try and turn to the dark side. 
 
    “These guys actually sound psychopathic…” I said as I flipped the page. 
 
    “I know,” Hannah said darkly. “We’d all heard about them, but geez… I can see why they’d kept most of this information out of the news. The humans would’ve tried to lock us all up.” 
 
    “I never thought of it that way,” Danny admitted. “The Antis are the bad apples, and if it got out to the humans, we’d all be tarnished with the same brush.” 
 
    Frank also explained why Mori had been such an incredible Dreamer and showed us the book his grandmother gave him, and it turned out Hannah had known about the famed astral projector, too. 
 
    “You trained with Mori?” she asked me in surprise, when Frank accidentally let slip that I’d been taken to his quarters after the Pillar Placing Ceremony. 
 
    “Yeah, he tested me,” I said. “To see if I really did have an aptitude for all four pillars.” 
 
    “He tested you?” the blonde Dreamer demanded as her blue eyes lit up. “You mean he had you astral projecting?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I replied. “It was trippy as hell.” 
 
    “I’ll bet,” Hannah said with a reverent shake of the head. “I bet it was awesome, though.” 
 
    “It kinda was.” I smiled. “Still super weird seeing my unconscious body slumped on a couch, though. I don’t think I’ll ever use the term ‘out of body experience’ lightly again.” 
 
    “Wait, he actually pushed your soul out of your body?” Danny asked with a grimace. “That sounds awful.” 
 
    “I’d have nightmares for weeks,” Rhiannon said and shared Danny’s pained expression. 
 
    “It was fine.” I chuckled. “I’m sure he’ll have more in store for me.” 
 
    “If Mori’s training you, I see no reason why you couldn’t become a fully-fledged Omega on the good side,” Hannah said, and she excitedly pulled Frank’s borrowed book closer toward her so she could peer at the text on the page with interest. 
 
    The storm continued to rage outside and the winds ravaged the ocean surface so it was a steely gray mess of water. I was half-surprised the fancy white yacht in the harbor hadn’t already floated away. But Miami storms were something I needed to get used to, according to Danny. 
 
    “You grew up here?” I asked him as we went to grab some waters for the gang. 
 
    Hannah and Frank were still researching Mori, and Rhiannon seemed to have a super grim interest in the concept of astral projection, sort of like a huge car accident you can’t help but stare at as you pass. It weirded her out but seemed to intrigue her just as much. 
 
    So Danny and I had been put on drinks duty. 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve lived in Miami my entire life,” the healer said as we walked into the kitchen area of the fledgling common room. “My grandparents were Cuban, so…” 
 
    “Oh, wow,” I said with a whistle as I heaved the door of the double refrigerator open. “Can you speak Spanish, then?” 
 
    “Kinda.” Danny flashed me an impish grin. “My abuelita is probably turning in her grave, god rest her soul, but I lost it a little when I went to college.” 
 
    “You should definitely pick it back up again.” I nodded, and I gave him a friendly smack on the shoulder that made him stumble a little. “Then you can teach me.” 
 
    “The thought of you trying to roll your ‘R’s is enough for me,” Danny laughed. 
 
    “What makes you think I can’t?” I asked with a joking pout as I inspected the drinks drawer inside the refrigerator. 
 
    I grabbed a couple bottles of water, and we headed back to our usual table, where Hannah was excitedly explaining how her mind reading ability works. 
 
    “Hannah’s literally picking my brains!” Frank said with a wide grin as I handed him a bottle. 
 
    “What’d you find in there?” I asked the beautiful blonde as I sat beside her and handed her another bottle. 
 
    “Not much.” Hannah smirked. “Dust bunnies and tumbleweeds.” 
 
    “You lie,” Frank said with a pout, and my team fell into a fit of laughter because the more he tried to protest, the more Hannah refuted him. 
 
    I hadn’t expected to immediately click with a group of friends, and I found myself looking at the four of them with a mild smile on my face as they continued to chatter and tease each other. 
 
    They were four entirely separate entities, but they all brought something special to the dynamic. Danny was super chill, despite his Latin roots, so he kept the majority of the craziness grounded. I chalked that up to the fact he was a healer, though, and so he naturally had a calming presence. 
 
    Hannah was just a giant tease, and not just to me apparently. But when it came to me, there was a lot more at stake, and every time she accidentally brushed her knee against mine, or her hand skimmed across my arm, it felt like the fire within my veins was ready to burst out of my skin. 
 
    But she was the perfect remedy to anything serious, she could always find a joke. 
 
    Frank was like a golden retriever and was earnestly eager with pretty much anything he talked about, and it turned out he was also a complete fountain of knowledge. The guy was a complete and total nerd, and he did actually hold more in his brain than we all gave him credit for. He’d read up on a lot of the history of superheroes and how they came to be normalized in society back in the nineteenth century, and he reveled in giving us history lessons. 
 
    Lastly, Rhiannon, the Tempest flier who was the newest addition to the group, was the most empathetic person I’d ever met. Her emotions seemed to flutter and sway as much as she did when she was airborne, but it meant she naturally became attuned to the mood of the group. She was another calming presence, much like Danny, so it all worked. 
 
    I couldn’t help but flirt with her enough to make her blush, though, and Hannah seemed to just find that particularly hilarious. 
 
    It was certainly an interesting dynamic, but I adored them all, and I was glad they were part of my team. 
 
    When Sunday rolled around, I started to get more than a bit of cabin fever, and the weather had thankfully been burned away by another scorching hot sun and clear blue sky when I woke up the next morning. 
 
    “Can we please get out of here today?” I asked, and I flopped down at our usual table by the windows once I’d made my first coffee of the day. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Frank said as he sat beside me with another mountain of pancakes on his plate. 
 
    He covered them in almost half a bottle of syrup and then went to town as Rhiannon, Danny, and Hannah all eventually made their way over to us. 
 
    “What do you guys wanna do?” Danny asked as he stretched his arms over his head and tried to stifle a yawn. 
 
    “You’re the Miami resident,” I teased. “Anything in particular we should see?” 
 
    “Little Havana is a must,” Danny said immediately. 
 
    I shared a look with Hannah, and the memory of mojitos in plastic cups and acoustic guitar strings made us both grin wildly into our coffees, which was something that Frank immediately picked up on. 
 
    “I have a feeling these two had a taste of Cuba already.” My Conduit buddy waggled his eyebrows, and Hannah fell into a fit of giggles. “But I haven’t, so I’m game.” 
 
    “You think you’re good on coffee now, wait ‘til you try some Cuban coffee.” Danny grinned widely and tipped his cup toward me. “It’s like gasoline.” 
 
    “Sounds… dangerous,” I said with a chuckle. “But anything for caffeine, count me in.” 
 
    The five of us finished up our breakfast, grabbed whatever we needed, and then headed out of the fledgling Academy.  
 
    Zach and his Zeus bros were all working out on the lawn to the side of the entrance lobby, and I just threw them an overexaggerated wave as we departed, much to Zach’s distaste. 
 
    “I do not envy whoever they roped into their teams,” I laughed as we headed across the bridge that separated the academy from the Miami mainland. 
 
    The fledgling training compound was on its own little island in the bay, which was why we had such insane views of the waters from the fifteenth floor, and it made me feel as though I were really traveling. 
 
    Even though we were literally just crossing a bridge. 
 
    But the moment we hit downtown and walked into Little Havana, it really did feel like we were in a different country. The Cuban flair was rife, and I heard nothing but raucous shouts in Spanish coming from crazily busy bars that were already packed with people drinking and smoking cigars. 
 
    The cigar smoke mixed with the smell of grilled Cubano sandwiches and sizzling meat skewers, and the entire place felt completely alive. 
 
    “This is amazing,” Rhiannon said in a reverent voice as Danny led us further into the Cuban quarter. 
 
    “Yeah, and this is my favorite place,” Danny said and suddenly stopped outside a tiny little cafe on the corner. 
 
    “Cortadito Coffee Shop,” Hannah read the name out loud and gave an approving nod. “Well, it sounds legit. And smells it.” 
 
    “You need to try a cortadito,” Danny insisted as he ushered us inside. “It’s the only way to drink coffee, trust me.” 
 
    The people behind the counter immediately recognized Danny and started to speak to him in hurried Spanish, and eventually our friend managed to talk them down enough to continue the conversation in English, though it involved a lot of laughter and hand movements. 
 
    “These are my friends, from the academy,” Danny explained and motioned to the four of us with a proud smile on his face. “Hannah, Frank, Rhiannon, and Mark!” 
 
    “Hola, friends!” the man behind the ceramic countertop said loudly. “I’m glad Danny here managed to find a decent-looking group of friends! He’s usually in here on his own, poor kid had to make friends with me of all people!” 
 
    “Yeah, okay…” Danny muttered and rubbed the back of his neck as he laughed awkwardly. 
 
    The man behind the counter let out a guffaw of a laugh and slapped his hands against the painted ceramic tiles, and then he pushed himself toward the huge chrome coffee machine.  
 
    “I’ll fix you all some drinks, and I think we’ve still got some pastelitos for you, too. Sit, sit, enjoy.” 
 
    We did as told, and the heavyset man eventually bustled his way around the counter and toward our table with a tray of coffee and pastries. 
 
    Pastelitos were little squares of golden flaky pastry, filled with guava paste and sweetened cream cheese, and I could’ve probably eaten the entire plate of them. They were insanely good, and they paired perfectly with the cortaditos, which were just shots of Cuban coffee with sweetened milk like a mini cafe con leche. 
 
    Time didn’t seem to stick to the rules in Little Havana, although maybe that was due to the intense caffeine buzz from the many cortaditos I’d gotten through, but by the time we eventually made it out of the tiny little coffee shop, the sun had started to fall in the sky. 
 
    Little Havana was still just as raucous and just as loud, and the tightly-packed streets seemed to get even busier as the afternoon quickly morphed into the early evening. I spotted the same mojito truck Hannah and I had discovered on our first date, and I insisted I buy a round of drinks for my friends to counteract the amount of coffee we’d consumed. 
 
    Hannah opted for the strawberry mojito again, both Danny and I had the classic, Frank wanted to try the blueberry, and Rhiannon chose to flavor hers with watermelon. We were handed the drinks in the same plastic cups, and we sipped our cocktails as we reluctantly started to make our way back home. 
 
    I was grateful for how much fun I’d had over the weekend, but as we got closer and closer to the little island that housed the fledgling academy, I could feel the eagerness for real-world missions start to take over. 
 
    The break had been nice, but now I just wanted to get my hands dirty. 
 
    Monday morning came with an insufferably early alarm, but with the added excitement of real-world missions. I was itching to get out there and maybe do some good, but it also meant I got to stretch my so-called Omega legs and really see what I was capable of. It was the first Monday in a long while that I found myself jumping out of bed without snoozing my cell phone’s alarm, and I hopped into the shower before I got dressed for the day. 
 
    I opted for a pair of well-worn black jeans and a baggy white t-shirt, something comfortable considering how I had no idea what the day had in store. I pulled on my high-top Vans sneakers and ran my hands through my hair a couple times in an attempt to make it look slightly less crazy. 
 
    Then I made my way to the kitchen area to fix myself a coffee and grab some toast for breakfast, but I couldn’t really stomach much else. My insides were like a nervous knot of snakes, and I felt my knee bouncing up and down impatiently before I’d even finished my first flat white of the morning. 
 
    “Hi,” Hannah said as she seemingly appeared from nowhere and flopped into the chair beside me. 
 
    “Hello,” I said with a warm smile. “How did you sleep?” 
 
    “I barely did,” she admitted. “I was up all night thinking about today.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s understandable,” I replied. “I’m excited, though.” 
 
    “Yeah, me, too.” Her smile widened as we locked eyes. “I’m sure you’ll do great, Wonder Boy.” 
 
    “Here’s hoping.” I shot her a wink and took another sip of coffee as Danny and Frank appeared at our table. 
 
    A few minutes later, Rhiannon appeared and nodded shyly to the four of us by way of a good morning, and we all fell into a progressively wild discussion as we theorized about what we’d be up to. 
 
    “Good morning, fledglings!”  
 
    I looked around as I heard Somnia’s voice call above the general buzz of chatter in the common room, and eventually the place fell into a respectful silence. 
 
    There was a good number of people standing just behind Somnia, but I didn’t recognize any of them at all. 
 
    “I’m sure you’re all excited to know what you’ll be up to today, but first let me introduce your mentors.” Somnia motioned behind her at the group. “They are all fully graduated fledglings that chose to stay on at the Academy and utilize their powers in assisting with your education.” 
 
    An excited murmur went through the class of fledglings, and Somnia chuckled as she clapped her hands. 
 
    “They’ve already been assigned to each group, so if you could congregate together, they can introduce themselves.” The Dreamer principal spread her arms again. “I wish you all good luck on your first day of active duties!” 
 
    She turned on her heel and left the common area, and the group of mentors automatically started to move throughout the crowds of tables as the rest of the fledglings bunched together in their respective teams. 
 
    The five of us remained at our usual breakfast table and waited for our mentor to present themself, and after a moment, a tall and very slim-built woman appeared in front of us. 
 
    She had poker-straight, jet-black hair that swished against the small of her back, but she kept it slicked and tucked behind her ears so it didn’t get in her face at all. Her deep brown eyes were so dark they looked almost the same shade of black as her pupils, which made them look twice as big, and her cheekbones sat high on an angular face. Her thin eyebrows were as dark as her hair and were constantly turned down in a half-frown, and she had thin lips that she kept tightly pursed together. 
 
    “My name is Dahlia,” she said in a gruff tone. “I’ll be your mentor.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” I said kindly. 
 
    Her dark eyes bored into me, and she just huffed. 
 
    “You’re Mark, I take it?” she asked. 
 
    “That’s me,” I said. 
 
    “Somnia told me about you,” she said in the same monotone voice. “You’re the one with multiple powers? The Omega?” 
 
    “I mean, I… Yeah, that’s what I’ve been told.” I nodded, and her obvious coldness made me falter slightly. “That’s, ahh… That’s why there’s five of us.” 
 
    Dahlia’s eyes finally left mine, and she looked at the rest of her team for a long, silent moment. 
 
    “I’m a Dreamer,” our mentor finally said. “My power lets me control people’s minds. Which, as you can imagine, can come in quite handy when I need to keep first-year fledglings in check out in the real world.” 
 
    Her black eyes flickered back to me, and I swallowed thickly. 
 
    “I can understand why the Academy kept you on,” Hannah said, and despite the chill in Dahlia’s presence, the blonde couldn’t keep the excitement out of her voice. “That’s some power.” 
 
    “It’s certainly useful,” Dahlia said with a sniff, and then her dark eyes lasered in on me again. “Especially since I’ve been given the wonderful task of babysitting the first Omega in over a century, who’s apparently hellbent on everyone knowing it.” 
 
    “I…” I definitely faltered at that point, and I didn’t really know what to say, so I just shrugged helplessly. “I promise, I’m not here to cause you any trouble.” 
 
    “Mark really is very talented,” Danny added in a placating voice. 
 
    “Just make sure you do as I say, when I say it,” Dahlia said as she narrowed those dark eyes at me. “The real world is very different from the training facility. You’re faced with very real danger, very real lives, and very real consequences. You have to learn to think critically, triage emergencies, and build on your people skills.” 
 
    “People skills,” I said half under my breath. “Got it.” 
 
    Dahlia’s people skills seemed to be lacking, judging by how tight she was wound, and her black eyes glared almost into my soul. 
 
    I felt a sudden ripple deep inside of my consciousness, something that absolutely didn’t belong to me, and I felt my breath catch in my throat as Dahlia’s deep black eyes stared even harder into mine. 
 
    I watched her with interest as she blinked after a moment and then eventually frowned even deeper. 
 
    I remembered what Frank had told me, about how I might be using shielding powers especially from Dreamers, and the faintest trace of a grin spread across my face when I realized Dahlia had probably failed in trying to control my mind. 
 
    I didn’t want her to out-and-out hate me, though, so I transformed the smug smile on my face into something a bit more genuine. 
 
    “We’re here to learn from you,” I said with a nod. “We’re not looking to cause you, or anybody else, any trouble. Scout’s honor.” 
 
    “Good,” Dahlia eventually said with another huff. “Get yourselves ready, and I’ll meet you out front.” 
 
    With that, the willowy black-haired Dreamer turned on her heel and stalked off toward the elevators. 
 
    “Wow, she really doesn’t like you already.” Hannah fell about into a sudden fit of giggles and then shot me a wink. “It’s okay, though, we still do.” 
 
    “Thank god.” I let out a nervous laugh of my own. “I’m not sure what I did to piss her off, but I think it has something to do with the fact she can’t control my mind.” 
 
    “Did she try to?” Danny asked with a gasp. 
 
    “Just now?” Frank leaned forward with wide eyes. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure,” I said. “I could feel a… tugging sort of sensation. But she couldn’t quite unlock the door, as you put it, Frank.” 
 
    “No wonder she hates you,” Rhiannon said with a light chuckle. 
 
    “Well, hate’s a strong word,” Frank said. “I’m sure she’ll warm up to you, dude.” 
 
    My Conduit buddy slapped me on the back with a huge grin, but I just rolled my eyes at the girls, who both laughed in response while Danny just shook his head. 
 
    “C’mon,” I said as I heaved myself to my feet. “We should probably get going, I don’t wanna give Dahlia any more ammunition to resent me.” 
 
    The five of us left our usual table by the huge windows and hustled over to the elevators, and we were all noticeably silent on the ride down. 
 
    Our nervous anticipation made the atmosphere almost tangibly crackle, and the little metal box became so stifling that I let out a thankful breath as the doors slid open and we walked out into the lobby. 
 
    We headed straight out of the double doors, where Dahlia was waiting for us beside a van painted completely black. 
 
    It looked brand-new, with shimmering chrome rims and darkened windows, and the side door was already open to reveal seats upholstered in fresh black leather, as well as a row of surveillance equipment and computer screens. 
 
    Dahlia was leaning against the passenger door, with a pair of dark sunglasses covering her eyes and her arms folded across her chest. 
 
    “Better late than never,” the black-haired Dreamer said as we finally appeared. “I was originally instructed to take you to Amanda’s, to get your super suits made… But looks like we’ve already got a call. There’s been a car accident downtown, and it’s officially time for your first mission as fledglings.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
    “A car accident?” Rhiannon’s voice sounded horrified as she repeated Dahlia’s words. 
 
    “That’s right,” our mentor said with a curt nod. “Three vehicles involved, multiple casualties, no ambulances on scene yet. So let’s go.” 
 
    “Just like that?” I asked as I hurried toward the open side door. 
 
    “The real world doesn’t wait for you to be ready,” Dahlia snapped as she climbed into the driver’s seat of the blacked-out van and motioned for us to get in. 
 
    I hauled the side door open all the way and waited for my gang to jump in the back, and then I followed suit as Dahlia put our van into reverse and backed out of the space. 
 
    She deftly stomped on the brake pedal and spun the steering wheel in order to turn in a sharp one-eighty, and then she punched pedal to the metal and took off with a protesting screech from the van’s back tires. I just shared a slightly nervous glance with my team as we all buckled up without saying a word. 
 
    The roads, houses, palm trees, and pedestrians shot past us at a crazy speed, and yet Dahlia kept pushing the black van even faster. The five of us kept quiet in the back, probably because we were all unsure of what to even say until we knew exactly what we were up against. 
 
    I knew fledglings only really dealt with smaller disasters, robberies and domestic disputes, things like that… But I hadn’t banked on literally having life and death dumped at our feet on the very first call out. 
 
    But there was nothing quite like jumping in headfirst, so I ground my jaw, kept my fingers flexed, and tried to mentally prepare myself for what we were about to see. 
 
    Even after years of watching hospital dramas and reality television that followed EMTs, I was still completely unprepared for the chaos that greeted us when Dahlia eventually killed the van’s engine. 
 
    Our mentor immediately hopped out of the driver’s seat and yanked the sliding door open, and the five of us stepped out onto smoking-hot asphalt. 
 
    Three vehicles were strewn across the road and were so heavily mangled that they were almost unrecognizable. The largest of the bunch, an SUV maybe, was crushed in the front almost all the way up to the driver’s seat. It was a mangled mess of steaming metal and broken glass, and there was a grisly splatter of blood against the windshield. 
 
    The other two cars hadn’t fared any better. The one to our left had been hit in the side, and the passenger door was so crushed that it was concave and looked like it had folded in on itself. The mirror was hanging on by a literal thread, but I thankfully couldn’t see a passenger behind the cracked glass. 
 
    The last car looked to be the one that hadn’t suffered as badly as the other two, but its back axle was still bent at an almost ninety-degree angle, which I could tell because the vehicle was completely on its side with the undercarriage facing us. 
 
    Like our mentor said, there weren’t any ambulances or police on scene yet, but I wasn’t too surprised by that. After the emergence of heroes, funding for emergency services had been slowly cut over the years, and a lot of the work was pawned off on heroes. I’d also heard the Federation had a department of supers with premonition abilities, which they used to get the jump on crimes and disasters so they could send out heroes ahead of emergency services.  
 
    Which meant we were responsible for the lives of these people for the time being.  
 
    “Shit,” I breathed, and then my instincts almost immediately took over. 
 
    I turned to my team with a steely look on my face, while Dahlia just leaned against the black van like before and waited for us to do something. 
 
    “Hannah,” I said sharply as I turned to the blonde. “Do you hear anyone?” 
 
    “I…” The Dreamer faltered, and her blue eyes were filled with panicked tears. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Do you hear anyone?” I repeated. “In the cars?” 
 
    “The… Oh, god, the SUV, the driver’s still in there.” Hannah’s voice cracked, but she cleared her throat and blinked the tears away. “The car on its side still has two passengers trapped in there, but I don’t think there’s anyone in the car to the left. The SUV driver’s unconscious… I think. I don’t know.” 
 
    “Good job,” I told her with a nod, and I put a reassuring hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “I can lift the passengers out of the overturned car,” Rhiannon offered, and her big green eyes were laced with even more fear than Hannah’s had been, but the flying Tempest fledgling nodded up to me with new determination on her face.  
 
    “I’ll heal them as best I can before we move them,” Danny said quickly. “Let’s go.” 
 
    I watched as Danny and Rhiannon hurried over to the upturned car, and then I turned back to Frank and Hannah. 
 
    “What do we do?” Frank asked in a voice choked with worry. 
 
    “We need to make sure that gas tank doesn’t catch fire,” I said grimly as I nodded to the SUV. “Engine’s in the front, and it’s pretty mangled.” 
 
    “I can do that,” Frank said quickly. “I can pull any kinda spark out of there, no problem.” 
 
    “Do it,” I said. “Hannah and I will get the driver out.” 
 
    The three of us immediately ran over to the half-crushed SUV, and Frank quickly focused on the crumpled innards while Hannah and I hurried around to the driver’s side.  
 
    The splatter of blood on the windshield wasn’t the worst of it, and I could see the driver’s face was badly cut from his temple all the way down his cheek toward his neck. His seat belt had stopped him from being catapulted straight out of the windshield, but the force of the impact had caused his shoulder to become dislocated, and it sat at a gruesome angle.  
 
    I couldn’t see any other obvious injuries, and I sent up a silent prayer to whatever god was listening that the guy still had both his legs. But he was still unconscious, and I needed to take a minute to rack my brain and think of what to do to get him out without causing him any more pain or further injuries. 
 
    A crowd had started to form around the accident site, and shouts and worried screams started to build and build as panic began to spread. 
 
    “Can you wake him up?” I suddenly turned to Hannah with an idea. 
 
    “How?” she asked, and her face had become even more pale at the sight of the injured driver.  
 
    “You can read his mind, right?” I asked quickly. “Can you extend that? Communicate telepathically with him?” 
 
    “I-I don’t know if that’d work,” Hannah said as she fretfully chewed on her lower lip. “Maybe, I…” 
 
    “Just give it a try,” I told her. “I’m gonna tell people that they need to stay back.” 
 
    I turned to where the crowd of onlookers were watching us work, and I held both of my hands up in as commanding a pose as I could muster. 
 
    “Ladies and gents, if you could just keep back!” I shouted as loudly as I could. “Stay back, we need the space to work!” 
 
    “Who are you?” one of the bystanders demanded. 
 
    I didn’t want to say we were fledglings, in case that caused the panic to overload. In fairness, if I’d been involved in a literal life-threatening car crash, I would’ve much preferred an actual seasoned superhero to help out. 
 
    Hell, I’d have even taken a trained EMT. 
 
    But instead they had us, five fledglings who were as green as summer grass and didn’t really know what the hell they were doing. I didn’t want them to know that. 
 
    “We’re here to help!” I yelled back. “But in order for us to do that, we’re gonna need you all to stay calm. Has someone called 911?” 
 
    “They’re on their way,” an older lady said quickly, and she waved her cell phone around so I could see. “I called them just before you guys turned up.” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am,” I told her with a stern nod. “Just keep back, okay? We don’t know how dangerous the situation still is, and I don’t intend on having anyone else end up in the emergency room.” 
 
    I turned back to where my fledgling team was already hard at work, and I caught Dahlia’s hard black eyes from where she was still leaning against the driver’s door of the van. 
 
    Our mentor gave me a stern, approving nod, so I quickly got to work. 
 
    “Mark!” Hannah called my name from the wreckage of the SUV, and I hurried back over to her. 
 
    The blonde mind reader was flushed in the face, with a thin sheen of sweat on her lightly freckled skin, and her blue eyes were wide with worry. 
 
    “I can’t get the driver to respond,” she told me frantically as I stopped in my tracks beside her. “He’s unconscious, so I can’t get him to open up to me.” 
 
    “I’m still holding this gas tank!” Frank called out from the front of the mangled SUV. “I think I’ve pulled any kinda firestarter out of there, but I can’t be one hundred percent certain.” 
 
    I looked over my shoulder, to where Rhiannon and Danny had already managed to free one of the trapped passengers in the car that was sprawled on its side, and then turned back to the SUV. 
 
    “Keep trying to talk to him, Hannah,” I told the Dreamer. “If you can get him to wake up and stay calm, then we’ll have a much easier time of this. Frank, keep anything flammable away from that gas tank, okay?” 
 
    They both nodded and mumbled words of affirmation, and I ground my jaw determinedly as I headed closer to what used to be the driver’s side door.  
 
    It was a twisted mess of metal and shattered glass, and I could see the driver still slumped in his seat. 
 
    The side of his face still oozed blood in a continuous stream, and even just from that I knew we had to free him as soon as possible so Danny could see to his injuries. I just hoped the healer from the Corps pillar could also put a dislocated shoulder back in, because the way the SUV driver’s limp arm strained against the seat belt was like something out of a horror movie. 
 
    The metal step up to the driver’s door was still intact, so I hooked one foot onto it and then focused on my super strength. Every time I’d used it, for training or performing, it had come to me as easily as breathing. 
 
    But now, when it was a matter of life and death, I felt myself faltering. 
 
    “You can do this, Mark…” I heard Hannah mutter behind me. 
 
    I smiled when I realized the Dreamer could probably hear the general gist of my worry, and then I applied all of my focus onto the car door with a determined frown. 
 
    The window was smashed, so I quickly shrugged out of my flannel shirt and wrapped it around my hand to protect me from the glass that still stuck out of the warped metal frame. I placed my other hand flush against the bodywork of the SUV, and then I pulled with every bit of strength I could muster. 
 
    There was a brief moment where nothing happened, and the metal just groaned and complained and didn’t budge, until suddenly I ripped the entire door away with a loud grunt. 
 
    I heard the crowd behind me gasp in unison. 
 
    “Told you…” Hannah said from somewhere behind me, and I let out a breathless chuckle. 
 
    I threw the mangled metal of the door away from the SUV, where it clattered and sparked against the asphalt, and then I turned my focus on the driver. I couldn’t see any more major wounds aside from the bleeding on his head, and I was glad this guy wasn’t sitting in the car seat holding his insides in his hands. 
 
    I knew it definitely could’ve been a hell of a lot worse, and if anything, I should feel lucky that as far as first missions go, this was fairly straightforward. 
 
    I watched in my periphery as Rhiannon and Danny helped the second passenger out of the upturned car, with Rhiannon utilizing her flying ability to make sure the victims didn’t have to move all that much, and then Danny mostly healed them before their feet were even set back down on the ground. 
 
    “I’ve got something!” Hannah suddenly gasped beside me, and I whirled around to turn to the blonde. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “The driver, he… Oh…” Hannah bit her bottom lip and shook her head. “I can’t make out exactly, but his… His legs… He says he can’t feel his legs…” 
 
    “We’ve got a healer,” I said out loud, for Hannah’s sake as much as I was speaking to the still unconscious driver. “Just try and tell him everything will be okay, keep him calm, and try to wake him up all the way, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” Hannah exhaled sharply. “Okay, yeah, I can do that.” 
 
    “Frank, how’s that engine looking?” I called over the crumpled hood of the vehicle. 
 
    “Not great!” my pyromancer buddy admitted. “There’s a spark bouncing around near the fuel line.” 
 
    “Keep it the hell away from there,” I told him. “I need to get this guy out before we let this thing burn.” 
 
    “We’ve got a bigger crowd, too,” Frank grunted, and I glanced over to the sidewalk where several more onlookers were staring at the grisly scene. 
 
    “Shit…” I cursed under my breath. “Okay, let’s get this thing moving. I need to get this guy out, but I don’t wanna injure him any more.” 
 
    The moment Hannah had mentioned that he couldn’t feel his legs, my mind had immediately gone to the possibility of an internal spinal injury. And the main rule was never to move them, but I had a healer on my superhero team, and I figured that allowed for maybe some wiggle room. 
 
    “Danny!” I called out to my healer friend from the Corps pillar. 
 
    He was hunched over one of the passengers from the upturned car, but he looked up when I called his name. 
 
    “What is it?” he shouted back. 
 
    “I think this guy might have a spinal injury, but Frank’s holding off a gas tank explosion. If I move him, and make anything worse, would you still be able to heal him?” 
 
    “As long as the injury isn’t set, yes, I can heal him!” Danny yelled above the chaos. “Just get him out of there!” 
 
    “But be careful,” Hannah added in a surprisingly quiet voice. “He’s hurting.” 
 
    I answered only with a nod before I reluctantly leaned over the unconscious driver and tried to find the clasp to release his seat belt. I was so close to him that I could feel his ragged breathing fan across my face, and I could smell the tangy metallic scent of his blood as it seeped from his head. 
 
    He didn’t make a sound or move an inch when I finally found the button and released the seatbelt, but he slumped forward almost immediately. I caught him in my arms, and I grimaced as his head lulled against my shoulder and covered me almost immediately in the sticky red substance. 
 
    “Good job,” Hannah said quickly. 
 
    “Still more work to do,” I said with a grunt as I kept my grip around his waist and gingerly lowered myself down from the step on the door. 
 
    I carried the bleeding driver a little further away from the wreck of his SUV and gently lowered him onto the asphalt. I couldn’t see any particular injury to his legs, but I hadn’t checked his back, so it could’ve been a spinal thing. 
 
    Danny spotted us and immediately hurried over. 
 
    “What do we got besides the potential spine injury?” the healer demanded. 
 
    “Head injury and dislocated shoulder, but Hannah heard him think that he can’t feel his legs.” I quickly rattled off the ailments and then turned to my blonde Dreamer. “Can you still talk to him?” 
 
    “Yes,” Hannah said as she furrowed her brow. “Well, I think so, I mean I have been this whole time, but I don’t know if he can hear me properly.” 
 
    “It’d be a comfort to him, I’m sure of it.” Danny nodded approvingly up at Hannah as he crouched over the injured man. “Keep doing it. Healing this isn’t gonna be fun for him.” 
 
    Hannah crouched down to touch the driver on the side of his head where he wasn’t bleeding, and I left the Corps healer to work as I skittered back over to Frank. My fellow Conduit had sweat beading across his forehead as his arms began to shake, and when he tried to grin at me reassuringly, the expression was more of a grimace than anything else. 
 
    “It’s gotten closer.” Frank’s voice was a strained huff, and he broke eye contact so he could stare at the crumpled hood with even more concentration on his face. “I didn’t realize how close it was. I’ve been holding it, but I don’t know for how much longer I can keep it there.” 
 
    “Okay, just back away a little,” I said to him in as strong a voice as I could muster. “If it blows, I don’t want you to take it to the face.” 
 
    “This ugly thing?” Frank cracked a joke but couldn’t bring himself to laugh properly, so it came out as more of a whimper. “Danny’ll make me pretty again, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Just take a few steps back,” I repeated. “Easy does it.” 
 
    “If this thing blows, you need to control it.” Frank grunted as he took a shuddering step backward. “Send it into the sky or something.” 
 
    “I can only manipulate fire,” I said. “You can control the spark. If we do this right, we can set it off in a controlled sort of way.” 
 
    “That’s some firefighter hero speak,” Frank said with a strained laugh. “But okay. That could work.” 
 
    “I need to get the crowd to move back,” I said to my friend. “Can you hold it a little longer?” 
 
    “Just hurry up,” he panted breathlessly. “I got this.” 
 
    I spun on my heel to hurry over to the ever-growing crowd, and I felt a sudden smile form on my face when I spotted Rhiannon doing the exact same thing. The brunette looked around at me with a breathless smile on her face, and I could tell that despite the life-and-death situation, she was enjoying her first outing as a superhero in training. 
 
    I shared her smile, because damn if I didn’t feel cool, too. 
 
    Then I turned to the crowd, held both of my hands up with my palms outward, and spoke in as commanding a voice as I could muster. 
 
    “We need everyone to take a few steps back!” I yelled. “We’re going to be performing a controlled explosion, and it’s for your own safety that you move away from the crash site!” 
 
    “The EMTs are on their way!” the lady with the cell phone told me as she staggered backward. “They told me five minutes, but that was five minutes ago.” 
 
    “Everything is gonna be okay, ma’am.” I nodded to her appreciatively. “Thank you for your cooperation. Now, everyone, please take a step back.” 
 
    I took a step forward with my palms still out, and then I took another lurch forward to make the crowd move even further. 
 
    “Can you keep them here?” I asked Rhiannon. 
 
    “I can try,” she said with a nod. “They listen to you more than me, though.” 
 
    “Not a chance,” I said and put a hand on her shoulder. “You’re doing great, keep them in check for me, okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” Rhiannon smiled faintly. “Go do your thing.” 
 
    I hurried back to Frank, who was covered in sweat at this point from the exertion of holding a spark inside the engine, and Danny had already seemed to stop the bleeding on the SUV driver’s head. 
 
    Hannah was still crouched over the two of them, but just as I turned to Frank in preparation to start our controlled explosion, I heard the blonde Dreamer let out a sudden wail. 
 
    I looked over my shoulder, but she was already barreling straight for the SUV. She skittered around the side of the vehicle and started to yank on the handle of the back door. 
 
    “Hannah, get back!” I yelled in fear. 
 
    “There’s a kid in there still!” she cried out. “I just heard him!” 
 
    “Mark, I can’t hold it any longer!” Frank groaned loudly. “It’s gonna blow!” 
 
    “Hannah!” I shouted, but the blonde Dreamer was already half-inside the vehicle and scrabbling on the backseat. 
 
    I felt a sudden surge of heat roll through my body, and I realized it was the presence of flames. They were buried inside the framework of the hood, but they’d already started to spread.  
 
    Time seemed to slow down when I realized Frank hadn’t been able to keep the spark away from the fuel line any longer. It had caught with the gasoline, and I felt my breath catch in my throat as I suddenly felt the presence of its heat. 
 
    Hannah was still half-inside the back of the vehicle, with just her legs out of the door, so I left Frank’s side and ran full speed toward her. 
 
    The fire was like a tsunami. 
 
    It rolled and pushed and shoved its way outward, in all directions, and its power continued to grow with each passing millisecond. It felt like I was moving at super speed, but that might’ve just been the adrenaline that rocketed through my bloodstream the moment I felt the presence of fire. 
 
    Super speed hadn’t presented itself to me before, and I was about ninety percent certain I was just able to process everything quicker than a normal person thanks to the situation at hand, but I made a surprisingly calm mental note to check with the Corps trainer. 
 
    My thought process seemed to spout distractingly calm tangents while I was barreling toward Hannah with an SUV engine about to explode at close range. Maybe it was my brain’s way of keeping calm. 
 
    But it was like I was watching the whole ordeal. I could look at it all with my thoughts calm and collected, so I knew exactly what I needed to do. 
 
    There was no way of stopping the explosion at this point. It had already sparked, and it was already completely set in motion. But if I could get to Hannah in time, then I could drag her out of the side door-- hopefully with the child passenger she’d just heard-- and guide the explosion upward and away from everyone on ground level. 
 
    Our hair might get a little singed, but it was better than going up in flames. 
 
    There wasn’t time to shout at Hannah anymore, so I just linked one arm around her slim waist and tugged as hard as I could. She tumbled into me, with her own arms wrapped around the unconscious body of a small boy who couldn’t have been more than seven years old. With my other arm, I pushed us away from the SUV wreckage just as the ball of roiling chaos started to seep through the cracks of the mangled engine hood. 
 
    It all happened within the space of a second and a half, but it felt like an age. 
 
    I hadn’t ever been able to control my fire power without the use of my hands, but I didn’t have that luxury considering I had Hannah’s waist in one arm, and the other was outstretched toward the fast approaching asphalt as we clattered to the ground. 
 
    I had to focus my power, focus my mind, until the only thing that was inside my head was the natural force of the explosion behind us. Then I clamped my eyes closed, hunched over Hannah and the boy from the back of the car, and let my instincts take over. 
 
    I held the ball of gasoline-fueled fire inside my head and sent it skyward. It was all I could think to do. 
 
    I had Hannah and the boy with me, Frank a little further away, Danny still healing the SUV passenger a few steps ahead of us in the middle of the road, and Rhiannon was with the ever-growing crowd of onlookers. 
 
    I heard the explosion almost before it happened, and the sound solidified its existence inside my mind. I used my body to protect Hannah and the unconscious boy, and I forced my mind to push the chaos up into the air as high as I could go. 
 
    The resounding bang made everyone hunker down with surprised shouts and screams, and the air fizzled and sang with the noise as black smoke plumed behind us like grisly angel wings. 
 
    There was a brief second, barely a beat, when the ringing in my ears stopped, and all hell broke loose. 
 
    I could hear the unified screams of the crowd at what they’d just witnessed, I could hear Rhiannon shouting at them in a surprisingly loud and confident voice that was nothing like her normal state of being, and I could hear Frank calling out to Danny to make sure he was okay. 
 
    I looked down to where Hannah was still in my arms, and she stared up at me with her icy-blue eyes wet with tears. 
 
    She still held the young boy in her arms protectively tight, but her mouth was hanging open with surprise, fear, and gratitude as her gaze locked with mine. 
 
    My breathing was haggard and choked, and I could taste the acrid gasoline smoke in the air, but I finally let my muscles relax slightly when I realized everyone was at least semi-okay. 
 
    “You saved us,” Hannah said in a choked voice, and her bottom lip quivered with fear and surprise. “Mark, you saved my life.” 
 
    “You saved his.” I nodded to the young boy in her arms, and I gently let them down on the road surface. 
 
    As the cloud of black smoke dissipated into the air above us, the road on either side was suddenly alight with the flashing red lights of several ambulances. A fire truck also turned up with a loud wail, and I could see police officers start to take over from Rhiannon’s surprisingly effective crowd control. 
 
    “Is everyone okay?” I asked breathlessly as I climbed to my feet. 
 
    “This boy is unconscious,” Hannah said and glanced down at the child she was cradling. “But I can hear his thoughts. His body just shut down out of shock, but I think he’ll be okay.” 
 
    I pulled her to her feet, and with adrenaline still coursing through my body, I pressed my lips against hers. 
 
    I was desperate to dispel some of the nerves, endorphins, shock, and every other crazy emotion that was running itself ragged inside my head, and Hannah apparently felt the same way. 
 
    She wove her hands up into my hair and kissed me back, and then she broke away with a breathless laugh. 
 
    “You needed that, huh?” she asked as she pushed a bunch of my hair away from my face. 
 
    “Damn right,” I said with a grin. “Let’s go talk with the EMTs and police, they need to know what the situation is.” 
 
    “They need to know how much of a hero you are.” Hannah nudged me with her elbow. “But here, help me with him.” 
 
    I picked up the unconscious young boy that Hannah had heard from the back of the SUV, and I carried him over to the nearest ambulance where they immediately took him and started to carry out checks. 
 
    “Your buddy with the healing powers,” one of the EMT guys suddenly said to me, and he gestured to the driver I’d pulled out of the SUV. “Tell him he’s a hero. This guy is gonna walk again thanks to him.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to tell him.” I nodded and then turned to the nearest police officer. “Do you need anything more from us, sir?” 
 
    “No,” the officer said in a brusque voice. “Thank you for your service. We’ll send a report to the Academy for you to sign off on.” 
 
    “Okay, thank you.” I nodded to the massive group of police, firefighters, and EMTs, and then I met up with the rest of my gang as we slowly headed back over to Dahlia and the truck. 
 
    Our mentor had the faintest ghost of a smile on her face as we approached, and she just nodded once in approval. 
 
    “Good job,” she said to us. 
 
    “We rocked it,” Frank said with a wide grin, and I was pleased to see his usual chirpy self had already returned. 
 
    “Without any help from our mentor, no less.” My words were pointed, and I fixed Dahlia with a cool stare. 
 
    She studied me for a moment and then shrugged one shoulder.  
 
    “You didn’t need my help,” she said. “Besides, it’s not my job to get my hands dirty. My job is to clean up if needed. You need to learn how to deal with these things on your own.” 
 
    “Well, how’d we do for our first mission?” Rhiannon asked. Her voice was a lot quieter than usual, and far hoarser thanks to how much she’d yelled at the crowd of onlookers. 
 
    “Pretty damn good, actually.” Dahlia smiled fully this time, and the rest of my team shared a laugh. “I wasn’t expecting to have a major call-out like this as your first one, but the five of you did great.” 
 
    “For the love of god, though,” Danny said as he stretched his arms above his head with a groan. “Get us back home, I am starving after that.” 
 
    “I think I just need to collapse into bed…” Rhiannon murmured and shook her head. 
 
    The drive back to the Academy was mostly silent since the five of us were exhausted. We’d expended every ounce of our energy on the car accident, and though I had a strong sense of accomplishment, I was tired as hell. 
 
    “Oh, my god, I’m wiped!” Frank flopped down onto one of the couches in the common area almost as soon as we’d filtered out of the elevators. 
 
    “Me, too.” Danny stretched and then collapsed onto the leather couch beside Frank. 
 
    “I’m gonna head to bed,” Rhiannon said in her usual quiet voice. “I’m tired, too.” 
 
    “I think we could all do with some rest.” I nodded to the Tempest fledgling with a kind smile, and she flushed a little when she caught my eye. 
 
    Hannah had stayed by my side the entire trip back to the Academy, and she remained there even when I motioned to the guys that I was planning on heading back to my room. 
 
    It was like an unspoken agreement. Neither one of us had voiced how badly we wanted to stay together, but we were both on the same page. 
 
    Frank waggled his eyebrows, which he seemed to do all the damn time around me now, and Danny just waved lazily as I took Hannah by the hand and walked with her back toward my bedroom. 
 
    I just wanted to check that she was okay, especially after what’d happened to her, but the beautiful Dreamer seemed to have a slightly different plan in mind for the rest of the evening. 
 
    The moment my bedroom door clicked shut behind us, she wound her arms around my neck and pulled me down into a long, lingering kiss. 
 
    As her lips gently parted, I could hear the faintest echo of her voice whisper inside of my mind. 
 
    I want you, Mark. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
    Her words sent a jolt of desire coursing through my veins like electric fire, and I chose not to answer with my own. 
 
    Instead, I just wrapped my arms tightly around her waist so her lithe body was pressed flush against mine, and I couldn’t help but let out a breathless moan as she pushed herself up against me. 
 
    Her hands wound their way up my neck until they were in my hair, and her breath caught in her throat when I gently licked along her bottom lip like I was asking for her permission. 
 
    She responded exactly how I’d hoped, and her tongue tangled with mine in a dance that felt like it lasted forever. 
 
    “I want you, Mark…” she eventually managed to murmur when we pulled away to catch our breaths, as though I hadn’t heard her the first time when she spoke inside my head. 
 
    “I want you, too.” I smiled against her plump lips and continued to kiss her. 
 
    I let my hands travel down her waist and over the smooth curve of her hips, until they were gripping into the soft flesh of her ass, and I grinned again when I felt the blonde Dreamer gasp a second time as I pressed my growing erection against her. 
 
    “Mark…” she whispered my name as though it were a prayer, and the sound of it made my dick twitch in my pants. 
 
    “Yes?” I asked before I went right back to curling my tongue around hers and squeezing her ass. 
 
    She eventually pulled away enough to catch her breath, and I looked down at the gorgeous blonde with a smile. 
 
    “I…” Hannah gnawed at her already swollen bottom lip and refused to look me in the eye. “I haven’t…” 
 
    She shrugged, shook her head, and then brought her mouth up to kiss me even more ferociously. 
 
    “What is it?” I murmured the question into her hungry kiss, and she huffed once before she carried on. 
 
    I couldn’t resist and kept kissing her, until I could feel her words spiraling around inside her head. 
 
    I couldn’t hear them exactly, but it was though I could sense an inner monologue being spoken without either one of us having to open our mouths. 
 
    When it got louder, I reluctantly pulled away from her eager kiss and held her face in my hands so she had to look up at me. 
 
    She really was gorgeous. 
 
    Her long blonde hair was a complete and total mess, as usual, a little from the wind outside and since she’d worked so hard at the sight of the car accident, but mostly thanks to how she constantly ran her hands through it. It framed her perfectly heart-shaped face, and her pale skin was flushed a warm pink from our kissing. Her already plump lips were dark and swollen, and her eyes glittered like an ice-covered pond in the winter. I stared into them, and I was hypnotized by how her blue irises were made even starker against the backdrop of her smudged black eyeliner. 
 
    “Hannah,” I said her name with reverence and pushed a stray tendril of blonde hair behind her ear. “What is it?” 
 
    She tried to avert her gaze when I questioned her again, but I gently held her face so she couldn’t look away. 
 
    “You’ll laugh at me.” Her words were short and frustrated, but in an adorable sort of way. 
 
    “I won’t,” I said and then immediately broke my promise when I let out a breathless chuckle. “Okay, well, that didn’t count. I promise, whatever it is, I’m listening.” 
 
    “But you might…” She shrugged and eventually broke free of my gentle touch. “You might change your mind about… This.” 
 
    She gestured helplessly between us, and I frowned at her in confusion. 
 
    “There is nothing you could tell me right now that would sway me from how I feel,” I said to her. “I want you, too.” 
 
    “I know, I just…” Hannah let out a huff, and then she broke free enough to walk over to my bed and sit on the edge of the mattress. “Ugh! I’m no good at this.” 
 
    “No good at what?” I asked as I immediately went to sit beside her on top of my admittedly unmade bed.  
 
    “This,” she sighed and gestured between us again. “Being with… Someone.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked slowly. “As in, you’ve never…?” 
 
    “No.” She said the single word dejectedly and refused to look at me again. 
 
    The blonde just stared at her feet with a scowl on her face, as though she were a kid who’d been told they couldn’t have ice cream for lunch. 
 
    “Why would that stop me from being interested?” I asked and put my hand lightly against her thigh. 
 
    I could feel her skin beneath the fishnet stockings she always wore, and I had to do my best to swallow the immediate taste of lust in my mouth. 
 
    “Because I’m not… experienced enough for it to be good,” Hannah muttered, and once she’d started, she couldn’t stop the words from tumbling out of her mouth. “I’ve never been with anyone before, ever, and I usually push people away, but I feel drawn to you for some stupid reason, and it’s probably your voodoo Omega powers or something, I don’t fucking know, but I know I want you, like a lot, but I know you probably won’t want me because I can’t… Make it good. For you. I should just leave, actually.” 
 
    She suddenly jumped up from my bed with her hands already ruffling her long blonde hair, but before she could make a break for the door, I grabbed her wrist in my hand. 
 
    “Hannah,” I said, and I stood up so I could make her turn to face me. “That’s the most ridiculous thing you’ve ever said, and you’ve said your fair share.” 
 
    It took her a beat to realize I was joking with her, and she immediately whacked me in the bicep. 
 
    “Don’t do that,” she grumbled, but I could see the hint of a smile pulling at her lips. “Don’t make me laugh.” 
 
    “I thought you liked that I could do that,” I teased. 
 
    “I do,” she replied, and then her laughter died away until she finally brought her blue eyes back up to meet mine. “I just… Want to be good enough.” 
 
    “We don’t have to do a thing,” I said, though maybe a little reluctantly because my dick was still half-hard and straining against the denim of my jeans. 
 
    But my mother raised a gentleman, so the offer still stood. 
 
    “I want to,” Hannah insisted as her brow furrowed. “I just… I don’t know how.” 
 
    “Well, if you do want to…” I started with an easy smile forming on my face. “And honestly, only if you’re one hundred percent certain that you want to, but… Why don’t you let me teach you?” 
 
    “Teach me?” The blonde Dreamer scrunched her nose up. 
 
    “Yeah, teach you.” I nodded. “And judging by how you kissed me just then, you could do damn near nothing, and I’d still be enjoying myself.” 
 
    “You’re just saying that,” Hannah muttered and whacked me in the arm again, though her familiar half-smile reappeared on her face. 
 
    “I promise you, I’m not,” I assured her with a grin of my own. “I am… Bothered.” 
 
    “Bothered?” Hannah repeated my word and reached up to brush my hair out of my face this time. “By what?” 
 
    “By you.” My words became slow and dark with desire, and I watched as the blue of her irises thinned into small rings as her pupils dilated. 
 
    “Will you teach me?” she asked, and her own voice became choked as she kept her blue eyes fixed on mine. “Teach me how to make you feel good?” 
 
    “If you want me to,” I said. “Yes.” 
 
    “Then take me,” she whispered, and that was all the green light I needed. 
 
    I immediately scooped my arms around her waist with enough momentum to lift her bodily off her feet, and she responded in kind by wrapping her legs around my hips. I held her there with my hands on her ass, and I squeezed at the soft fishnet-covered flesh as I angled my face up to kiss her. 
 
    The moment our lips touched, it was like the rest of the outside world beyond my dorm room door just didn’t exist. 
 
    Hannah wound her arms around my neck and kissed me back with maybe even more eager desire than before, and I turned us around so I could eventually drop her gently down on top of my bed. 
 
    Her blonde hair splayed out around her face like a golden halo, and she bit at her bottom lip as I kept her legs open with a gentle touch and pushed my entire body up against hers. 
 
    Her breath caught in her throat the moment she felt my growing erection through the fabric of my pants, and on instinct she rolled her hips and pushed up against me. 
 
    “Oh, fuck…” I moaned into her hungry mouth, and I could feel her smile through her kiss. 
 
    “Am I doing good so far?” she asked innocently. 
 
    I couldn’t think of words, so I just let a low growl rumble through my chest, and Hannah giggled into my lips as she continued to kiss me. 
 
    I could hear my heartbeat in my ears, could feel my breaths becoming shorter and shorter, and I couldn’t help but laugh because she was making me feel like a horny teenager. 
 
    From just a kiss. 
 
    We still had all of our clothes on, and yet I felt as though every single nerve ending in my entire body was on fire. 
 
    I wanted nothing more than to worship her. 
 
    I purposefully took my time and continued to kiss her deeply as she laid beneath me. Her breathing was quick and labored, and the little moans that escaped her mouth drove me insane. 
 
    I coaxed my mouth away from hers so I could brush my lips against the soft skin of her neck, and her head almost immediately lolled back into the pillows with a soft groan. Then Hannah turned her head to give me better access, and I couldn’t resist running my tongue along her collarbone. 
 
    “Mark…” My name was like a prayer in her mouth, and I smiled against her soft skin. 
 
    “Does it feel good?” I asked as I gently rolled my hips and pressed my still growing erection into her. 
 
    She groaned a little louder and could do nothing other than nod, so I kept pushing against her while I kissed my way across her shoulder. I pushed one of the little lacy straps of her crop top down so I had free access, and I smirked when I felt the goosebumps erupt over her skin. 
 
    I kept kissing her neck and brought one of my hands up to squeeze the soft mound of her breast. She immediately bucked beneath me in surprise and then went right back to soft mewling, so I took that as a sign to continue. 
 
    I pulled the lacy material of her top away from her chest to reveal her breasts. They were soft but perky, with perfectly pink nipples already rock hard from her arousal. I circled one of them with my thumb and gently kissed my way down her torso until I could swirl my tongue around it. 
 
    “Oh…” Hannah breathed, and her hands immediately grappled into my hair. 
 
    “Is this okay?” I asked her, and I kept my lips close to her flesh so they moved against her as I spoke. 
 
    “Yes,” she said in a hoarse voice. “Please don’t stop.” 
 
    “You want me to keep going?” I asked her. 
 
    “Please, Mark, don’t stop…” she repeated in a strained voice. 
 
    I reluctantly pulled my head up so I could lean over her and see the fire in her bright blue eyes. Her face was flushed, and her eyelids were hooded as she gazed up at me and nodded once. 
 
    That was all I needed. 
 
    I gently pulled her up into a half-sitting position with her legs still wrapped around me, so I could peel the little white crop top off her. 
 
    Her bra was just as tiny and lacy, and her breasts moved freely beneath the pale white mesh. I skimmed my fingers across her skin as I moved my hands behind her back to pop the clasp open. Once I pulled the lingerie away from her, she flopped back down onto the bed sheets so her breasts jiggled invitingly with the movement, and I let out a soft moan at the sight of her staring up at me. 
 
    “So beautiful…” I muttered. 
 
    “You think so?” Hannah asked, but her voice was missing its usual teasing lilt. She was staring up at me with an earnest and slightly nervous expression, and I found her willingness to be vulnerable with me endearing.  
 
    “Yes.” I smiled as I leaned down to kiss her again, and I spoke my next words directly into her mouth. “You are beautiful.” 
 
    She answered me with an even more eager kiss, and her hands began to scrabble at my shirt. She eventually managed to pull it up enough to yank it over my head, and I immediately rejoined our kiss with another soft moan the moment I felt our skin connect. 
 
    She was warm, soft, and invitingly open, and my hands wandered across her body as we continued to make out on top of the bed. 
 
    My dick was rock hard in my pants at this point, and I kept rubbing myself against her with each twist and turn of our kiss. 
 
    “I need you,” Hannah whispered as she wrenched her lips away from mine, and the blonde Dreamer’s breath started to become ragged all over again. “I need you to… To…” 
 
    “To make you feel good?” I asked as my lips brushed against hers. 
 
    “Please,” she whimpered, and her eyes were practically begging me. “Please, Mark…” 
 
    I kissed my way across her chest, and I stopped to gently lick and nip at one of her nipples before I continued on across her stomach, over her hip bones, until eventually my mouth hovered over the waistband of her black leather skirt. 
 
    I looked up at her from where my head was between her legs, and her blue eyes were hooded and dark like a stormy night. She just nodded again as she gnawed at her bottom lip while she watched me. 
 
    I kept eye contact with her as I gently hooked my thumbs into the waistband of her skirt and slowly pulled the material down. Then I let out a soft moan when I realized she wasn’t wearing any panties. 
 
    She still had her black fishnet stockings on, but her light pink pussy was on full display through the wide mesh. She was glittering wet already, and I placed my hands on her thighs to gently coax her legs open a little wider. 
 
    “Is this okay?” I asked her softly. 
 
    “Yes,” she breathed, and her head fell back down against the pillows. “Please, Mark…” 
 
    I brushed the pad of my thumb against the soft folds of flesh between her legs, and she shuddered from her toes to her shoulders. I spotted how her hands had already balled into fists beside her, and I smiled as I dragged my thumb across her opening again. 
 
    “So beautiful…” I repeated in a reverent whisper. “So wet for me…” 
 
    “Ohhhh, Mark…” Hannah whined. 
 
    “Does that feel good?” I asked her as I continued to run my finger up and down her pussy. 
 
    “It feels amazing,” she said in a tight voice. “I… Oh!” 
 
    I rubbed her clitoris with my thumb, and my light touch caused her to swallow her words immediately. Her hands tightened into the bed sheets, and I swirled the swollen nub in rhythmic motions until eventually she couldn’t help but buck her hips up to meet my hand. 
 
    I pulled my thumb away, and she immediately raised her head to look at me with her mouth hanging half-open in an adorable ‘o.’ 
 
    I kept her eyes locked with mine, and then I slowly raised my thumb to my mouth so I could suck her sweet juices from it. Her mouth fell open fully, and she grinned wickedly as she watched me. 
 
    “You taste so good,” I told her. “I want to taste more of you.” 
 
    “Please,” she said with an eager nod. “Taste me. All of me. I’m yours, I need you to… To… Oh, god, yes, that!” 
 
    While she’d spoken, I’d lowered my face so my breath fanned out across her, and then I’d slowly, purposefully, ran my tongue over her sweet wetness.  
 
    “Ah, Mark!” Her hands splayed out against the rumpled bed sheets and then balled into fists again as my tongue found her clitoris. 
 
    I hummed in appreciation, and the vibration made her quiver beneath me as I continued to suck, lick, and kiss the round nub of pleasure. I brought my hand back up to her as she moaned and whimpered at the sudden onslaught of gentle pleasure, and her breath caught in her throat when I steadily pressed a finger against her opening. 
 
    I skimmed my fingers along the fishnet-covered flesh of her inner thigh and then eventually ripped the stockings apart with a gentle tug so I had complete access to her. 
 
    I swirled my tongue against her again as I slowly slid my index finger into her tight velvet tunnel, and Hannah’s back arched as she took it. 
 
    “Oh, my god…” she whimpered softly. 
 
    “Does that still feel good?” I asked as I crooked my finger inside of her. 
 
    “Oh!” Hannah gasped. “Yes, Mark! Yes, it feels good, feels so good, oh, my god…” 
 
    I kept bending and straightening my finger inside of her so it brushed against that special spot time and time again, and I carried on licking, sucking, and kissing her clitoris until the entire bottom half of my face was stained with her sweetness. 
 
    “Oooooh, Mark!” Her voice had been breathless and soft before, but it suddenly became throaty and ragged, and I picked up the pace. 
 
    I slid my finger in and out of her quivering tunnel and rolled my tongue against her, all while I kept my other hand on her stomach, hips, thighs, and everywhere I could reach until her back started to arch again. 
 
    “Mark, I…” Hannah groaned loudly, and her fingers tangled and tightened in my hair. “Mark, I think I-I’m gonna… Mark, I’m gonna cum, oh, god, please, please, please, don’t stop!” 
 
    I crooked my finger a little more and sucked hard on her clitoris as her entire body convulsed beneath me. With my free hand, I found one of hers, and she gripped onto me as the building pleasure suddenly rolled over her in shuddering waves. 
 
    Hannah orgasmed against my face with throaty moans and soft whimpers, and even when her body relaxed, I continued to kiss her sweet wet opening. I eventually pulled my finger out of her before I licked and smiled my way back up her torso, and then she grabbed a fistful of my hair to pull me in for a needy kiss. 
 
    “Did you enjoy that?” I asked her with a low chuckle. 
 
    “Yes,” she panted breathlessly, and her face was still flushed as she met my eyes. “Yes, you… You made me feel so good, oh, my god…” 
 
    “I haven’t even started yet,” I warned her with another grin, and I kissed the tip of her nose. 
 
    I broke away from her so I could unbutton my pants and shove them down my legs to kick them off my feet completely until I was in just my boxers. 
 
    I stood over her, and she propped herself up on her elbows so she could see me properly. Her eyes scanned over me with appreciation making the blue of her irises sparkle, and she cocked her head as she eventually met my gaze again. 
 
    “Can I?” she asked a little nervously. 
 
    I just nodded and wrapped a hand around her wrist so I could pull her up into a sitting position. Then I stood over her with anticipation roiling in my stomach like acid, and I clenched my jaw as her hands spread across my abdomen. She eventually pushed a finger below the waistband of my underwear and pulled it down completely, and my erection finally burst free. 
 
    “Oh!” she gasped almost reverently, and then her hands were on me, and it felt like the world had stopped spinning. 
 
    “Fuck…” I muttered as I stared down at her. 
 
    “Does that feel good?” Hannah mimicked my earlier words, and I let out a surprised chuckle. 
 
    “Yes, it feels good,” I replied as her hands gently, slowly, worked my shaft in purposeful movements. 
 
    “I want to…” Hannah looked up at me with her eyes big and blue. “I want to do what you did. With your mouth.” 
 
    “You can,” I said to her. “But only if you want to.” 
 
    “I do really want to,” she said with an eager nod. “I just… Teach me, okay?” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked her again, but I didn’t have time to force an answer. 
 
    Her tongue suddenly rolled across the head of my cock, warm and wet and gentle, and I felt my eyes slip closed at the sudden pleasure. Her plump lips pushed up against my cockhead, until eventually the warm heat of her throat enveloped almost half of me. Then she bobbed back and forth tentatively, and her mouth felt so good. 
 
    I instinctively wrapped her hair around my hand and helped her move very slowly and very gently so as not to hurt her, and I felt a long moan flutter past my lips. 
 
    “Oh, that feels amazing, Hannah…” I groaned as I gripped her long blonde hair a little tighter. “So good…” 
 
    Her mouth came away from me with a satisfyingly wet pop, and she looked up at me breathlessly with a wide grin on her mouth. 
 
    “I can’t…” she giggled softly. “I can’t fit you in all the way.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” I said in a low voice. “I’m sure there are other places where I can fit…” 
 
    “Yes.” Hannah’s nod was eager. “Take me. Please, take me.” 
 
    She laid herself back down on the bed but pulled me with her, until she had her fishnet-covered legs wrapped around my waist again and her breasts pushed up against my chest. 
 
    I could feel her warm wetness close to me, and I pushed against her so my dick slid against her opening. She arched her back and angled her hips so my cock was suddenly half an inch inside of her, and we both gasped into each other’s mouths. 
 
    The sensation was overwhelming, and I felt my jaw clench as I very slowly pushed my way inside of her. She was incredibly tight, and Hannah whimpered quietly beneath me as I continued to penetrate her glorious body. 
 
    I paused when her whines became a little too high-pitched, but Hannah immediately started clawing at my shoulders.  
 
    “Keep going,” she said breathlessly. “I want to feel all of you.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said as I hooked a thumb beneath her chin so I could make her look up at me. “But don’t look away.” 
 
    “I won’t,” she promised, and her blue eyes stared deeply into mine. 
 
    It felt like it took forever, but I eventually bottomed out inside of her, and as our hips pressed together, she let out another long, shuddering gasp. 
 
    But she didn’t look away. 
 
    Her blue eyes were an icy fire, and she kept her gaze locked on mine as she nodded, just once, in a wordless affirmation. I began to slowly pull in and out of her wet tightness, and I let out another soft moan and gripped into the soft flesh of her thighs so I could build up a rhythm. 
 
    “That feels… S-So, so goooooood!” Hannah mewled breathlessly. “Please don’t stop, fuck, you’re so big inside of me, o-o-oh!” 
 
    “I’ll go gently,” I said to her in a tight voice. “But you feel so fucking good, oh, my god.” 
 
    “Just take me,” she whispered, and she brought her hands up to my face so she could caress my cheek with her thumb. “Please.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked in a pained voice. 
 
    “Yes,” Hannah said with a determined nod. “Please, just fuck me.” 
 
    I didn’t need telling twice. 
 
    I rolled my hips down to meet hers, and we moved together in perfect unison. Neither one of us could stop kissing the other, so we continued to moan and mutter words into each other’s mouths. 
 
    I brought the tempo up a little quicker, and Hannah writhed beneath me as her tight pussy constricted even more around the length of my cock. Her hands were lost inside the mess of my hair as I thrust in and out of her, and my breath started to hitch and catch in my throat as my own pleasure began to twist in the pit of my stomach. 
 
    “Oh, god…” I groaned as I slid in and out of Hannah’s pussy with satisfyingly wet slapping sounds.  
 
    “Yes!” Hannah gasped. “Give it to me, Mark. I’m yours, I’m yours, I’m yo-o-o-ours!” 
 
    I could tell her second orgasm was building steadily as the head of my cock continued to stroke that magical spot deep inside of her with every one of my thrusts, and it was all I could do to hold my own pleasure at bay. 
 
    “Fuckkkk, Hannah…” I groaned her name into her ear as I leaned down to plant a possessive kiss on the side of her neck, and she just moaned again while her fingers dug deeply into the skin of my back. 
 
    “I think, I’m…” Hannah whimpered again and arched her back so her breasts pushed against my chest again. “I’m gonna cum again, oh, god, Mark, pleaseeeee…” 
 
    “Shit, yeah, so am I,” I answered with a growl, and I picked up even more speed and pounded in and out of the blonde Dreamer’s constricting tight pussy. 
 
    “Oh, god!” Hannah gasped. “Oh, fuck, please don’t stop!” 
 
    “I’m gonna cum,” I said through a clenched jaw and gritted teeth.  
 
    “Cum inside of me,” she begged.  
 
    “Wha—” 
 
    “Please,” she whined. “Cum deep in me. Deep in…”  
 
    Hannah couldn’t find any more words as her second, stronger orgasm rocked through her body, and I felt her pulsate and convulse around my cock. I slammed into her one last time, and then I felt my cock explode with a thick spurt of sperm right against her special spot inside of her. 
 
    I pushed even further into her as I came, and the quick release shuddered through me until I finally collapsed on top of her with both of us fighting to catch our breath. 
 
    Neither one of us spoke for a moment, at least not until we figured out how to breathe properly again, and then Hannah giggled quietly beneath me. 
 
    “That was…” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said with a chuckle. “It was.” 
 
    “I want you to stay inside of me like this forever,” Hannah whispered as she stroked my already messy hair with a free hand. 
 
    She tightened herself around me and made me gasp in surprise, and then she giggled into my neck. 
 
    “I wish,” I said as I brought my head up to kiss the tip of her nose. “But we’ve got a world to save and all that.” 
 
    “Superhero sex is wild,” Hannah said with her usual grin.  
 
    “I thought that was the only sex,” I said and matched her smile. 
 
    “It was.” Her voice suddenly grew soft, and her smirk dissolved into a genuine smile. “I’m glad it was with you.” 
 
    “Me, too.” I smiled back. “You were great.” 
 
    “I couldn’t even focus enough to try and read your mind,” Hannah said as her fingers curled my hair. “Next time, though… That could be fun.” 
 
    “Next time, huh?” I asked as I gently pulled out of her still tight pussy. 
 
    She gasped as I left her open, and I watched with satisfaction as my juices poured out from between her pussy lips. 
 
    “Yes, next time.” She sounded insistent. “I’m not giving that up easily.” 
 
    “Well, there’s loads more to show you,” I said and leaned down to kiss her. 
 
    “Loads?” Hannah snickered with a satisfied smile, and she pulled me back down onto the rumpled bed sheets and curled up beside me with her head on my chest. 
 
    We fell asleep almost immediately, since we were exhausted from our first real-world mission as well as our intense lovemaking, and I was grateful for the rest. 
 
    Because we had a full day of training at the Academy the following morning. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    The early morning came far too quickly for my liking, and I let out a long groan as my cell phone alarm began to chirp cheerfully on my bedside table. 
 
    “Nooooo…” Hannah mumbled somewhere beside my chest. “It’s too damn early…” 
 
    “It’s actually not,” I laughed as I scooped my beeping cell phone up and scrabbled to switch the alarm off. “It’s already eight o’clock.” 
 
    “Well, shit,” Hannah sighed, but she eventually pulled her head up to squint at me with an adorably sleepy smile. “Why can’t we just stay here forever?” 
 
    “I totally would if I could.” I wrapped both of my arms around her and pulled the blonde Dreamer closer to me, and she quickly nuzzled her face into the crook of my neck and let out a happy sigh. 
 
    She was warm and soft, and smelled particularly incredible even in the morning, and the temptation to do as she said and remain tangled up in bed with her for the rest of my days was intoxicating. But my alarm almost immediately started to ring again even after I’d hit the snooze button, and with another disgruntled huff I peeled myself away from the beautiful Dreamer fledgling and padded over to my en-suite bathroom to take a quick shower. 
 
    I left Hannah exactly where she was because she seemed far more interested in burying her face back into my pillows than waking up, which I couldn’t completely blame her for. And so instead I stood alone under the warm stream of water, and I watched as the little rivers ran across my skin, around my legs and my feet, and eventually rippled down the drain. I pushed my face into the jet of water and scrubbed in a mostly failed attempt to wake myself up, but after a few minutes I started to feel just a little more human. 
 
    By the time I tiptoed back out into my bedroom with a soft gray towel wrapped around my hips, Hannah had finally pushed herself up into a sitting position. She grinned widely when I appeared at the door still dripping wet, and she cocked her head to the side as she inspected me. 
 
    “What?” I chuckled as I started to wrestle my hair dry with another gray towel from the bathroom. 
 
    “Nothing,” she said listlessly and went to scoop her own cell phone up so she could avoid my gaze. 
 
    I spotted her half-smirk, though, and I immediately crossed the room in two long strides so I could hook my forefinger beneath her chin and twist her face back to gaze up at me. 
 
    Her eyes were an icy-blue and yet full of fire, and the smirk had become full-sized by the time my hand was on her face. 
 
    “Just nothing?” I asked pointedly, and I kept my mouth purposefully close to hers. 
 
    “You’re just pretty,” Hannah said in a low voice. 
 
    “Pretty?” I let out a loud laugh. “I don’t think I’ve ever been called that in my life.” 
 
    “Well, that is a crying shame.” Hannah leaned up so she could kiss me all over my face, and eventually her lips landed on mine as her arms wrapped around my bare shoulders. 
 
    I started to forget about everything other than the way Hannah’s lips tasted, or how her tongue curved so perfectly around mine, or how she let out happy little sighs every time I kissed her a little more deeply, or how her body felt pressed up against mine…  
 
    But I had to eventually tear myself away from her, and we both laughed a little breathlessly as we reluctantly broke apart. 
 
    We somehow managed to get ourselves dressed for the day and made it to the fledgling common area with little to no hiccups, though we stopped to steal a kiss from one another every few minutes until we finally made it out of my dorm room door. 
 
    I was surprised to see just Frank sitting alone at our usual breakfast table, and I told Hannah to sit while I sorted coffee for the both of us. 
 
    Mostly to be a gentleman, but I could also see how Frank was close to bouncing off his seat in his excitement to get the gossip from me, and I thought I’d let him stew a little longer. 
 
    My best friend with the shock of red hair was silent for a moment when I sat down opposite him, and I slowly passed Hannah her cup of coffee with a smug grin. 
 
    But he couldn’t take it any longer and huffed loudly as he sat back in his chair. 
 
    “So?” he demanded with an excited smile as he folded his arms across his chest and looked up at the two of us. “Good night?” 
 
    “Frank, shut up.” I laughed, shook my head, and stirred some creamer into my coffee. 
 
    “I should be telling you two to do that,” Frank said, and he waggled his eyebrows. 
 
    I was half-expecting Hannah to blush or mutter something apologetic, but she just fixed him with an arched eyebrow and her standard half-smirk, and within four seconds it was my Conduit buddy who was awkwardly stumbling over his words. 
 
    I burst out laughing, which earned me several inquisitive looks from the other fledglings who were early to breakfast, but I just wrapped an arm around Hannah’s shoulders and pulled her closer so I could kiss the side of her face while she giggled with me. 
 
    Once we’d finished our first cups of coffee, Danny and Rhiannon had joined us at our table beside the floor-to-ceiling length windows. 
 
    I looked out across the bay as I sipped on my second cup of piping-hot caffeine, and I watched as white sea birds flitted just above the calm roll of waves. The water was relatively still and incredibly blue, as clear as the sky above it, and the sun had already started to beam across the city of Miami without any clouds to interrupt its shine. 
 
    “I wonder what’s in store today,” Danny said as he took a bite of an apple and leaned back in his seat. “Yesterday was a lot.” 
 
    “I suppose ‘a lot’ is something we should get used to,” I said as I wrapped my hands around my coffee cup and stifled a yawn. “But yeah, yesterday was a lot, you’re right.” 
 
    “I slept like a damn baby,” Frank said as he scratched his dark red hair so it stuck up as though he’d been electrocuted. 
 
    “Me, too,” Hannah said with an innocent grin as she poured some sugar into her coffee. 
 
    I shared her smile as Frank choked into his cup, and both Rhiannon and Danny looked around at us curiously. 
 
    Rhiannon’s green eyes were suddenly glinting with understanding, and it was only her gaze that had me clearing my throat a little awkwardly and sitting up straight in my chair. 
 
    “Dahlia had said something about getting our suits,” Danny reminded us after an almost awkward silence fell around our table. “But we got pulled away to the car accident pretty damn quickly.” 
 
    “Oh, I hope that’s what we get to do today!” Hannah gasped excitedly. “Look, everyone else has theirs already.” 
 
    The blonde Dreamer nodded to the small pockets of fledglings as they ate breakfast and greeted each other, and I realized she was right. Every fledgling in the Academy now wore a hero suit that aided them in their abilities, and instead of looking like a normal college campus, the fledgling common area now looked like it was full of a legitimate group of superheroes in training. 
 
    Aside from the five of us, and so I was just as eager to get our new threads as Hannah. 
 
    While we’d been dragged away to deal with a massive three-car pileup with multiple injured civilians the day before, the rest of the fledglings had been taken to Amanda’s. 
 
    Amanda was a world-famous fashion mogul, and she’d already been chief designer to a number of high brand houses during her extensive career, but it had been her contract with the Academy that sent her into the stratosphere. 
 
    Hell, even I knew about her, and that was saying something. 
 
    I wasn’t exactly hot on fashion, but I definitely knew who Amanda was, and I was just as excited as the rest of my team at the prospect of designing my own custom supersuit with her. 
 
    Dahlia appeared at our table just as I was debating whether to get another cup of coffee or not, and she nodded sternly when I smiled up at her as a way of greeting. 
 
    “Hi, Dahlia.” Rhiannon’s voice was shy, but the brunette Tempest fledgling seemed determined to overcome her quietness and she offered a small smile to our mentor. 
 
    “Good morning,” Dahlia said in a blunt voice. “I’m taking you to Amanda’s today. She’s expecting you, and she’s not happy about the fact she’s being pulled into another day of work for you.” 
 
    “I mean, that wasn’t our fault, though,” I said. “There was an emergency.” 
 
    “She’s a fashion designer.” Dahlia’s voice remained flat and emotionless, and she half-shrugged a shoulder. “Why would she care?” 
 
    “She sounds… Fun…” I muttered and raised an eyebrow to Frank. 
 
    “She’s incredibly talented and regularly lends herself to the Academy,” the black-haired Dreamer mentor reminded me with a frown. “Do not embarrass me.” 
 
    “I wasn’t planning on it,” I said and held my hands up in a gesture of peace. “I pinky promise.” 
 
    “Good,” Dahlia said, and then she sniffed. “I’ll be waiting downstairs, just hurry up.” 
 
    Our mentor left our table and quickly headed for the elevators, and I turned to the gang. 
 
    “Well, looks like we’ve gotta be on our best behavior,” I said with a snort. 
 
    “I always am,” Frank said indignantly. 
 
    “Of course you are,” Rhiannon said with a light giggle. 
 
    “You, misbehaving?” Danny asked as he clapped the pyromancer on the shoulder. “Never.” 
 
    “Why does everyone think I’m a troublemaker?” Frank whined as the rest of us stood and started to clear the table. 
 
    We teased my Conduit buddy all the way down to the lobby, and Dahlia fixed us with a disapproving frown as we came out of the automated double doors in a bout of laughter. It died in our throats the moment we spotted her, and then it was even worse because I couldn’t hold in the stifled giggles.  
 
    It was like being in church and laughing when you know you shouldn’t. 
 
    Dahlia just rolled her eyes and motioned for us to clamber into the back of the van, which we did as she hopped into the driver’s seat. 
 
    The drive was surprisingly short, and we almost immediately headed to the coast. I’d thought a wealthy designer like Amanda would’ve lived in a huge estate somewhere, but that was probably my Californian way of thinking. As the bright blue ocean sailed past us, Dahlia turned the van toward an incredibly long bridge that headed right out into the water itself, and I realized the affluent parts of Miami were always going to be half in the actual ocean. 
 
    The bridge was a single lane with nothing but gently rippling blue water on either side for at least half a mile, but eventually we began to approach civilization again. The bridge suddenly opened up onto a large man-made island covered with lush green lawns, huge palm trees that swayed calmly in the breeze, and a number of awesome-looking sports and supercars on every single street. 
 
    I spotted a beautiful cherry-red Ferrari, several Hummers with heavily tinted windows, sleek, black, and deadly silent electric Audis, and I was pretty sure I saw a McLaren pass us at some point, too. 
 
    “So this is where the money is…” I heard Frank mutter reverently, and I turned to see my Conduit friend with his nose basically pressed up against the glass of the window as he stared at our surroundings, like an overly excited puppy dog. 
 
    Which summed Frank up surprisingly well. 
 
    Dahlia kept the van moving, and we drove almost to the other end of the huge man-made island in the middle of the bay. We were headed toward a huge multi-story structure, made of thick pillars of burnished silver metal and blacked-out glass that glinted in the Florida sun, and it was stacked up like a stairwell with varying different levels.  
 
    I just turned to the rest of my gang with a single raised eyebrow. 
 
    It was definitely wild how the other half lived, and I desperately wanted in on it. 
 
    The van started to slow, and I peered out of the windshield to see Dahlia coasting toward two massive iron gates. The twists of metal were thin and impossibly intricate, almost like lace, and the swirls and patterns conjoined at the apex to create a huge letter ‘A’ at the top. 
 
    Dahlia dropped the driver’s side window and leaned out with one arm, just as an intercom crackled by the entryway. 
 
    “Name?” The voice on the other end was gruff and disinterested. 
 
    “Dahlia,” our mentor said in an equally blunt tone. “From the Academy. She’s expecting us.” 
 
    There was a brief silence, and then the gates suddenly groaned and began to swing slowly open. The giant ‘A’ at the top split in two, and after a moment Dahlia pressed the van onward and into the designer’s sprawling estate. 
 
    The road suddenly dipped forward, and we drove into a sprawling underground garage, where Dahlia quickly found a spot and killed the engine before she motioned wordlessly for us to get out. 
 
    The parking garage was full of the same kind of supercars we’d seen on the island, and I let out a low whistle as I passed a beautiful gray Aston Martin that looked like something right out of a James Bond movie. 
 
    The five of us dutifully followed Dahlia toward an elevator, and we rode in silence as the anticipation started to build. It was like stepping into another world, and it was intimidating but something I found myself desperately wanting to be a part of. 
 
    And maybe as the world’s first Omega in over a century, I could perhaps one day make it somewhere close to Amanda’s level of crazy fame and even crazier fortune. 
 
    As we stepped out of the elevator, we found ourselves in a huge room, at least three stories tall, but the space was completely open plan. There was a huge sculpture of a woman’s body in the center of the room, made of a gleaming black stone that contrasted aggressively with the sheer whiteness of the marble floor. The bust stretched upward with carved hair blowing in a non-existent wind and a cape that rippled away from her as though it were alive. 
 
    It was an impressive art piece, and I felt the excitement build inside of me as we finally heard a voice. 
 
    “Welcome, fledglings!” The voice was nasally and aggressively loud, and the excited words echoed loudly around the massive hall. 
 
    We turned to see an incredibly short woman walking toward us with her arms outstretched. She was petite and looked like a strong gust of wind could knock her over, but she walked with an air of confidence that grounded her. She had short ashy-blonde hair cut into an aggressive bob, and it swung around her square jawline with every step she took. Her nose was large and slightly hooked, and she’d painted her thin lips an intense shade of coral pink, but I couldn’t see what color eyes she had because she wore huge dark sunglasses, even though she was inside. 
 
    Her outfit was just as crazy. She was dressed in huge black pinstripe trousers that ballooned out at the sides, and she’d cinched them to her tiny waist with a thin belt made of golden rope. Her shirt gleamed like silk, which it probably was, and it had an intricate filigree of gold threading on the collars and cuffs that shimmered with every movement. An aggressively huge chain of gold links hung around her neck, and her slightly wrinkled hands were completely covered in thick gold rings. 
 
    Her black stilettos clacked and echoed on the marble floor as she approached us, and she kept her arms up right until she came to a stop in front of our group. 
 
    “Hello,” Hannah said when the rest of us remained silent. 
 
    “My name is Amanda,” the eccentric woman replied and clapped her hands together. “Are you my latecomers, I take it?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Apologies for our tardiness, there was, ahh… An emergency, yesterday.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, so I heard.” Amanda nodded severely, and her blonde bob jiggled comically on her head as though she were a dashboard figurine. “Congratulations on your first endeavor into this world. I heard you did fantastically.” 
 
    “They performed as expected.” Dahlia’s voice was as blunt as usual. 
 
    Amanda peered up at our dark-haired mentor, and I couldn’t quite tell what her expression was thanks to the massive designer sunglasses covering her face, but her bright pink lips pursed as she hummed thoughtfully. 
 
    “Well, no time like the present!” Amanda clapped her hands together again, and the sudden sound made us all jump as it echoed loudly around the huge marble room. “Come!” 
 
    We followed the tiny woman as she quickly skittered off, and she led us through a long stretch of corridor that went from white marble to a stark metal and concrete almost immediately. There were several alcoves cut into the smooth gray concrete with mannequins standing sentry inside, and each was covered by a thick sheet of glass and illuminated by a floor spotlight. 
 
    “These are your creations?” Rhiannon asked as she looked around in awe. 
 
    “Yes, yes.” Amanda waved a careless hand and kept her pace. “Old designs, ones that got me where I am today.” 
 
    The mannequins in the alcoves were dressed in slick supersuits, and each one was different from the last. There was one in particular that seemed to be covered in mirrors and could only be seen from the right angle, and I figured it was for a Dreamer with invisibility. We passed another suit that looked like it had been woven from literal fish scales, and it glittered impressively in the stark white lighting. There was another outfit that somehow looked as though the material itself were made from water, and the cape rippled behind the mannequin entirely of its own accord. 
 
    Hannah just nudged me with her elbow as we walked behind the world-famous fashion designer, and then the blonde shot me a wide, excited grin as she looped her arm through mine. 
 
    Amanda suddenly came to a stop, and I realized we were at a complete dead end. Then she placed both of her hands against the concrete, and I stifled a gasp when the gray surface illuminated from within at her touch. When she pulled away, her handprints were still visible on the rock in a neon green glow, and as they dissipated, the concrete sighed heavily and sank inward. 
 
    The entire end wall of the concrete corridor was a door, and it swung slowly open with a soft pneumatic whoosh. Amanda bustled through, and the darkness that had greeted us was immediately washed away with soft lighting as soon as she passed the threshold. 
 
    The room was just as cavernous as the entry hall with the huge obsidian statue, but it was far from empty. 
 
    On the entire west wall was a row of artist’s tables littered with easels, paint pots and a thousand and one brushes, light boxes, and various other art supplies and equipment. There were also huge rolls of sketch paper, as well as electronic tablets and huge screens that catered to the digital side of Amanda’s artwork. 
 
    The eastern side of the room was almost an entire wall of fabrics in every color and style imaginable, and they were rolled into gigantic spools at least five feet long. There was even a ladder attached to little wheels on the fabric wall, like in an old library, so the tiny designer could access whatever she wanted at any time. 
 
    The most impressive part of the space was the huge machine that took up almost the entire northern part of the room. On the left side was a dashboard that wouldn’t have looked out of place in a NASA control room, with an incredible amount of dials, levers, knobs, and flashing lights. The panel of buttons then led into a large practice space, with a cushioned floor and walls, and the area was isolated by a thick sheet of glass from floor to ceiling. 
 
    “This is where the magic happens!” Amanda said and proudly spun on her heel to face us with a large smile on her face. 
 
    Then she removed her giant black sunglasses, and I could see watery gray eyes covered in far too much mascara and almost nonexistent blonde eyebrows that were arched comically high on her forehead. 
 
    “Let’s get to work, shall we?” The fashion mogul fixed us all with a wide smile that revealed teeth as tiny as she was, with a large gap in the front two. 
 
    Amanda immediately went for Rhiannon, which I found quite funny considering the brunette was the most timid of us all, and we watched the process of Amanda’s creations almost immediately take form. 
 
    She asked Rhiannon to perform her power so she could take direct inspiration from it, and we all watched and cheered loudly-- apart from Dahlia, who remained on the edges with a bored look on her face-- as Rhiannon swooped gracefully around Amanda’s design space. 
 
    “Very impressive!” the petite designer said with a clap of her hands. “Really quite something!” 
 
    “Thank you!” Rhiannon said breathlessly as her feet finally touched the ground again. 
 
    “Well, we’re going to need something aerodynamic for you.” Amanda had already hurried over to the side of the room with all the artist’s equipment, and she grabbed a sheet of paper with a flourish as she set to work on a sketch. 
 
    “I was thinking a cape could be really cool--” Rhiannon began speaking in earnest. 
 
    “No,” Amanda immediately said without looking up from her sketches. 
 
    The Tempest fledgling clamped her mouth shut with a sudden look of disappointment, and I had to stifle a giggle. 
 
    After a moment, Amanda turned back to us with a fresh sketch. 
 
    “You see?” she asked and gestured animatedly to her drawing. “This is completely aerodynamic, which is precisely why I’d advise against a cape, and I’m thinking we make it with a specialized Kevlar blend to stop weathering.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s a good idea.” Rhiannon nodded excitedly. “If I fly to really high altitudes, or in adverse weather…” 
 
    “Precisely.” Amanda rolled up her design and headed over to what I thought had been a practice area. 
 
    It turns out it was actually where the suits were formed. 
 
    Amanda scanned her initial sketch into the machine and turned about a million and one different knobs, levers, and switches on the control panel, and then we watched in complete and total awe as robotic arms suddenly sprang to action behind the thick sheet of glass. 
 
    They wove and stitched at breakneck speed, and we watched in real time as Rhiannon’s supersuit was created before our very eyes. 
 
    It was a shimmery black material that appeared both hard and soft all at the same time, and it looked to be similar to a catsuit, so therefore completely skintight.  
 
    I was very much looking forward to seeing Rhiannon’s perfect body in it. 
 
    Amanda set to work on Frank next, who ended up with an all-red outfit that could create sparks with just the slightest hint of friction. 
 
    “It responds only to you,” Amanda told him sternly. “So you can’t accidentally brush into someone and set them on fire. The sparks are created by your genetic makeup, which I’ve woven into the fabric, so only you can control the fire it makes.” 
 
    “Holy shit, that’s so goddamn cool.” Frank’s voice was high-pitched, and he had to really fight off the giddy excitement as he took his suit and held it reverently. “Thank you!” 
 
    Hannah was next, and the blonde Dreamer made Amanda fall into peals of laughter as she read her mind. 
 
    “Oh, wonderful!” The fashion designer cooed and clapped her hands together. “I haven’t had anyone do that in years!” 
 
    Hannah was presented with a skintight catsuit similar to Rhiannon’s, only hers was all white and opalescent. With every movement, the material glittered and rippled, and Amanda explained that the fabric acted almost like a nineties mood ring, only a thousand times more accurate. 
 
    “So whatever you hear, whoever’s mind you’re reading, the suit will basically play it out for you to interpret.” Amanda ran a hand over the pearly material. “This is quite new technology, but I’m very fond of it. It’s patent pending, so don’t go shouting about it from the rooftops.” 
 
    “I won’t,” Hannah said in a soft voice, and it was the calmest I’d heard her speak since I’d first met her. “Thank you so much.” 
 
    “Now, you.” Amanda pointed at Danny and ushered him over. “I hear you’re the healer?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Danny said with a proud nod. 
 
    “I’ve just the thing for you, boy.” The designer tottered quickly over to the design space and pulled an old sketch out. “It’s not as shiny and new as Hannah’s here, but it does the job.” 
 
    She explained his jumpsuit was completely lined with Nomex, was fire resistant, and was fitted with state-of-the-art material. The suit somehow contained the ability to act as a defibrillator, oxygen mask, the works. Even the gloves had a built-in communications device, so he could correspond with emergency services anywhere in the world. 
 
    “It’s even got a built-in translator in the earpiece, here, look.” Amanda showed him and nodded encouragingly. “You’re a walking ambulance.” 
 
    “Incredible,” Danny muttered with wide eyes. “Wow.” 
 
    “Now.” Amanda put her hands on her hips and frowned across at me. “You, young man, I hear are quite the anomaly.” 
 
    “I, uhh… Ha, yeah, well, you could say that.” I ran my hands through my hair and shrugged apologetically. “I can sort’ve do a bit of everything, actually.” 
 
    “Show me,” Amanda demanded. 
 
    I did as I was told and gave her a brief rundown of my ever-growing list of powers. I shot a thick stream of flames right out of my hands and then curled them immediately into a rolling ball of fire I let quickly hiss and dissipate into the air around us. Then I attempted to read her mind, though I could only pick up on very small elements of her thoughts, and I sheepishly explained it was still something I was working on. My Tempest telekinesis was also still pretty wobbly, but I just about managed to knock a bunch of pens and paintbrushes off one of the artist benches– which Rhiannon, bless her heart, happily commended me for, and then I proved my Corps power of super strength by completely destroying one of the steel mannequins as though it were made of paper, with Amanda’s permission of course. 
 
    The designer looked down at the disarray of her design studio after I’d shown her my affinity for all four of the superhero pillars, and then she looked up at me with one of her nonexistent eyebrows raised. 
 
    “What to do, what to do…” she muttered thoughtfully to herself before she hurried over to one of the artist’s tables and made a beeline for the large cabinet beside it. 
 
    She quickly began to rifle through sheets and sheets of half-crumpled sketch paper, she pulled out newspaper clippings she just as quickly threw unceremoniously to the side, and she grappled with thickly rolled blueprints that were almost the same height as her, all while muttering quickly under her breath to herself. 
 
    After about a solid minute of this, I shared a look with my team who all shrugged helplessly, and Dahlia continued to loiter to the side, half in the shadows and seemingly completely uninterested. 
 
    Eventually, Amanda hurried back over to me with an armful of different sketches and ideas and an excited look in her pale gray eyes. 
 
    “Quite the conundrum you are, my boy,” she said with a sly smile. “An Omega, of all things. This’ll be one for the books, most definitely.” 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure of all that just yet.” I let out a nervous laugh as she steered me toward the wall covered in machinery.  
 
    “Nonsense.” Amanda sniffed as she got to work on the different knobs and dials. “I’ll be certain to claim I am the only superhero designer to fashion a bespoke suit for a true Omega, so you’d damn well better live up to the name.” 
 
    “I--” I grimaced and turned back to my team, who all nodded encouragingly. “Well, sure. For you, Amanda.” 
 
    “For me,” Amanda said with a wry chuckle. “You supers are all the same, all wicked with their words.” 
 
    I shared a laugh with her, and then she got to creating my supersuit after we discussed what I needed the most. I wanted something to help keep my pyromancy firmly within my control, but still wanted my suit to aid in the other three pillars despite having an affinity for the Conduit one the most. 
 
    After Amanda had fed her design into the creative scanner and twisted and turned a whole array of knobs and levers, I watched as the mechanical arms got to work behind the thick sheet of glass, and before long, my very own suit had been created. 
 
    It was a complete one-piece, with skintight material from neck to ankles, since Amanda had wanted to account for the possibility of flying in the future and made it aerodynamic like Rhiannon’s. The fabric was completely black, but it didn’t shimmer like the Tempest fledgling’s suit. It was so devoid of color it seemed to suck all the light out of the room, and Amanda excitedly explained it was made with material that could act as complete camouflage. The suit also had gloves that would aid in the control of my fire, much like Frank’s did, and the inner liner were completely electrical, which apparently would help with my current kinetic ability from the Tempest pillar. 
 
    “It’s all to do with energy, you see.” Amanda eagerly showed me the intricate mesh wiring within the inside seam of the fabric. “Once you can harness something physical, energy of the mind becomes second nature. You’d be surprised how many Tempests and Dreamers have this technology woven into their suits. It makes light work of their pillars.” 
 
    “Wow.” I whistled with appreciation. “I never really thought about it like that.” 
 
    “And as far as your mind reading ability goes, it also acts much like Hannah’s,” Amanda said as she ran a fervent hand over the outer material. “But it won’t present thoughts to you, more that it’ll open up the wavelength. Brains are just big ol’ computers anyway, this suit will allow you to fully hone in on targets and pick apart their mind as easily as though you were rifling through a magazine. With practice, of course.” 
 
    “This is incredible, Amanda.” I took the suit from her with wide eyes. 
 
    It felt like water, and air, and somehow nothing all at once. 
 
    It was completely weightless, like a second skin. 
 
    “Don’t let me down,” she said in only a half-joking warning. “In a month, once this suit is no doubt hitting the press, I’ll be sure to tell everyone how I designed for a world-famous Omega.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” I nodded, and then shot her a wicked grin. “Just for you.” 
 
    “Just for me.” Amanda echoed with a laugh. “Now, get going, put these things into practice, and let me know if there’s any kinks that need working out.” 
 
    We thanked her profusely, and she soaked up the gratitude willingly as she led us out of her compound. 
 
    Then the five of us walked back to the van on the balls of our feet, fueled by excitement with Dahlia stalking disinterestedly ahead of us. 
 
    I couldn’t wait to get back to the Academy and hit the training facility. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    “I can’t wait for Amanda to drag you along to fashion shows and galas and stuff,” Frank snickered as the five of us bade Dahlia goodbye and headed back to the fledgling living quarters. 
 
    I leaned against the inside of the elevator as it flew us up to the fifteenth floor of the complex and just rolled my eyes. 
 
    “Do you really think she’ll do that?” I asked with a grimace. 
 
    “Without a doubt,” Hannah said and poked me in the arm. “You’re gonna be the hottest piece of gossip going soon enough.” 
 
    “I thought I was that already.” I waggled my eyebrows at her and smiled when the beautiful blonde giggled. 
 
    “Just the gossip part,” Danny said. 
 
    “Yeah…” Rhiannon muttered quietly and then blushed when I looked across at her and she realized she’d talked out loud. 
 
    The brunette Tempest fledgling was adorable, and she got flustered so easily that I had to really train myself not to tease her relentlessly. 
 
    Hannah nudged me again when she saw how I smiled at Rhiannon, and I looped an arm across her shoulders and pulled her close to me.  
 
    I was yet to have any sort of conversation with Hannah about exactly what our burgeoning relationship would become, but she seemed incredibly chill about it all, even with the presence of another woman in our group, and it just attracted me to her even more.  
 
    The five of us had spent the entire day at Amanda’s sprawling designer complex, so the sun had just started to fall in the sky when we made it back to the fledglings’ dormitories. The floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked the bay gave a perfect view of the sunset, and it painted both the sky and the soft swells of the sea in deep golds, oranges, and reds. 
 
    I mentioned something about ordering some pizzas, but Danny immediately took charge when he saw the kitchen area was surprisingly empty. I grinned as I watched our healer friend roll up his sleeves and tell us all to sit down before he headed to the giant chrome refrigerator and started to root around the shelves to find the ingredients he needed. 
 
    After about forty-five minutes, the Corps fledgling bustled over to our table with a stack of shallow bowls he’d pulled from one of the kitchen cupboards and a pot of something that smelled insanely good.  
 
    “Enchiladas de camarones,” he said proudly as he finally set the steel pot down.  
 
    “Enchiladas?” Frank frowned. “I thought that was an oven baked kinda situation.” 
 
    “Not enchiladas,” Danny said with a wry smile. “Enchiladas de camarones. Cuban shrimp. Here, there’s rice, too.” 
 
    He scurried back to the kitchen and brought another slightly smaller pot back with him, and the five of us piled our bowls high with fluffy white rice and the spicy shrimp stew. 
 
    “Danny,” I said as I swallowed the first bite and let out a long, gratuitous whistle. “This is insanely good.” 
 
    “Really,” Hannah said as she smashed her rice into the thick Latin flavored sauce and scooped up a spoonful. “I didn’t know what to expect, but yeah, holy crap.” 
 
    “I’m glad you like it.” Danny smiled with pride, and I could tell his healing instinct went a lot further than fixing broken bones and stitching up bleeding wounds. “It’s a family recipe, my tia’s favorite thing to make.” 
 
    “Cuban food is bomb,” Frank said as he popped another full shrimp into his mouth and chewed with his eyes closed, as though he were in the middle of a prayer. “You need to cook for us every night, Daniel.” 
 
    “It really is wonderful,” Rhiannon said with a shy smile. “Thanks, Danny.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” the healer said as he finally took a seat and grabbed his own plate. “Now, let’s eat.” 
 
    The sun eventually sank beneath the horizon, and we spent the evening talking animatedly about our new superhero suits, and different recipes we could get both Danny the Cuban and Frank the Italian to battle each other with, and our plans for when we eventually graduated the Academy’s extensive training program. As I sat back in my seat with a full belly and a smile on my face, I realized I’d finally found my people. 
 
    I’d always been a bit of a loner, but I really truly felt at home with my newfound group of friends. 
 
    The prospect of being an Omega and having things drastically change because of that status was something that continued to worry me, but I pushed the concern to the back of my consciousness and decided to focus on the good things that were in front of me. 
 
    Although, I was definitely eager to meet with Mori again and explore my proclivity for superpowers in far more depth. But the Academy’s ghostly benefactor was one of immense privacy, and I had no way of contacting him. So I just needed to wait for him to contact me, which I supposed he would do when the timing was right. 
 
    It seemed like something he’d do. 
 
    We had a training day at the Academy tomorrow, where Somnia was apparently going to tell us something exciting-- or so the gossip grapevine claimed, according to Hannah-- and so the five of us cleared the kitchen of Danny’s incredible culinary creations and finally headed to bed when the fledgling common room had almost completely emptied, save for a few night owls. 
 
    Hannah made an immediate beeline for my bedroom door before I could even reach it myself, and she shot me a grin over her shoulder as she beckoned me across the threshold. 
 
    “You’re bunking up with me tonight then, are you?” I asked as I quietly closed the door behind us. 
 
    “If you’ll have me,” Hannah said with a glimmer in her eye. 
 
    “Gladly,” I said and pulled her close to me so I could finally push my lips up against hers and get lost within her kiss. 
 
    The next morning came far too quickly, and I let out a long groan as my cell phone’s alarm started to chirp on my bedside table. I had a mess of Hannah’s blonde hair strewn across my face, and I wanted nothing more than to push my face into it and fill my nose with the smell of her strawberry shampoo, but with another disgruntled huff I rolled over and slapped my hand against the bedside table in the hopes I’d find my cell phone. 
 
    I eventually did, and I pulled it over to me as I flopped back down onto the rumpled bed sheets and then finally silenced the device. 
 
    “No,” Hannah said firmly from somewhere beside my chest, and then her arm snaked across my torso. “Stay.” 
 
    “I wish,” I muttered and kissed the top of her head when I’d eventually freed myself from the tangle of her blonde hair. 
 
    “We don’t need to train today,” the Dreamer said sleepily, and she patted me on the chest. “You’re an Omega, you don’t need to train, you tell them.” 
 
    “I think that means I especially need to train, actually.” I chuckled. 
 
    “I suppose so,” Hannah said with a heavy huff, and she gave me one last squeeze before she reluctantly pulled herself away from the warmth of my embrace. 
 
    Then she propped herself up on one arm and smiled down at me for a moment. 
 
    “No rest for the wicked,” I said as I pushed a strand of her crazy blonde hair behind her ear, and she smiled as she leaned her cheek into my touch. 
 
    “Sounds about right,” she said and let out a long yawn as she stretched. “I hope there’s a coffee pot already going.” 
 
    “I’m sure Danny would’ve seen to it,” I said as we disentangled ourselves and reluctantly began to pull clothes on. “At least, I hope so.” 
 
    We finally made our way out into the fledgling common area, where the majority of the Academy’s trainees were already eating their breakfast, and as we made our way to our usual table beside the floor-to-ceiling windows that showed an incredible view of the bay, I saw Danny with a full French press grinning up at us. 
 
    “Our hero,” Hannah said with a grateful sigh, and she immediately poured herself a cup of coffee. 
 
    I followed suit, and eventually both Frank and then Rhiannon appeared at our table just as I was pouring a little creamer into my cup. 
 
    The brunette Tempest smiled shyly, and an immediate flush of pink stained her cheeks as I nodded to her and responded with my own grin. I couldn’t stop the slight chuckle that escaped my lips as Rhiannon took a seat opposite me and refused to make eye contact again. 
 
    It was a surprisingly gloomy day in Miami, and the morning had brought a thick blanket of pale gray clouds that were draped across the sky to completely hide the sun. The sea was equally pale and colorless, and the horizon disappeared as sea birds hopped over the white-capped waves. There were a couple particularly brave fishing boats already bobbing in the water, but other than that, the scenery was a white wash of nothingness. 
 
    “Maybe it’s a good thing we’re training today,” Hannah said as she wrapped her hands around her coffee mug and stared out of the windows. 
 
    “You read my mind,” I said and then realized what I’d said and stifled a laugh. “Maybe literally.” 
 
    “Not quite,” the blonde Dreamer said and crooked an eyebrow. “You still remain quite the enigma.” 
 
    “Figures,” Frank said with an overly dramatic roll of his eyes. “He is the wonder kid after all.” 
 
    “I’ll get in there eventually,” Hannah said and poked her finger into my forehead with a grin. “Just you wait.” 
 
    “I bet you will,” I said, and I grabbed her hand so that I could plant a kiss on her slender wrist. “We’ll just have to work at it together.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s your mental block.” Rhiannon’s voice was quiet but eager, and she flushed again when we all turned to her. “I just mean… When Mark came with us to Kin’s construction place, I tried to… I helped, I think maybe, I don’t know, but you seem to have a particularly strong mental block on mental powers, so maybe that’s why Hannah struggles to read your mind.” 
 
    “That’s a fair theory,” I said to Rhiannon and took a long sip of my coffee but didn’t break eye contact with the brunette Tempest. “But you’re right, Frank mentioned something a little while ago about me shielding, so maybe that’s exactly it. But you did help, quite a lot, actually. I was going to ask if you wanted to maybe give me some more Tempest lessons today.” 
 
    “You want to train together?” Rhiannon asked, and her flush deepened so that the pink washed almost all the way down her slender neck. 
 
    “If you don’t mind me gatecrashing.” I shrugged and grinned across the breakfast table at the Tempest. 
 
    “I’d love that!” Rhiannon blurted out before she quickly clamped her lips closed. 
 
    It looked as though she were sorting through the words in her head, and I noticed how much Hannah smiled into her coffee as Rhiannon eventually began to speak again. 
 
    “I mean… It’d be my pleasure. To train with you. If that’s what you wanted to do.” The green-eyed Tempest fledgling didn’t bring her gaze back up to me and instead stared at her hands in her lap. 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” I said cheerfully. “So, Rhiannon and I will train together.” 
 
    “And on that note, I’ll train with Benji.” Hannah decided and snickered when she saw my face. “He’s another Dreamer, and his power is exactly what we think yours is. He can block his mind off. I wanna try and crack him, or at least work out how to.” 
 
    “So you can take a crack at me later?” I teased. 
 
    “Precisely,” Hannah said and then giggled when Rhiannon shot her a small smile. 
 
    “I’ll train with Frank and the other Conduits, then,” Danny said, and he nudged the red-haired Italian in the side with a knowing smirk. “Lord knows, they’ll probably need the healing.” 
 
    “You won’t have a dull moment, let’s put it that way.” Frank laughed loudly and slapped our Corps friend on the shoulder. “Pleasure to have you, Daniel.” 
 
    After we’d grabbed a bite to eat from the ever extensive breakfast spread and chugged one last cup of coffee, the five of us as well as the rest of the superhero fledglings at the Academy all changed into our new superhero suits and headed for the huge training facility on the eleventh floor. 
 
    The five of us divided into our respective groups, and Rhiannon and I headed toward the rest of the Tempest fledglings who were talking to their trainer, Pete. He was a ridiculously thin, ridiculously tall guy with mousy-brown hair and a crooked nose that looked as though it’d been broken too many times for it to ever have hope of being straight again. 
 
    “Morning, fledglings!” Pete announced as we filtered around him, and he spread his arms wide and then spotted me on the outskirts of the group. “Mark, good to see you here with us again.” 
 
    “Pleasure’s mine.” I turned to give Rhiannon a half-grin, and she just stifled a giggle behind her hand. 
 
    “You lookin’ to practice your telekinesis?” Pete asked as he fixed me with an eager stare and put his hands on his hips. 
 
    “If possible, yeah.” I nodded. “The Tempest pillar is the one that’s eluded me the most so far, so… Here I am.” 
 
    “Okay, well, let’s see what we can do.” Pete clapped his hands together and grinned down at us. “Let’s do some warm-ups, shall we?” 
 
    Pete paired the fledglings up into twos, though he didn’t question me immediately sticking with Rhiannon. I figured the scrawny trainer would’ve known we were on the same super team, and considering I was the obvious wild card of the group, it made sense for me to stay with the one person that brought me the most comfort within the Tempest pillar. 
 
    “So…” Rhiannon cleared her throat and fixed me with a big green-eyed stare. “What do you think would help you practice your ability?” 
 
    “Focus,” I said immediately, and I pressed my fingers into my temples. “It’s like I can’t focus enough. I know I can do it, but I don’t know exactly how, and because I don’t know exactly how, I can’t work out what to focus on… And so it goes around in the same, super frustrating circle.” 
 
    “Do you do the same for your fire ability?” Rhiannon asked and cocked her head to the side. “Or your super strength?” 
 
    “No,” I admitted sheepishly as I took a seat with her on the squishy gymnastics floor of the training compound. 
 
    The rest of the fledglings were practicing physically, but I mostly took the day as an opportunity to talk through my abilities with Rhiannon. 
 
    She had a very linear way of thinking, and it helped me to understand things that I had no way of processing in my mind before now. She’d been the only one who’d helped me focus my telekinesis so far, on that first day at Kin’s construction site with the bucket of hard hats. Even if I included the actual Academy’s trainers, Rhiannon was the only one who’d helped me with my Tempest power, so I was eager to concentrate on it with her and see if she could help me even more. 
 
    Plus, it didn’t hurt to spend a little one-on-one time with the heart-wrenchingly adorable brunette with the big green eyes. 
 
    “So, you don’t need to focus on your physical abilities.” Rhiannon reasoned as she crossed her legs and then continued to play with her hands in her lap, which I’d noticed she did every time she started to monologue.  
 
    Once I’d got her talking, it was like opening the floodgates. She went a mile a minute, but I found it so endearing. 
 
    “No, I don’t need to focus on my physical abilities,” I said with a smile. “I just… Know that they’re there. I know they’re a part of me.” 
 
    “So, the mind reading and the telekinesis…” Rhiannon said as she traced her fingers over the shimmering black of her skintight superhero suit. “Why don’t you feel like they’re a part of you?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “Maybe that’s the mental roadblock I need to get rid of.” 
 
    “It sounds like it,” the brunette said with a nod. “Though I wonder how.” 
 
    “You helped me focus before,” I said to her. “With the hard hats.” 
 
    “Oh.” Rhiannon blushed again, and I could see a small smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. “I did?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Though I’m not sure how.” 
 
    “Well, me, either,” Rhiannon admitted with a slight chuckle. “I’m not sure what I did to help but, maybe we can try it again.” 
 
    “Okay,” I agreed. “What shall I do?” 
 
    “You want me to tell you?” She couldn’t stop the smile this time. 
 
    “Sure,” I said with a shrug as I climbed to my feet. “I like you telling me what to do.” 
 
    “Oh.” Rhiannon looked down again, and I could see the deep pink flush start to creep up her neck. 
 
    I held out my arm so I could help her to her feet, and she slowly took my hand and eventually looked up at me with her green eyes huge and round with nerves. She blinked, and as I slowly released her hand from mine, she let out a breath that I hadn’t even really realized she’d held as I’d helped her to stand. 
 
    “So,” I said brightly. “What did you have in mind?” 
 
    “Uhm…” She seemed flustered and shook her head as she gathered her thoughts, and all the while I just stood there watching her with a half-smile on my face as she talked to her hands once more. “Well, if it’s easier when it’s physical, then let’s use something… Physical.” 
 
    “Such as?” I prompted. 
 
    “Me,” she said suddenly and then finally looked up to meet my eyes. “Use me.” 
 
    “I don’t need telling twice.” I couldn’t help the flirtation in my voice, and it gave me great satisfaction to see her flush return. 
 
    Rhiannon cleared her throat again and refused to look at me fully, but she took a reluctant couple of paces away from me. She spread her arms before immediately letting them fall back down to her sides and shrugged one shoulder listlessly. 
 
    “Use me,” she said again. “Pull me toward you.” 
 
    “How am I gonna do that?” I asked with a laugh. 
 
    “Use your telekinesis,” she insisted. “I know you can do it.” 
 
    “I appreciate the faith you have in me, but…” I cleared my throat and focused my gaze on the beautiful brunette Tempest in front of me. “Okay, yeah, sure, I can do that…” 
 
    I fixed her with a long, steady stare and tried to clear my mind of any distractions. Which was no easy feat, considering the general chaos that surrounded us. 
 
    The Conduit fledglings were being their usual loud, brash selves, and several bangs and controlled explosions came from their corner of the training facility. I knew Danny was over there, studiously healing whatever ailments they brought upon themselves, and I hoped Frank was making headway with his fire control thanks to his new suit. 
 
    I knew Hannah was somewhere to my left, probably acting like a walking mood ring thanks to her shiny new mind reading suit, and I still had the other Tempest fledglings in my peripheral vision hovering or blinking or disappearing and reappearing around me at will. 
 
    “Focus,” Rhiannon said again in her typically soft voice. “Just focus on me.” 
 
    It wasn’t hard to do. 
 
    I fixed my eyes on Rhiannon and found myself zoning in on every little detail of the gorgeous, green-eyed flier, and once I’d counted the freckles on her face and watched her chest move in the smallest of ways as she breathed in and out, and once I’d studied exactly how her chocolate-colored hair glowed like spun gold when it caught the light at just the right angle, I managed to almost completely filter out the chaos of the training compound around us. 
 
    Rhiannon kept her eyes locked with mine, and I stared right into them. Her eyes really were beautiful, like chips of deep green emerald that glittered as much as any gemstone would, and they were framed with a fan of thick brown lashes that brushed against her cheekbones whenever she blinked. 
 
    Her freckles were a light tan color and were scattered across the bridge of her nose like a light dusting of sand. She had one side of her hair tucked behind her ear, as usual, and her full lips were half-open as she stared at me with equal concentration. 
 
    She nodded just slightly, enough for a strand of hair to fall across her face, and I took a long breath. 
 
    I could feel a sense of her, as though her very presence was interrupting the flow of the air in front of me. It was like I could feel her aura, or I could feel how her presence manipulated the space in which she stood, and I found that disturbance the easiest to concentrate on. 
 
    So, instead of concentrating on specifically her, I could concentrate on the space she was standing in. Then all I had to do was transfer her from one space to another. 
 
    I blinked, and with a jolt Rhiannon suddenly moved. She’d been standing four or five paces ahead of me, and then suddenly she was almost nose to nose with me. I let out a breathless laugh as I quickly dropped the concentration and took an instinctive step back, though I extended a hand to make sure she didn’t topple over. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I chuckled. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said in a breathy voice, and her wide eyes gaped up at me. “You moved me!” 
 
    “I guess I did.” I grinned down at the Tempest fledgling. “You’re really very good at helping me concentrate.” 
 
    “Good,” she said happily. “The more we practice, the easier it’ll be to control.” 
 
    “Okay, let’s do it again.” I was eager to see if I’d even halfway cracked the code on how to access my telekinesis, and Rhiannon was just as eager to practice with me. 
 
    We did the same process again and again, over and over, until eventually I could even change the speed in which I moved her. There was a time it was almost instantaneous, and another where I dragged her slowly across the floor by the soles of her feet as though she were standing on a treadmill, which caused her to fall into a fit of giggles. 
 
    “I have an idea,” Rhiannon suddenly said, and it was the most animated I’d heard her voice in a while. “I’m going to fly. You have to try and pull me back down.” 
 
    “Your power is stronger than mine.” I frowned. “This seems like a David and Goliath type match.” 
 
    “You’ll be great,” Rhiannon assured me with another giggle. “C’mon, let’s try it.” 
 
    “Well, you’re the boss.” I chuckled and then stretched my neck from side to side as I took a step away from her and prepared my mind. “Okay, fly. Let’s do this.” 
 
    Rhiannon nodded at me, took a dainty step back on the balls of her feet, and then suddenly rose up into the air. Everyone around us momentarily stopped as she hovered above all the fledglings in the training compound. 
 
    “Go, Rhiannon!” I suddenly heard Hannah’s voice whoop from the other side of the training floor. 
 
    “Miami’s own Supergirl!” Danny called from the Conduit corner. 
 
    “So freakin’ cool…” I heard Frank say to Danny, and the two of them laughed as they watched our Tempest float above everyone’s heads. 
 
    Eventually, the other fledglings lost interest and continued with their own practices, and Rhiannon dipped and twirled in midair as she waved down at me. 
 
    “Okay!” she called out. “Try it!” 
 
    I had to work to filter out the sounds of the other fledglings, but I’d managed to get that part mostly down. It’d been a hell of a lot easier when Rhiannon had been static and just in one place, but now she was floating above me, it was harder to pinpoint the disturbance she created in the air when she kept moving. 
 
    I let out a disgruntled huff and pushed my focus even harder, and I locked eyes with her as she continued to duck and weave in the air. The moment I’d fixed my gaze onto hers, though, I could feel her. 
 
    I started to track her, and I could feel the pull, the eagerness of my Tempest ability when it realized the potential of what I could do. I could feel it pulling and pushing inside of my head, and as Rhiannon swooped a little lower above me, I tugged on that feeling as hard as I possibly could. 
 
    The brunette Tempest let out a surprised shriek, and she hurtled toward me at such a sudden speed that I couldn’t do anything other than hold my arms out. 
 
    I managed to catch her, or at the very least break her fall, and the two of us ended up entangled on the ground with the wind completely knocked out of us. 
 
    There was a brief moment of silence, and then both Rhiannon and I let out a huge peal of laughter that broke the spell for the rest of the compound. Rhiannon continued to laugh into my shoulder, and when I realized one of her legs was half wrapped around my torso, and both her hands were on my shoulders, a sudden heat surged through every nerve ending in my body. 
 
    I had to fight to keep my Conduit ability under control, and I realized it was very closely tied to desire. 
 
    That was a new one for the books. 
 
    I cleared my throat awkwardly and then scrambled to my feet so I could help Rhiannon to hers. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” I said with a wide grin. “Didn’t exactly intend on us ending up in that position.” 
 
    “What position were you aiming for?” Rhiannon asked with a breathless giggle, but then she clamped her lips closed before she could say anything else because she looked mildly to moderately horrified at her own flirting. 
 
    I was about to repay it in kind when I suddenly heard my name shouted from the other side of the hall. 
 
    “Mark!” 
 
    I spun around at the sound of my name and saw Dahlia standing beside the elevators with a steely look on her face. She waved me over with one curt flick of her wrist, and Rhiannon automatically fell in beside me as I crossed the training floor. Danny, Hannah, and Frank also all quickly made their way to us when they saw the black-haired, mind controlling Dreamer call me over. 
 
    “What is it, Dahlia?” I asked as I reached our mentor. 
 
    “Emergency,” she said in her usual monotone voice. “Mori himself asked for your team specifically.” 
 
    “He did?” Frank asked with a reverent expression. 
 
    “I haven’t heard from Mori since the Pillar Placing Ceremony,” I said. “I’ve wanted to talk to him about--” 
 
    “Mori is too busy to answer your every little whim,” Dahlia interrupted me with her lips pursed tight. “But he seemed to want you to attend this one in particular.” 
 
    “What’s the job?” I asked. 
 
    “Building on fire downtown.” Dahlia said. “He thought this team would be best suited for the job, considering your… Extensive list of abilities.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said with a purposeful nod. “We’re already suited up, so let’s see what Amanda’s creations can really do.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    “You said it was a building on fire?” I asked as we filtered into Dahlia’s blacked-out van and quickly buckled up. 
 
    “That’s right,” our mentor said flatly as she hit the gas. “Firefighters haven’t even reached the scene yet, but Mori was confident you’d be able to handle it.” 
 
    “We won’t let him down.” Frank’s voice was still reverent at the mention of the infamous old Dreamer that governed the Academy.  
 
    “I’d hope not,” Dahlia said with a sniff as she maneuvered the van through traffic. “Otherwise, it’s my head on the chopping block. You’d better remember to not let me down first.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am…” Frank muttered and shot the rest of us a pointed look. 
 
    “I’ve never known the city to need saving so damn much,” Dahlia grumbled as she kept her eyes fixed on the roads. “Having to send first year fledglings on so many missions already… It’s like the world’s going to shit before our eyes, and no one knows why…” 
 
    The inside of the van fell into a subdued silence as we watched downtown Miami flash past the windows, with our mentor’s words at the forefront of our thoughts. Dahlia drove like she was an extra in the Fast & Furious movies, and she dodged and weaved through the heavy traffic until eventually we turned a corner and were met with a horrifying sight. 
 
    The building was at least six stories tall and almost completely lit up in flames from the fifth floor up. Fire raged on the upper levels, and the windows of the top two stories had already blown out so the flames could lick and crawl across the bricks and work their way even further skyward. The ground below was littered with smashed glass, and a plume of thick black smoke hung above the already crowded street like a rapidly gathering storm cloud. 
 
    I could see there was already a group of people huddled together in various states of undress on the other side of the street, and they were staring up at the grisly scene with various looks of horror and worry. I quickly turned to our mentor, and when Dahlia just gave us a silent nod, we immediately jumped out of the van and hurried over to the crowd to assess the situation. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked them as soon as I’d skidded to a halt in front of the small crowd of people. 
 
    “You tell me, superhero.” The man who answered me was gruff and obviously stressed, with thick folds of skin under his eyes and a smattering of dark gray stubble on his jawline. “I just woke up to alarm bells ringing and my wife screaming bloody murder.” 
 
    “We were lucky to get out of there alive, John,” a woman with thin blonde hair scolded him, and then she turned to me with an intense worry in her eyes. “But thank God you’re here! We managed to get out before the fire really took hold, but our neighbor, Mrs. Hackney… She’s elderly, and we just didn’t have time to check on her…” 
 
    “And she didn’t make it out with the rest of you?” Hannah asked quickly. 
 
    “We haven’t seen her,” the blonde woman admitted as she wrung her hands together fretfully. “Oh, please save her! She’s such a lovely woman.” 
 
    “We’ll find her,” I promised. “What floor does she live on?” 
 
    “The seventh, same as us,” the woman said. “Apartment number seven-five-five. Oh, please try and save her, please, God…” 
 
    “We’re going right now,” I said and put an assuring hand on her shoulder. “But are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes, yes…” The woman nodded her head, and her shoulders slumped.  
 
    I put it down to shock, because there were a couple people who had very obvious, very visceral injuries already. There was a small boy crying in pain and clutching his arm, where his skin had bubbled and blistered from being in close proximity to the flames, and there was a middle-aged woman with a face blackened by soot and a cough that was so intense it sounded like she was rearranging her insides. 
 
    “I’ll stay here and tend to the injured,” Danny said, and he turned to us with a look of determination on his face as he started to activate the various medical equipment Amanda had gifted him with his supersuit. “Go.” 
 
    “Holler if you need us,” I told him, and then the rest of my super team took off at a run toward the still burning building. 
 
    “Well,” Frank said through gritted teeth as we approached the inferno. “This is gonna be rough.” 
 
    “Can you stay here and control the spread?” I turned to my Conduit buddy as he steadied his feet and lowered his center of gravity the moment we got close enough to the burning apartment block. 
 
    “Yep,” Frank grunted, and I watched as he flexed his fingers so sparks shimmered around his hands, and he got to work in keeping control of the blaze. “I can stop it from spreading downward at least and form a barrier, I think… But the inside, that’s all you, Omega.” 
 
    “I’ll stay here,” Hannah decided, and she turned to me with a disappointed look on her face. “I wanna help, but I’d be more of a hindrance up there. Rhiannon can fly, you can control the fires, but I can’t do anything like that.” 
 
    “I’ll have you on comms,” I said and tapped my ear, where we each had an in-ear piece that allowed us to communicate together as part of our fancy new suits. “We’ll need you to tell us where that woman is once we move through the apartment block. Can you hear anyone else that might still be stuck?” 
 
    Hannah’s icy-blue eyes slid shut with a flutter of eyelashes as she concentrated her mind reading ability on the burning building. I watched as her eyes flickered beneath her delicate skin, but after a beat, her eyes shot open once more. 
 
    “I can only sense Mrs. Hackney’s mind,” the blonde Dreamer told me, and she buried her teeth into her bottom lip as she gazed up at me. “Please be safe.” 
 
    “We will,” Rhiannon said softly, despite the chaos at hand. 
 
    “I promise,” I said to the blonde Dreamer with a determined nod, and then I turned to Rhiannon. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    “Be safe.” Frank’s voice was already strained, but he managed a wide grin as he kept his hands elevated and focused on the fire’s location. “Go forth and prosper.” 
 
    I left Hannah and Frank in front of the lobby of the building, and I headed straight for the stairwell with Rhiannon by my side. 
 
    The elevator was absolutely out of the question, and even if it’d been working, I didn’t feel like putting my life in the trust of a metal box suspended above the ground by probably already burned out cables. 
 
    I could feel the immediate heat and the power of the fire that raged above us, but the stronger it was, the stronger my natural Conduit ability felt, so I wasn’t altogether concerned about keeping the two of us out of its white-hot path. 
 
    The building itself hadn’t fared quite as well, though. 
 
    The stairs that led up to each floor were made of metal, and they’d twisted and warped at the sudden onslaught of heat. They were still standing at the moment, though, and looked more or less climbable. I could feel how hot the metal was against the soles of my feet, even with my new supersuit, and as I turned back to make sure Rhiannon was okay, my face split into an already adrenaline fueled smile, because the brunette Tempest was hovering gently a few inches off the ground and following me like a specter. 
 
    “What?” she asked when she saw me looking. 
 
    “Nothing,” I said as I hurried up the stairs. “It’s just really cool.” 
 
    “It is, isn’t it?” She chuckled and hovered behind me as I scaled the stairs. “It’s just too hot for my feet right now.” 
 
    “Understandable,” I said with a grimace as we continued to scale the inside of the already burning building. “Okay, the blonde woman said this old lady lived on their floor, the seventh.” 
 
    “We’re on the fifth right now,” Rhiannon said, and she pointed to a large metal square nailed to the wall with the number five stamped on it in chipped black ink as we made it up the metal stairs. 
 
    “Ugh, two more to go then…” I grunted as I continued to half-run up the oppressively hot stairwell. 
 
    It turned out we didn’t really need the metal plated numbers nailed to the wall, though, because by the time we’d made it up to the seventh floor, it was obvious we were on the right level. As we rounded the corner to the last half-flight of metal stairs, we were met with an almost complete wall of fire. 
 
    It roiled and twisted as though it were some sentient, alive, and extremely pissed-off monster, and the two of us recoiled from the danger on instinct. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed and quickly held my hands out against the heat. 
 
    I could sense the power coursing through my veins as though it were a part of my bloodstream, and though I felt incredibly strong with it, it was almost unnerving. As though my body couldn’t quite take in the immensity of it. 
 
    But Amanda’s new supersuit did its job, and the moment I curled my fingers to latch onto the flames, I let out a surprised breath that came out as more of an appreciative gasp. 
 
    The technology in my suit harnessed the furious power of the constantly raging inferno like putting a dog on a leash, and with a deft flick of my wrists, I managed to pull the flames apart like they were drapes covering a window, and Rhiannon and I suddenly had a way into the seventh floor. 
 
    “Nice,” Rhiannon commented and flashed a quick smile at me. 
 
    I could see the light sheen of sweat as it beaded against her pale skin, and her cheeks were flushed a deep shade of pink at the heat. It certainly wasn’t a comfortable environment to be in, and even I could feel how insanely hot it was inside the building. 
 
    We needed to make this rescue fast. 
 
    My body was far better equipped to deal with fire and heat, especially in my new supersuit, but I could feel the power that crackled and surged around me, so I focused on finding the old lady that was apparently still trapped inside. With the heat and the smoke, she was probably in pretty bad shape already, and I was keen on finding her as quickly as possible. 
 
    The heavy front doors to each apartment were mostly doing their job, so the actual fire itself was localized to the very end of the hallway that Rhiannon and I were currently standing in. But thick trails of black smoke had escaped the tops of each apartment door, and the cloudy fingers met on the ceiling of the hallway like a dirty blanket made of ash and carbon, and I knew the smoke was probably more lethal than the flames in the long term. 
 
    “Shit,” I breathed and then pushed a finger to my ear. “Hannah, do you copy?” 
 
    “Loud and clear,” I heard the blonde’s voice inside my head as our supersuit earpieces crackled and responded to my question. 
 
    “Can you hear anything from Mrs. Hackney?” I asked the mind-reading Dreamer. “Do you have any idea where she is?” 
 
    “I can pick up a sense of something, right at the end of the corridor,” Hannah said through gritted teeth, and I could tell she was using every bit of focus she possessed to track down the woman. “She must be unconscious, though, because I can’t pick up on any clear thoughts.” 
 
    “Shit,” I said again, and I turned to Rhiannon. “The woman outside said this lady lived in apartment number seven-five-five, and the numbers go from even on the left, to odd on the right.” 
 
    “Then she should be a couple doors down on the right.” Rhiannon gave a firm nod of understanding. “We’re at seven-four-seven right now. If we can just get to her, I can probably carry her out of here.” 
 
    “Well, we’ve gotta just get through this fire and find her first,” I grunted as I fought to keep the fire at bay inside my mind. “Stay on my tail, okay?” 
 
    Rhiannon didn’t answer with words, she just nodded once with her teeth buried into her bottom lip and beads of sweat still shimmering against her forehead and neck. 
 
    I lifted both of my hands up and focused on the uncontrollable-looking fire in front of me. I grunted against the sudden surge of power at my fingertips and felt my eyes slip closed as I concentrated while I tried to hone my mind onto the crackle of energy that the fire created. 
 
    I was grateful for Amanda’s supersuit, because the moment I focused my mind on the very real, very physical power that raged around me, the material of the suit seemed to react. The moment I tethered the power to my mind, it was as easy as turning a faucet on and off. 
 
    I yanked my eyes open and swept both of my hands quickly to the left, and I grinned in satisfaction as the wall of flames obediently crowded against the even numbered apartment doors. 
 
    “Whoa,” Rhiannon said. “That was cool.” 
 
    “I can’t hold it forever,” I said through gritted teeth. “C’mon, let’s move.” 
 
    I pushed through the apartment fire, but despite my new supersuit, the heat from the flames had me sweating just as much as Rhiannon. My skin became slick with it, my hair started to stick to my forehead, and my nose was full of the acrid stench of smoke. 
 
    We eventually made it down the corridor, all while I kept the flames at bay to the left-hand side, and finally we reached the door with a seven-five-five stamped onto it.  
 
    “I’m gonna need you to open the door,” I grunted to Rhiannon. “I need to focus on keeping this fire off us.” 
 
    Rhiannon just nodded and floated over to the apartment door. 
 
    “Wait,” I started as I realized something. “Be care--”  
 
    Before I could finish my warning, Rhiannon put her hand against the handle and ripped it away with a gasp. 
 
    “It’s too hot!” she groaned. “Oh, god, my hand…” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said through a clenched jaw. “Danny can heal you, I was trying to warn you.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Rhiannon said breathlessly, and she held her wrist with her good hand. “Honestly, I’m fine, but I don’t think I can get that door open.” 
 
    “Okay, stand back.” I kept my mind focused on the wall of fire behind us as I stood in front of Mrs. Hackney’s front door. “I’m just gonna kick it down.” 
 
    I took a step back, planted my left foot, and then shoved my right foot against the apartment door with as much strength as I could muster. I hoped my super strength would kick in due to the sheer amount of adrenaline coursing through my veins, and I let out a satisfied grunt as the door suddenly burst wide open. 
 
    The grunt turned into a gasp as we were met with another raging wall of fire, and I pulled Rhiannon toward me as I shot a hand up to keep the focus of the flames away from us. The Tempest fledgling still remained hovering a few inches off the ground, but she leaned against me in sudden fear as the fireball rolled above our heads. 
 
    “It’s okay, I’ve got it,” I panted. “I can move us through it, but I don’t know how long the structural integrity of this building is gonna hold up.” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t even think of that,” Rhiannon gasped, and she let out a throaty cough. “Let’s find Mrs. Hackney, we need to get out of here as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Hannah?” I called out to the Dreamer in the lobby. 
 
    “I’m here,” she replied immediately into my ear piece. “What do you need?” 
 
    “We’re in the apartment,” I said and then let out a dry cough of my own. “Do you have any sense as to where Mrs. Hackney is?” 
 
    Hannah was silent for a moment, and I hoped that meant she was concentrating on finding the elderly woman. 
 
    “West side of the apartment,” Hannah eventually said. “She’s weak, you need to get her out like, right now. Sooner, even.” 
 
    “Yeah, same goes for us,” I muttered as I moved Rhiannon and I through the burning apartment. 
 
    It definitely had the elements of an old lady’s home, and the stench of burning plastic from the couch solidified that theory. I did as Hannah instructed and pushed through the raging flames toward the western side of the apartment, and I let out another groan when I found another closed door. 
 
    “Stay behind me,” I said to Rhiannon and then kicked the bedroom door down just as I’d done with the first one. 
 
    I didn’t get another almost uncontrollable wall of fire this time, though, and I was grateful for it. 
 
    Mrs. Hackney had apparently paid attention to when the firefighters visited her in school as a young girl, which admittedly was a good handful of decades ago probably, but the advice had still saved her life. 
 
    The frail old woman was curled up in a ball on the ground, as low as she could get away from the deadly cloud of ashy smoke that hung in the air like a bodiless reaper, and she was half-covered in a thick quilted blanket. 
 
    She was completely unconscious, which I wasn’t surprised about, and just as I was about to scoop her into my arms, Rhiannon let out a yell. 
 
    The apartment hallway behind us had suddenly caved in with a heavy sigh, and the smoke billowed as rubble and wood and furniture crumpled beneath the sudden weight of the fire. 
 
    “Shit!” I exclaimed, and I whirled around to inspect Mrs. Hackney’s bedroom for anything that might help us make it out. 
 
    “What do we do?” Rhiannon choked her question out. 
 
    “There’s a window,” I said thickly as I squinted through the smoke. “Can you carry her?” 
 
    “I’m sure I can, she doesn’t look like she weighs a lot at all, but… I can’t carry you, too.” Rhiannon’s voice had already given way to panic, and I placed a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me,” I said to her, and I shook my head when she tried to speak back. “I’m serious. Get her out of here and get her to Danny as soon as possible.” 
 
    “But, Mark--” 
 
    “You need to go!” I yelled above the raging fires, and I pushed the slumped and still unconscious frame of old Mrs. Hackney into Rhiannon’s arms and then quickly steered the Tempest to the already blown out window.  
 
    The smoke and flames had already billowed out of the exit point in a steady stream, and I threw my hands up so that I could tear the pillar of fire away from where it was desperately clawing at the air in its quest to find more oxygen. 
 
    Once I’d cleared the window of fire, I just nodded to Rhiannon, who took one look at me, grimaced, and then launched herself out of the window with the thin frame of Mrs. Hackney in her arms. 
 
    I watched as long as I could, until I was mostly sure they’d made it to ground level, and then I focused on my own situation. 
 
    Which was pretty fucking dire. 
 
    The entire apartment was a blazing inferno, and I could no longer really discern walls and rooms and furniture. It was all one roiling mess of red-hot flames, and it was all I could do to just keep the fire off my body. 
 
    My suit was as flame retardant as a firefighter’s, and with my natural Conduit ability, I was confident I wasn’t going to get roasted alive. But the smoke was another matter entirely, and one I hadn’t factored in my life-saving mission.  
 
    I let out another painfully dry cough and held my arm up against my face, in a futile attempt to keep the oppressive furls of ashen air away from my respiratory system. But my eyes were already full of stinging tears, and my chest was so tight it felt like it was going to explode every time I took a short, tentative breath. 
 
     I suddenly found myself incredibly envious of Rhiannon’s ability to fly. 
 
    “Hannah?” My voice was croaky and painful. 
 
    Mark? Hannah asked desperately. Rhiannon made it back down here with Mrs. Hackney, where are you? 
 
    “Still up here,” I said with a groan. “Tell me there’s no one else up here.” 
 
    I don’t hear anyone at all, Hannah said quickly. You need to get out of this building, Mark, the windows in all of the lower apartments have blown, too. The entire building is on fire now, if you don’t get out, it’s gonna come down on top of you! 
 
    “Yep, it’s on my to-do list,” I said with a crazed chuckle that quickly turned into a hacking cough. “Shit. Okay. Yeah, I’m bailing.” 
 
    Just as I signed off, the ceiling of Mrs. Hackney’s bedroom caved in with a sleepy sigh, and I was pushed to the ground as I was buried beneath the burning remnants of the apartment above. I didn’t even have time to process that really, though, because the weight of the ceiling collapse caused the floor of Mrs. Hackney’s apartment to cave in, too, and I found myself tumbling through floors of fire and concrete columns and various pieces of unidentifiable burned furniture. I landed several seconds later in a pile of burning debris, but somehow I managed not to be crushed or pinned, so I shoved myself to my feet with a long groan. 
 
    I couldn’t catch a breath, I couldn’t tell what was up or down, and it was all I could do to keep my mind tethered to the tongues of flame that desperately wanted to devour me.  
 
    I just knew I needed out, but I didn’t know how to literally battle my way out of a burning building when I was several stories up. All I could focus on was the fire as it raged like an angered god, and it took up every little space within my consciousness.  
 
    The only thing I knew to be true at that moment was fire. 
 
    Until I suddenly remembered my makeshift Tempest lessons with Rhiannon, about how I’d used the negative space around her to zone in on my ability. Maybe I could apply this to my Conduit power, too. 
 
    If I found negative space in the inferno, that meant I’d find a place void of fire. Which meant freedom from the blaze. 
 
    I screwed my eyes shut and held the fire inside of my mind, but I pushed and pulled at the burning energy until it felt tangible inside my head. I prodded at it, focused on where it was and where it came from and where it would eventually end up, until finally I found a gap in the flames. 
 
    I moved blindly, because I had to use a good majority of my already wavering focus to keep the flames from engulfing me. I zoned in on the negative space and pushed my way toward it, until I suddenly found myself back in a stairwell. 
 
    The metal was white hot, but as I squinted ahead of me, I could just about make out the number two stamped to the wall. Two stories up, that wasn’t so bad.  
 
    I could survive that. 
 
    I shoved myself forward, down, stumbled across warped twists of metal and broken furniture, fell into a pit of fire that almost broke my focus, until finally, finally, I could taste the first breath of semi-fresh air. 
 
    I let out a choked gasp and pushed my way toward it, not knowing whether I was up or down or if I was still in the stairwell or back inside the apartment building, but after what felt like an eternity, I felt a sudden breeze wash over my face like a lover’s kiss. 
 
    I stumbled out onto the street, just as the building behind me yawned, creaked, and then slammed fully into the ground as the rest of the structure gave way to the fire. I figured it had only been me that had held the remainder of the building up, and now that I was free of it and could release my grip on the flames, they took the apartments as their grand prize. 
 
    Everything was silent for a moment, and my eyes were still blinded by ash and smoke. Then I heard the wail of sirens and a gaggle of voices shouting as one. 
 
    “Get him outta here!” I heard one gruff voice shout. 
 
    I felt a shove to my shoulder, and I stumbled and fell to my knees. 
 
    “Get those hydrants working, I want every single one!” I heard another faint voice call out. 
 
    I blinked as my eyes were met with flashing lights, and then a familiar face swam in front of me. 
 
    “Mark?” 
 
    I groaned and blinked at the fog again. 
 
    “Mark!” Hannah gripped me by the shoulders. “Mark, hey, are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m here!” I heard Danny’s voice from behind the blonde Dreamer. 
 
    “I can’t breathe…” My words were choked and painful, and I swallowed thickly as I stumbled to my knees. 
 
    “Hey, hey, I got you.” I heard Danny’s voice again as a new pair of hands grabbed at me, and I groaned as I forced my eyes open. 
 
    My Corps buddy had a look of steely, professional determination on his face, but his eyes showed the worry he was trying to hide. I could see Frank, Rhiannon, and Hannah all hovering over me with sheer panic on their faces, and I just blinked wearily as Danny pressed both of his hands to my chest. 
 
    I felt a sudden rush of comfort swell through my lungs, and I gasped as clean air filtered through my respiratory system. The ache in my muscles disappeared, the intense scratch in my throat softened almost immediately, and I let out a grateful moan as Danny’s healing ability did its job. 
 
    After a moment, I hauled myself around into a sitting position and let out a disgustingly wet cough. 
 
    “That might take a little while to sort itself out,” Danny said with a wry smile, and he slapped me on the shoulder. “You doing okay, buddy?” 
 
    “Thanks to you,” I rasped and flashed him a wry smile. “Remind me to contact Amanda and ask for a respirator for when I have to go into burning buildings.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Frank said with a nervous smirk. “But everyone’s okay, right? We did the thing, we saved everyone, another success?” 
 
    “So it would seem.” Dahlia’s voice sounded above us, and we all looked up at our mentor. “Danny fixed everyone up pretty good. Including Mrs. Hackney.” 
 
    I glanced across the street to where several ambulances and a crowd of EMTs were checking everyone over, including a still unconscious but apparently stable Mrs. Hackney. I let out a long breath of relief, and then I grimaced after I ran a hand through my hair and was greeted with a fistful of ash and soot. 
 
    “I need a shower,” I said. “Dahlia, are we good to go back?” 
 
    “Yep,” our dark-haired mentor said, and she even extended a hand to help me up. “Good work today.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, and I couldn’t mask my surprise as I looked back at my team. 
 
    The ride back to the Academy was pretty quiet, since all of us were still in a slight state of shock, or exhaustion, after the chaos of the day. 
 
    But like Frank had said, a job well done. I might’ve almost fucked my lungs up for it, but still, we saved everyone that needed saving. 
 
    Another successful fledgling mission to tick off the roster. 
 
    Though I hadn’t exactly banked on how chaotic the fledgling missions were going to be. Despite Miami being a huge city, the number of situations we’d already been called upon, especially as fledglings, was actually quite surprising. Regardless, I was always keen to flex my so-called Omega powers, so the more I did out in the real world, the more I could hone my multiple skills and abilities and achieve greatness. 
 
    Or so Mori, and my friends, kept telling me. 
 
    I desperately wanted to speak to Mori again, to talk about the research I’d done on the last Omega and my admittedly strong fears of impending insanity at being the world’s next. 
 
    But after the fire, I didn’t have the energy to dwell too deeply on my future. All I wanted to do was wash away the grime, dust, sweat, and ash from every inch of my skin, so when we finally made it back to the Academy, I spent a good thirty minutes just standing under the comforting warmth of my en-suite shower. 
 
    When the water finally began to run clean, I quickly scrubbed every inch of myself before I got dressed in a pair of gray sweats and a baggy t-shirt, and then I met my super team at our usual table in the common area. 
 
    “I made coffee,” Hannah said, and she ran her hand absently through the still half-wet mess of hair on my head as I took a seat. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said gratefully as I poured myself a cup from the French press and relaxed in my chair. “How are you all doing?” 
 
    “We’re all fine,” Frank said quickly. “How are you doing, more importantly?” 
 
    “I’m also totally fine,” I replied with a tired smile. “Just exhausted, but I figure that’s sort of fair. I promise, though, I’m okay.” 
 
    “Well, we were worried about you.” Rhiannon’s voice was quiet and still a little hoarse. 
 
    “I’m sorry I put you through that,” I told the green-eyed Tempest. 
 
    “None of that was your fault, Mark.” Rhiannon shook her head. “I’d have done that, and more, as part of any team. We work together, that’s what we do.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I sighed, but then I sat up a little straighter when I remembered her trying to open the apartment door. “Wait, is your hand okay?” 
 
    Rhiannon held up her right hand, which was covered in tightly wound bandages.  
 
    “Danny did his thing,” she said with a smile. “I’m really fine, I promise.” 
 
    “Just don’t go getting yourself trapped inside a collapsed, burning apartment building, okay?” Frank shoved me in the shoulder with a wry smile. “Not all of us are multi-talented like you.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Fledglings!”  
 
    We all looked around at the sudden commanding voice that rang out through the common area, and we spotted our icy-haired principal standing by the elevators. 
 
    Somnia had appeared in the fledgling common room, and as she raised her arms to command attention, the large living space outside of the dorm rooms fell into a reverent silence. 
 
    “Good evening,” Somnia said with a warm smile, and she eventually lowered her hands so she could hold them in front of her. “I would like to extend our thanks and gratitude for your unwavering help this last week.” 
 
    A slight mutter rose throughout the crowd of trainee superheroes, but it died down almost as quickly as it started when Somnia continued to speak. 
 
    “I know you’ve been really put through your paces, and the Federation would like me to extend its thanks to each and every one of you. We have seen a surprisingly large number of incidents that require our attention, and you’ve really helped to pick up the slack. So, please, give yourselves a round of applause, because you deserve it!” 
 
    Somnia immediately put her hands together, and after a beat, the rest of the common room followed suit. It seemed as though no one was really sure how to take her commendations, because we were all pretty exhausted from suddenly being thrust out into the chaos of the real world, but we were also equally fueled with adrenaline and excitement at the prospect of turning our training into a full-time superhero career. 
 
    Although, both Somnia and Dahlia had made comments about how the world suddenly needed looking after a hell of a lot more than usual, and I couldn’t help but attribute the sudden influx of disasters with my unusual Super activation. 
 
    If I truly was the first Omega in almost a hundred years, then the surprising number of incidents that seemed to be rife at the moment was actually quite concerning. 
 
    I wondered if the two were correlated, whether the world was descending into steady chaos thanks to my very existence, but I pulled myself out of dire thoughts as the applause began to turn thunderous. Then Somnia laughed loudly as she continued to lead the clapping. She let it continue for a long while, but eventually she held her arms up again to signal for quiet, and the fledglings fell into a silence that still buzzed with anticipation. 
 
    “With this in mind!” the icy-haired Dreamer said loudly, and another smile formed on her pixie-like face. “We have a tournament fast approaching. I appreciate that this has been put on the back-burner, considering the number of missions you’ve all successfully completed, but it is still an integral experience during your time training at the Academy.” 
 
    “A tournament?” I whispered to my team. 
 
    “Don’t worry.” Danny smirked from where he was sitting beside me. “No doubt you’ll get first place, wonder boy.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    “I’ll still have to go up against everyone, fair and square,” I said with a snort of derisive laughter. “But a tournament sounds like the perfect way to exercise all this pent-up energy I’ve somehow always got.” 
 
    “I can think of other ways to exercise it out,” Hannah said as she innocently checked her nails. 
 
    I had to bite down on the inside of my cheek to stop the loud burst of laughter that bubbled its way up my throat, and when Rhiannon looked over at me with a raised eyebrow, I steered my gaze to my lap. 
 
    “The tournament is meant to be a lot of fun,” Rhiannon said, and I could tell she was trying to keep her voice as level as possible. 
 
    “It’s held every year,” Danny added. “Everyone battles within their pillar, until a fledgling comes out victorious. Then it’s pillar versus pillar.” 
 
    “I wonder where I fall into that, then…” I muttered and chewed thoughtfully on my bottom lip as I turned my attention back to Somnia. 
 
    “-- and once that pillar has a champion fledgling, they will do battle with each other until just the one victor remains!” Somnia said as she rattled off the rules Danny had just as quickly explained to me, and the room quickly filled with applause again. 
 
    “One victor to rule them all?” Rhiannon muttered beside me, and I smiled at her nerdy Lord Of The Rings reference because Hannah had already referenced the same thing not long ago. 
 
    “Well, that’s what the last Omega did,” Frank said eagerly. “Remember? The last Omega ended up ruling over every super, though he went sort’ve mad with power.” 
 
    “We won’t let that happen to Mark.” Hannah’s voice was firm but still had a teasing edge to it, which was solidified by the smirk she threw me from across the table. 
 
    “Whoa, whoa.” I held my hands up with a chuckle. “Who says I wanna be the one to rule them all?” 
 
    “I mean, it must come with a fair amount of status,” Danny reasoned. 
 
    “Which automatically means fame and fortune,” Frank added with a suggestive waggle of his bushy red eyebrows. 
 
    “And people will be clamoring to work with you,” Rhiannon said with a light smile. “Just like Amanda.” 
 
    “So, why wouldn’t you want that?” Hannah asked as every member of my team grinned at me. 
 
    “Well, when you put it like that…” I laughed and shook my head. “It does sound like a pretty great life, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Well, as long as that extends to your carefully curated team of super friends.” Frank sighed heavily and then looked up at me with purposefully wide puppy dog-like eyes. 
 
    “Naturally,” I said with a smirk and kicked at him beneath the table. “I simply couldn’t do it without you all at my side.” 
 
    “Damn right.” Hannah grinned, and the blonde Dreamer looped her arm through mine. 
 
    The last Omega might’ve turned crazy with everything that he possessed, but who said I couldn’t use my power and status for good? I saw no reason why I couldn’t turn history on its head, and if being an Omega meant I was going to become rich and famous, then I was damn well ready for it. 
 
    I still had my concerns, but I was also surrounded by a fiercely supportive circle of friends, and I was categorically determined not to succumb to the same fate as my predecessor. 
 
    “We normally allow for a fair amount of time to prepare,” Somnia said as she addressed the common room, and I pulled myself out of my thoughts so I could pay attention to what our acting principal was saying. “But you’ve all shown an immense work ethic and an already impressive array of skills, so our benefactor is keen to see them in action.” 
 
    “Benefactor?” Danny repeated quietly. 
 
    “As you know, I am acting as a ‘principal’ for the Academy,” Somnia went on, and her smile grew wider as several whispers and mutters began to sound inside the common room like a bustling beehive. “But the famous and incredibly generous Dreamer, Mori, is truly the one who makes this Academy what it is.” 
 
    The room was immediately full of buzzing conversations at the mention of his name, and Somnia let us all chatter as Mori suddenly appeared behind her with his arms raised in greeting. That’s when the room drew in a surprised breath in unison, and a bout of even louder applause suddenly burst the shared bubble of excitement. 
 
    “Hello, fledglings.” Mori’s voice was surprisingly commanding in comparison to how chill he’d been when I’d had a private meeting with him, and he smiled widely at the large group of trainee superheroes. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Frank hissed as he continued to clap enthusiastically. “It’s actually him!” 
 
    “Did you think I was lying?” I snickered.  
 
    “No, I just…” Frank let out a whistle. “I just didn’t think he’d actually make an appearance here, to all of us.” 
 
    “Is he really that important?” Rhiannon asked curiously. 
 
    “Absolutely,” Hannah said. “Every Dreamer family knows who Mori is, and hell, everyone should. The man’s a legend, he’s the only one in history to access the astral plane.” 
 
    “See?” Frank nudged me with a proud grin. “I wasn’t lying, either.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” I said. “You guys know way more than me, we’ve established that.” 
 
    “Sssh…” Hannah waved her hands and nodded to the front of the common area. “He’s about to speak!” 
 
    “I have kept close tabs on your work as fledglings,” Mori said, and his deep black eyes bored into each and every one of the trainees that stared reverently up at him. “You are representatives of the Federation, and you have all contributed to its stellar reputation. I thank you for that.” 
 
    The buzzing chatter still hovered in the air as the Dreamer paused for a moment before he started to address us again. 
 
    “The tournament the Academy holds is of great importance.” Mori’s voice was calm and level, and eventually a hush fell over the common room as everyone listened to the famous Dreamer. “It is where the greatest of you shall flourish, and it is a means for already established superheroes, as well as the civilians that work with them, to cherry-pick graduates. This tournament will be a way for you to showcase your abilities, so think of it as an extended job interview, and whomsoever triumphs and wins the coveted Super Fledgling Cup shall be rewarded by being selected for extensive missions, where the victor and their team can continue to prove their worth to the world.” 
 
    “It will be held tomorrow evening, on the eleventh floor where you usually train.” Somnia suddenly spoke up with an excited smile on her sharp face, and then she motioned to the back of the common area, to the wall opposite the dorms. “You can find your randomly assigned standings for the start of the tournament here. And with that in mind, I would advise you all to get some much-needed sleep!” 
 
    Both the white-haired acting principal and the sharp-dressed Mori took their leave of the fledgling quarters, but not one single superhero in training did as told and headed to bed. The common room erupted into excited chatter, and almost everyone quickly shot out of their seats and headed over to the wall opposite the dorms. 
 
    A huge white slab of plastic had been nailed to the wall and backlit with a wash of cool purple light. There were several magnetized squares attached to the wall, like the world’s biggest fantasy football draft board, each with a fledgling name etched in glowing purple ink. Like Somnia had said, we’d been randomly assigned our first battles, and my eyes quickly scoured the board in search of my name.  
 
    I’d wondered what exactly they’d do with me, since I didn’t necessarily belong to any one pillar, but when I eventually found my name among the others, I saw I’d been assigned my standing just as randomly as everyone else. 
 
    “Well, guess I just gotta battle my way through the masses.” I turned to my friends with a shrug. “I’m up against a Corps first, apparently.” 
 
    “Who?” Danny asked as he eagerly leaned forward. 
 
    “Someone called Billy,” I said. “Do you know him?” 
 
    “Yeah,” my healer friend said with a grin. “Easy win for you. Billy has super hearing.” 
 
    “That’s his ability?” I asked with a snort of laughter. “Meaning no disrespect to your pillar, Danny, but that really is easy winnings for me.” 
 
    “Don’t get big-headed now,” Rhiannon warned with a wry smile. “If you win, and if I win my first bout, too, we’re up against each other.” 
 
    “Oh, we are?” I raised an eyebrow as I inspected the standing board. “Huh, yeah, I guess you’re right. I bet you wished you’d never helped me with my telekinesis now, huh?” 
 
    “I regret my decision more and more every day,” Rhiannon said with an automatically flirty flourish. Then she blushed when she heard Hannah and Frank’s laughs, and Danny just shook his head knowingly. 
 
    I was in the second round, and Rhiannon was in the first, so I was going to be able to watch her do battle against her first opponent. I naturally wanted her to do well, but especially because it meant we’d have to do battle for real after we’d both won our first matches. 
 
    Danny and Frank were on completely opposite sides of the board, so I wasn’t due to come up against them unless they made it to the semifinal rounds, and Hannah and I weren’t due to come up against each other unless the both of us made it to the final. 
 
    The entire dormitory floor was alive with excitement as we prepared for the upcoming Super Fledgling Tournament, and I was convinced that not one of my fellow fledglings actually got a decent night’s sleep. 
 
    The morning came with the same level of anticipation, and as I crowded around our usual breakfast table with my so-called dream team, I could only manage a cup of coffee and a couple bites of fruit. 
 
    My stomach was full of nerves, but the good kind, and I was eager to really show my fledgling class what I could do. Most of them so far had only really seen me appear in their pillar’s training classes, and aside from the Conduit training, I’d looked like a total wash in the other three. 
 
    But I’d already learned a hell of a lot thanks to my chosen team, and I was looking forward to flexing my powers. If I was going to truly become an Omega, and potentially rule the supers, I needed to be able to prove myself. 
 
    I was sure that was really far down the line for me, but I’d be really pissed at myself if I ended up being the king of supers who lost his first ever tournament to someone who only possessed one power. 
 
    I lost myself in thought, and before I knew it, the entire class of fledglings was crowded into the eleventh floor training facility. The floor had been changed for the Super Fledgling Tournament, and the entire north side of the cavernous room was walled off by a huge sheet of glass. 
 
    There were several pockets of seating behind the glass wall, laid out similarly to high school bleachers, only far more comfortable. There were a number of people already sprawled in the plush leather armchairs and couches, and I recognized a number of faces.  
 
    I could see Amanda, the tiny blonde designer who’d created every single fledgling suit, sitting with an entourage of hilariously large men in sunglasses and black suits. She had a handful of her peers with her, who all certainly looked like fashion designers, and maybe they were eager to dip into the superhero field of fashion. 
 
    I could see Pyro sprawled across an entire couch to himself, and he was smoking a long pipe, holding a tumbler of whiskey, and looking as though he wanted to be literally anywhere else in the world right now. 
 
     I also spotted Anya, a famous talk show host who had a penchant for picking out the next big stars in film and television, and she had a group with her who looked like they’d walked straight off a movie set. 
 
    The entire north side of the training facility housed a spectators’ area that was full of North America’s most influential people, and I felt very exposed under their curious, watchful eyes. 
 
    There was also a huge LED screen nailed to the wall, like a gigantic version of the white and purple board that had been put up inside the fledgling common room, and I spotted my name glowing in a bright lilac beside the rest of my peers. 
 
    “Welcome, fledglings!” Somnia’s voice suddenly rang out across the training facility, and we all turned in unison as the icy-haired acting principal addressed us with her familiar warm smile. “And welcome, spectators!” 
 
    The group of famous attendees fell into a respectful hush as Somnia welcomed everyone to the Super Fledgling Tournament. 
 
    “We’ll begin with each pillar,” Somnia explained. “Until we have four Conduit victors, four Tempest victors, four Dreamer victors, and four Corps victors. The four representatives will then go up against randomly assigned fledglings from the opposing pillars, until we are left with just two. These last two fledglings will do battle, using everything they can to best their opponent, and the last fledgling standing will be declared the winner!” 
 
    A smattering of polite applause echoed from behind the thick glass spectator wall, but the rest of the fledglings remained silent and on edge as we listened intently to Somnia’s instructions. 
 
    I was apparently the only anomaly to the rules, considering I’d been randomly placed within the Corps pillar for the tournament, but I was perhaps even more confident in my ability thanks to that. 
 
    I wondered if Mori had done that deliberately, or whether it really had been random. 
 
    I could throw fire and move things with my mind, but Somnia made sure to announce that during the first few rounds, we were only allowed to use powers attributed to our pillar. This rule was obviously directed at me. I’d jokingly grumbled under my breath about it, but it was only fair.  
 
    Otherwise, it would’ve been a complete and total cakewalk for me. 
 
    The Conduits were up first, so I sat with the rest of the fledglings and watched intently as my original pillar did battle. Frank did surprisingly well, and I whooped and cheered along with Danny, Rhiannon, and Hannah as he bested a particularly obnoxious Zeus bro. 
 
    My East Coast buddy actually ended up successfully battling his way to the top four, along with Zach, the leader of the Zeus bros who could manipulate and control lightning, Layla whose skin became a literal livewire, and Jared who could throw the arena into complete and total darkness thanks to his ability to manipulate light. 
 
    The Dreamers were up next, and I found myself just as entertained as the famous spectators. Dreamer abilities were far more focused on the mind, and it was within this pillar that Amanda’s supersuits really had a chance to shine. Hannah’s suit was a particular highlight. She managed to outwit and outfight every single one of her opponents by successfully reading their minds and gauging their next move, all of which played out on the surface of her suit like a movie. 
 
    My blonde girlfriend also successfully worked her way to the top four, along with Damian who could control minds-- though not as successfully as he’d have liked I was sure, because the power seemed extremely volatile and not really reliable under his guidance-- Sophie who could manipulate people’s emotions and tricked her foes into doubting themselves so much that she didn’t have to do anything else before they simply gave up, and then there was Harry, a guy who looked no older than fourteen but could create illusions so realistic that his opponents believed they were trekking through the Amazon or hiking up Mount Kilimanjaro. 
 
    Then it was my turn, along with the rest of the Corps pillar. I was first up against Billy, who absolutely did not stand a chance against me. Like Danny had said, his power was super hearing, so it did nothing to stop me flexing my superhuman strength on the guy. The poor guy tapped out pretty early after I’d given him a black eye, and I noticed how the spectators behind the glass wall all started to speak animatedly after I’d shown my affinity for the Corps pillar. 
 
    I didn’t get a chance to do battle again until I had an opponent to go against, so I watched the rest of the Corps pillar do their thing. Danny did surprisingly well, and he ended up winning by mentally exhausting his opponent. He was up against Liam, who was a burly fledgling with super strength, so Danny just let Liam beat the everliving shit out of him, over and over again, and then immediately healed himself.  
 
    Liam got so tuckered out that Danny ended up winning, and I gave my friend and teammate a well-deserved high five as he skipped over to me with a grin on his face. 
 
    “Pretty cool, right?” he said breathlessly. “I was racking my brain for ways to use my power defensively… Just wait ‘til my next round, I’ve got an interesting plan.” 
 
    “God, I hope it’s not with me, that confidence is almost terrifying,” I joked with my friend, but then we had to clamp our mouths shut as the next bout was announced. 
 
    We watched as a creepily pale girl called Ally turned herself invisible and bested her opponent by constantly sneaking up on them, and then another girl called Summer who won her battle because she could transform into a sleek black panther at will. 
 
    She was a member of the Corps pillar who’d taken on the attributes of her shapeshifting ability, and even in her human form she had black cat ears that poked out of her already very black hair, as well as a sleek black tail that curled around her shapely legs. 
 
    Then, finally, it was the Tempests’ turn. 
 
    Both Danny and I cheered loudly as Rhiannon took her place, and Hannah and Frank shared our enthusiasm from across the training space. 
 
    The brunette looked nervous, and the guy she was going up against possessed telekinesis. I felt an immediate pang of guilt as I watched them battle, because every single time Rhiannon tried to take flight, her telekinetic opponent dragged her back down to earth. 
 
    She tapped out pretty quickly after the second or third time he sent her hurtling to the ground, and she just shrugged at me and shook her head with a wry smile. 
 
    “We now have four victors from each pillar!” Somnia’s commanding voice pulled me out of my reverie. “These four victors will now be randomly assigned an opponent and will do battle with each other until one comes out victorious!” 
 
    The fledglings that hadn’t made it to their top fours were now just spectators, so Somnia’s words earned far more excited applause and animated whoops and hollers than before. Everyone seemed to have chosen a champion, and whenever someone’s name was called, there was a noticeable cheer that erupted from the group of eliminated fledglings. 
 
    Frank was first up, though he had to go up against a Tempest who could control the wind, so his pyromancy was almost immediately snuffed out. I clapped my friend on the back as he went to join the eliminated fledglings, and I just winked at both Danny and Hannah in anticipation. 
 
    I was pulled last, so I had to watch every single fight before I got to go again. This ended up being entirely in my favor, though, because I got to see exactly how my opponents squared up to theirs and could study their tells and their habits. 
 
    I was fully prepared to go up against the likes of Danny, or even Hannah who was still doing surprisingly well, but as luck would have it, I was paired with my fellow Conduit.  
 
    Zach, ringleader of the so-called Zeus bros, and the very asshole who’d started on me during our very first day at the Academy. There was something wonderfully synergistic about that, and I wondered whether Somnia had any control over the billings. 
 
    They looked to be assigned completely at random on the giant white and purple lit board, but maybe she had a little sway in the way that the names were called. 
 
    Zach looked just as eager to continue our sparring match, and he eyed me with a smug grin from the moment our names were paired together. 
 
    When Somnia called for us to take our positions, the entire Academy erupted as though it were a prize fight. We were only in the quarterfinals, and yet our battle seemed to have garnered quite the reaction. 
 
    The other fledglings, even if they’d lived with their heads under a rock, knew about our rivalry, and it must’ve been almost tangible because every single spectator behind the protective glass suddenly leaned forward in their seats. 
 
    Even Pyro sat up a little straighter and studied the makeshift sparring area with increased intrigue. 
 
    “Zach, master of electricity, and Mark, pyromancer with multiple abilities, both call the Conduit pillar their home!” Somnia announced, and I could even hear a slightly heightened excitement in her voice. “They’re the last two Conduits in the running, so this is sure to be a powerful battle! Gentlemen, at the sound of the bell, if you please.” 
 
    “Bring it on…” I muttered under my breath, and then I grinned when I realized Zach hadn’t even heard me because he was too busy pandering to his Zeus bro buddies in the crowd. 
 
    I’d watched him fight in this tournament before, and for someone who possessed an admittedly incredible power, he used it so predictably, and I couldn’t wait to really flex my firepower against him.  
 
    When we had first fought, he went in for the killing blow almost right off the bat. I was banking on him doing exactly that again, and I purposefully wanted to use my own Conduit ability to take the fucker down. 
 
    He’d been the first one to call me a freak for possessing multiple abilities, so I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of calling unfair advantage. I would beat him fair and square, and then he’d have no excuses. 
 
    The bell rang across the training hall, and Zach let out an immediate roar. He pulled both of his muscular arms upward, where they met above his head in a shower of sparks, and then he immediately whipped his hands down to shoot a bolt of pure lightning right at my chest. 
 
    I simply stepped out of its path. 
 
    He staggered when he realized his electrical current didn’t have anything to latch onto, and as the surge of energy crackled and petered out into thin air almost instantly, I let out a loud derisive laugh. 
 
    “Is that all you got?” I taunted him with a smirk. 
 
    “Fuck you, freak.” He spat the word at me and immediately began to curl another bolt of lightning between his fingers. 
 
    He kept it in a tight ball this time and twisted and turned the current until both of his hands were covered in white-hot electricity. We circled each other like professional boxers, purposefully keeping each other at arm’s length, but I made no move to create fire just yet. 
 
    “You shot your load too early again, huh?” I laughed at Zach and then shrugged theatrically. “I wonder who else thinks that about you on the regular.” 
 
    “Shut your mutt mouth!” Zach hissed as he fought to keep the roiling ball of sparks between his fingers.  
 
    “Or what?” I asked and spread my arms wide. “You’ll treat me to another little firework display?” 
 
    I was purposefully winding him up, purposefully pushing his buttons, and it worked better than I could’ve ever expected. His concentration kept slipping, so his control over his power waned. 
 
    And the more I riled him up, the more volatile his electricity became. 
 
    With a furious growl, he launched the ball of electricity right at me, and this time I just stood still. As predicted, the power surged and fizzled out before it even crossed half of the space between us. 
 
    “Disappointing,” I said with a heavy sigh. “I wanted this to be a fair fight.” 
 
    “Then stop using your other stupid abilities!” Zach spat. “You’re obviously using some bullshit mind control on me.” 
 
    “If that were the case, I’d have you doing things far more embarrassing than this, buddy,” I told him with a knowing smirk. “Although, this is pretty embarrassing, isn’t it?” 
 
    “You’re the embarrassment,” the electrical Conduit snapped. “A freak of nature, that’s what you are.” 
 
    “Sticks and stones,” I said with a shrug. “Do you want an example of how to properly utilize your Conduit ability?” 
 
    I clicked my fingers, and a ball of happily crackling fire suddenly encased my hand. I continued to walk in a circle as Zach and I stalked each other, and I casually played with the fireball in my hand like it was a hacky sack. 
 
    Zach didn’t answer me, so I continued anyway. 
 
    “See, as much as our power is anchored in the physical realm, there’s a surprising amount of mental stability required to make it really work for you.” I twisted and turned the fireball, even threw it up in the air and caught it again as though it were a literal physical thing, and I continued my explanation loud enough for everyone to hear. “It was actually my training with the Tempest and the Dreamer pillars that helped me perfect my Conduit power. You see, if I can control it inside of my mind, then controlling it outside is about a million times easier. Why don’t you try, Zach?” 
 
    “Oh, my god, shut up!” Zach screamed in frustration and sent another bolt of lightning crackling through the air. 
 
    I sidestepped it once again, because I’d seen him curl his fingers in a certain way to cast it before a single word had left his mouth. 
 
    “You’re giving too much away, Zach.” I sighed sympathetically. He didn’t have time to form words, because without waiting for an answer, I sent my fireball screaming through the air toward him. It hit him square in the chest, and the burly Conduit fledgling was knocked bodily off his feet. He skidded across the training room floor and then lay motionless as his supersuit singed and smoked from where my fire had hit him in the torso. 
 
    The trainers immediately crowded around Zach to ensure no lasting damage had taken place, but I’d knocked enough breath out of him to immediately be crowned the victor. 
 
    “Mark Maddock progresses to the semifinals!” Somnia announced. 
 
    I couldn’t help but grin and casually wave at the group of famous spectators behind the glass as I walked off the sparring mats and left Zach sprawled on the ground fighting to stay conscious. 
 
    “Dude, that was so good!” Danny hissed at me as I took a triumphant seat beside him. “Oh, man, he’s gonna hate you so much now.” 
 
    “Ahh, well, he hated me already.” I shrugged. “At least now he has an actual reason to.” 
 
    We watched the rest of the fledglings compete until eventually, there were only four of us left. Both Danny and Hannah got knocked out of the race right at the last bracket, which I was secretly thankful for because I really didn’t want to go up against them. 
 
    Mostly because they were actually very formidable opponents, but also because I didn’t want to exercise my powers over my friends. Especially not my girlfriend, though I was sure Hannah was severely disappointed at not getting to fight with me for real. 
 
    I just knew she wanted the smoke. 
 
    The very last battle, the one that would decide the victor of the tournament and the recipient of the Super Fledgling Cup, ended up being between me and a Dreamer called Ripley. 
 
    Ripley was a scary-looking goth girl who only ever dressed in all black and had so many piercings in her face it was a wonder she ever got through TSA at the airport. 
 
    Even more formidable, though, was her ability. She could manipulate emotions at will, and she could make you feel exactly what she wanted you to feel. So, although I would still have complete control over my abilities, I would perhaps lose the free will to use them how I needed to in order to win. 
 
    But I refused to let a Dreamer beat me. 
 
    I went into my last bout with steely determination, and I remembered what my team had individually mentioned to me about shielding. I had a natural wall up in my mind that stopped Dahlia from being able to control my mind, it stopped Hannah from being able to fully read my thoughts, and so in theory, it should help me avoid Ripley’s emotional manipulation. 
 
    As soon as the bell rang out across the training hall and an unusual silence filled the space, I used Rhiannon’s trick, immediately closed my eyes, and tried to find the space that Ripley took up. 
 
    If I could pinpoint her in my mind, then I could also pinpoint her ability and keep a hold of my free will.  
 
    In theory. 
 
    In reality, I’d never gone up against a Dreamer with this type of ability. I’d certainly experienced one, though. During the Pillar Placing Ceremony, on my first day at the Academy, when I’d been shoved into a back room and all of the professional superheroes had bombarded me with questions about my abilities and whether I was a true Conduit, I’d come across Mani. 
 
    The ethereal-looking Dreamer who could manipulate emotions. She’d been a professional, and I certainly hadn’t been prepared to fend her off, so I’d had my feelings bleached clean by her. But it meant I knew what to look out for from Ripley. 
 
    The gothy Dreamer didn’t say a single word to me, and I kept my eyes firmly shut as I focused on her energy. 
 
    I could feel her in the space in front of me, and I had to quickly flit through my roster of abilities to work out the best way to make her tap out. I didn’t think my usual oppressive fire ability would work quite as well as it did with Zach, and so I eventually decided on a curveball. 
 
    I’d use my natural affinity to shield to my advantage and then try to use Danny’s tactics on her. I wanted to mentally wear her down so much that she gave up either out of frustration or out of exhaustion. 
 
    I let out a surprised gasp as I felt a sudden jolt inside of my mind. It felt like a physical tug, and I immediately rejected it the moment I felt Ripley’s power try to infiltrate my mind. I kept my eyes firmly screwed shut and stood my ground, but she kept poking and prodding relentlessly as I fought with every soul-wrenching spark inside of me. 
 
    I pushed back against the mental onslaught, until I eventually heard a very real grunt of frustration come from the goth-looking Dreamer with the black lipstick. 
 
    I felt a knowing smirk slide across my face, but I kept my eyes shut as I battled with her twisted emotions. 
 
    It was an odd sensation, because although I just about had a grip on my own mental state, I could feel Ripley’s power as it skirted around the edges. It was like taking a sip of water at a restaurant and tasting the very faint presence of a lemon slice.  
 
    It was slight, and it was barely there, but it was definitely present, and this made it even easier to latch onto. 
 
    Once I had a firm mental hold of it, it meant that I didn’t have to constantly push it away, because I could keep it completely under my control, and I let a slight chuckle escape my lips. 
 
    Ripley heard my laugh, and her mental stamp was immediately clouded with rage. She pushed and yanked and beat at my mind, but I kept my defenses up and the grin plastered across my face. 
 
    We kept this internal battle up for what felt like ten minutes, or maybe ten hours, it was almost impossible to tell, but I kept my eyes tightly shut for the entirety of our mental fight. 
 
    “You can give up,” I muttered in an almost non-existent whisper, but I knew Ripley had heard it because the moment the words left my mouth, I felt the strength of her attack suddenly weaken. 
 
    “No,” Ripley said, but her voice was hoarse and strained. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I assured her. “You must be so tired.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Ripley said, though I could hear how her words were spat through a clenched jaw. 
 
    “There’s no shame in it,” I said. “I won’t treat you like I treated Zach. I promise.” 
 
    It was an entirely mental game, and even though it was something I was still learning, I felt a sudden understanding flood my subconscious, and with that understanding came power. 
 
    I heard Ripley let out a soft gasp, and I pushed back just a little harder. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I repeated. “Just let go.” 
 
    It took another few minutes, or maybe an hour, but eventually I felt the Dreamer let go of a breath, and all of a sudden I couldn’t feel her battering at the doors of my subconscious any longer. 
 
    My eyes shot open to find the black-lipped Dreamer on her knees with her eyelids fluttering, like she was fighting to stay awake, and I immediately lifted both of my arms above my head with a victorious laugh. 
 
    The training hall erupted into sudden cheers and applause, and after such an intense and self-inflicted silence, it was absolutely deafening. 
 
    I rushed over to Ripley and helped her to her feet, and though she looked completely disgruntled, she nodded up at me by way of thanks. 
 
    “Well played,” she said with a groan. “That really is impressive.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “You gave me a fair fight, I’ll tell you that.” 
 
    “And don’t let anyone forget it,” the Dreamer said with a huff, and she nodded again as she left me in the center of the makeshift ring. 
 
    “Ripley concedes!” Somnia’s voice echoed around the hall, and I looked up to see the famous spectators all joining in with the fledglings’ raucous applause. “Mark Maddock wins the Super Fledgling Cup!” 
 
    “I knew you had that in the bag!” Hannah whooped excitedly as she hurried over to me with the rest of my super team in tow. 
 
    “You smashed it!” Frank said and slapped me on the shoulder. 
 
    “Do you need healing?” Danny asked with a knowing grin. 
 
    “If you can make my brain feel slightly less battered and bruised, it’d be appreciated.” I laughed breathlessly as the adrenaline finally started to wear off, and I rubbed at my temples with a long groan. 
 
    “Okay, stay still,” Danny commanded as he placed both his hands on my shoulders. “Just keep your breathing level and close your eyes for me.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I said, and though I’d meant it to come out jokingly, the words were more of an exhausted sigh as Danny’s healing ability started to take hold. 
 
    It was as though my entire body had been dipped into a vat of honey. It felt like every inch of my skin was coated in something comfortable, and a wash of peace rolled over me as I felt my shoulders slump. Then I felt Danny’s hands leave my shoulders, and I blinked sleepily as I opened my eyes. 
 
    “Better?” my Corps friend asked with a chuckle. 
 
    “Much, actually.” I let out a grateful sigh. “Thank you, Danny.” 
 
    “My pleasure,” he said. “Just don’t forget me when you get all these lucrative deals and stuff.” 
 
    “I already told you,” I said and then turned to the rest of my gang with a wide smile. “We’re a team.” 
 
    “The dream team.” Frank grinned proudly. 
 
    “Congratulations, Mr. Maddock!” Somnia’s voice was suddenly closer than before, and I turned to face the beautiful white-haired principal. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said graciously. 
 
    “Allow me to present you with the coveted Super Fledgling Cup!” Somnia handed me a heavy golden trophy that had the Academy’s crest stamped right into the precious metal itself.  
 
    The base held all the names of the previous victors embossed onto thick red velvet, and I felt a sudden swell of pride at the realization that many more fledglings after me would see my name stamped onto the material that covered the stand. 
 
    I hoisted the heavy golden cup above my head with one hand, and the hall erupted into even louder applause. I soaked it up, and after a beat, my so-called dream team descended on me once more to offer their congratulations. 
 
    “So, how are you feeling?” Hannah said, and she looped her arm around my waist and leaned against me with a wide grin on her face. 
 
    “Exhausted,” I admitted with another chuckle. “But physically, a-okay now thanks to Danny.” 
 
    “And even better for being the proud owner of the Super Fledgling Cup.” Rhiannon’s voice was reverent as she inspected the trophy, and then she smiled shyly up at me with her big green eyes sparkling. 
 
    “True,” I said. “That definitely adds to my overall good mood.” 
 
    “As it rightly should.” Hannah kept her arm looped around me and then pressed herself up against my side. “You did great, Mark. I’m really proud of you.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I smiled as I stared into her icy-blue eyes. “So did you.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Frank said as he clapped his hands together. “We’ve gotta go out and celebrate, right?” 
 
    “Oh, for sure.” Danny nodded eagerly. “Meet in the common room in an hour?” 
 
    “Drinks are on me,” I said with a grin. “But dear god, let me take a shower first.” 
 
    Once I’d stepped out of the stream of water and started to feel a little more like a functioning human being once again, I was excited at the prospect of letting my hair down a little. 
 
    My time at the Academy had been… A lot already, even with the good things mixed in with the stressful situations, so a little rest and recuperation-- by way of probably eating way too much good food, and drinking maybe one too many cocktails-- sounded like the perfect way to spend my evening. 
 
    I opted for a pair of black pants, though I rolled the ankles up slightly and shoved my feet into my well-loved checkerboard Vans. I wore a tight white t-shirt that made my suddenly impressive muscles seem even larger, and I threw on a washed gray button-down in a soft flannel material over the top. Then I shoved my hair out of my face, in a vain attempt to stop it from being so disastrously unruly, and I grabbed my cell phone and my wallet as I made my way out of my dorm room. 
 
    “Looking slick,” Danny commented with a waggle of his eyebrows as I headed back to the common room. 
 
    “As are you, bud.” I grinned at my healer friend, who just doffed an imaginary cap at me. 
 
    Danny was dressed in devastatingly tight jeans and a flamboyant shirt that had the sleeves rolled up way past the elbow, and he’d slicked his dark hair back with far more success than I had. 
 
    Frank hadn’t even bothered with his hair, and the mess of red curls sat on top of his head like it usually did. He’d opted for black jeans like me, but a white shirt with several buttons purposefully undone to show off his chest hair. 
 
    “The ladies love it,” Frank said with a knowing shrug. “Trust me.” 
 
    “I… Do not.” I laughed, popped open three bottles of beer from the kitchen refrigerator, and then handed one each to the guys as we waited for the girls to appear. 
 
    Rhiannon was first, and she was dressed in a mint-green summer dress that floated like water around her bare thighs. It cinched in at her waist and did a fantastic job of showing off her ample cleavage, and it was the most skin I’d ever seen her show. She’d tucked her brunette hair behind both ears, and she’d chosen to pair her adorable dress with a pair of clean white sneakers. 
 
    “You look great,” I told her in earnest as she approached our usual table. 
 
    Her bare skin immediately flushed the usual shade of pink, and I grinned with satisfaction as I took a long sip of my beer. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said and made sure to tuck another phantom strand of her hair behind her ear, which I’d learned was a tell for when she was nervous. 
 
    Hannah eventually appeared in a tight white shirt with a plunging neckline and thin straps that fought to remain on her shoulders, paired with one of her usual black leather skirts. Her fishnet stockings squished the flesh on her thighs in the most inviting of ways, and her usually messy blonde hair was swept to one side so it fell over one shoulder. 
 
    “You also look amazing,” I told the blonde Dreamer as she greeted us, and I wrapped an arm around her waist. 
 
    “Thank you.” Hannah smiled happily, and she leaned into my embrace with a giggle as she grabbed my half-drunk bottle of beer from my other hand. “I don’t know about you guys, but I need something stronger than this. Are we getting mojitos again?” 
 
    “Sounds like a fucking great idea to me,” Danny said eagerly. 
 
    “Let’s go to that mojito truck in the square,” I said and shot the blonde a pointed look. “Where we had our first date.” 
 
    “Oh, that place is so cute!” Hannah hopped from one foot to the other with an eager laugh. “Yes, let’s do it!” 
 
    “Are we all getting the Mark Maddock first date experience tonight?” Frank joked as we headed for the elevators.  
 
    “You should be so lucky,” I scoffed. “That’s saved for very important people only, you guys don’t make the cut.” 
 
    “The boys might not,” Hannah agreed. “But Rhiannon definitely does.” 
 
    The brunette looked around at the blonde with sudden surprise as we piled into the waiting elevator, but Hannah just grinned and looped an arm through Rhiannon’s. 
 
    “It’s worth it,” she half-whispered in the brunette’s ear, and she shot me a devilish look from beneath her heavy black eye makeup. “Trust me.” 
 
    “I do,” Rhiannon said immediately. “Trust you, I mean. I…” 
 
    The green-eyed Tempest’s voice trailed off into a nervous silence, and she quickly tucked her hair behind her ears again as she did her very best to avoid my gaze. Hannah just fell into a fit of giggles and kept her arm looped through Rhiannon’s as we finally made it out of the foyer. 
 
    My dream team and I spent a good amount of time in downtown Miami sinking flavored mojitos in plastic takeout cups and watching as the girls danced to the music that filled the square, and I finally felt some hint of relaxation as we celebrated my tournament win. 
 
    That was until I spotted a figure in the corner of my eye that made my heart sink with dismay. I nudged Frank and grabbed Hannah’s hand to get her attention, and I nodded to the dark-haired figure loitering on the edge of the plaza. 
 
    “Look,” I said with a sigh. “Dahlia’s over there.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    “What is it, Dahlia?” Hannah asked with a smile as the five of us approached our mentor. 
 
    “Why haven’t I been able to reach any of you?” our mentor asked as we approached. 
 
    “We haven’t had any calls or anything,” I said defensively. 
 
    “The city has gone mad,” Dahlia huffed, and she flung her arms up in exasperation. “I thought you were all meant to be glued to your cell phones, for God’s sake.” 
 
    “What’s happened?” I demanded. 
 
    “There’s been a bomb threat,” Dahlia said bluntly. 
 
    There was a beat where nobody spoke, and Hannah tripped in surprise at the sudden change of pace. 
 
    “Shit,” Frank muttered. 
 
    “Where?” I quickly asked our dark-haired mentor. 
 
    “Miami Airport,” she said and then nodded at the five of us as she turned on her heel. “We need to go. Now.” 
 
    The five of us stood there, mojitos in hand, and just stared blankly at our mentor. 
 
    “No rest for the wicked, then?” Frank broke the silence with a nervous half-smile. 
 
    “Apparently not,” I said with a raised eyebrow. “I’m gonna make us t-shirts with that phrase printed on it. Dahlia, do you have any more information?” 
 
    “A flight was apparently hijacked,” our mentor said in her usual stoic voice, and she kept her steely gaze on her parked black van as we hurried along behind her. “But like I said, the city’s gone mad. There’s been several bomb threats. I know Thunderbolt’s been called to a mass shoot-out somewhere, and the police department is stretched to its limits.” 
 
    “And this… Isn’t normal?” Frank asked. 
 
    “Definitely not, no.” Dahlia’s voice was cold. “Most of the big Supers have already been called out to their own missions. I don’t know the full extent of the situation at the airport. It could be nothing. Could just be a bunch of baseless threats to make the city descend into chaos.” 
 
    “Or it could be exactly how it sounds,” I said with a nod of understanding. “We’d better get going.” 
 
    “Is no one coming to help us with this?” Rhiannon asked nervously. 
 
    “We’re the closest fledgling team, and they need all hands on deck.” Dahlia said. “The call came in from a General Navi who’s already been deployed to the scene, and they’ve contacted another fledgling team, but they were already on their way to another situation. The hijackers have the airplane grounded at least, but they demanded no police so it’s just us for now.” 
 
    “So, this is a big deal then, huh?” Danny asked nervously. 
 
    “If the big supers are already dealing with it, I’d guess so.” Rhiannon’s voice was quiet, and her teeth were half-buried in her bottom lip. 
 
    “Like I said, there have been multiple threats of bombs and violence all across the city,” Dahlia said as she opened the side door of her van for us. “Everyone’s been called in to get more boots on the ground, including the fledglings. We won’t know the severity of the situation until we’re there.” 
 
    There was a large plasma screen opposite our seats in the back of the van, and up until now I’d never seen it even turned on. But as we clambered into the back of Dahlia’s vehicle, the screen was illuminated with a sprawling mess of flashing red lights, and I realized it highlighted an intricate map of the city. 
 
    “These are all the current… Situations?” I asked our mentor as she hopped into the driver’s seat. 
 
    “Yes,” Dahlia said. “Each red dot symbolizes an active call out, and if you click on one, it will tell you which heroes are responding to that specific situation. I added in the fledglings, too, so this is everyone.” 
 
    “Geez, that’s… That’s a lot of things going on all at once.” Frank’s voice was strained. 
 
    “So you can understand my frustration when none of you answered your damn phones,” Dahlia said as she hit the gas. 
 
    I frowned at the flashing map of Miami and tried to find some sort of rhyme or reason to the scattering of red lights, but there were so many dotted across the city that I couldn’t decipher any higher meaning to them. 
 
    It just highlighted exactly how crazy the situation was, and I swallowed thickly as Dahlia weaved through traffic. 
 
    “We can do this,” Hannah said confidently as we buckled up. “Just another day at the office, right?” 
 
    “Right.” I nodded at the blonde Dreamer. “Same old, same old… Except we’ve all had several cocktails.” 
 
    “I can probably help with that,” Danny said. 
 
    “Are you telling me you can sober us up as part of your healing power?” Hannah’s jaw dropped open. 
 
    “I don’t see why not.” Danny shrugged. “Definitely worth a shot, because we’re all pretty sauced.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” I said with a waggle of my eyebrows, and then I sighed. “Okay, yeah, we need to sober up quick time.” 
 
    “I agree,” Dahlia said bluntly. “Do it.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” I gave a mock salute and then quickly lowered my hand when I saw her hard gaze in the rearview mirror. 
 
    “I’ve been instructed to not step in on your missions,” Dahlia said as she expertly moved her blacked-out van in and out of traffic. “But this definitely isn’t a regular fledgling mission at all. So you stick with me, and you keep your wits about you. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Wait, we don’t have our suits.” Rhiannon suddenly clamped her hands over her mouth in horror. 
 
    “You’ll have to make do,” Dahlia said bluntly. “Your suits don’t make you, they just aid you.” 
 
    “I know, but--” 
 
    “We’re the closest,” Dahlia interrupted. “We have to do what we have to do. Healer, get to sobering your crew up.” 
 
    “Yes,” Danny said and then after a beat he shook his head. “Yes, right. Let me, ahh… I’ll try it on myself first.” 
 
    I watched curiously as Danny took a deep breath and then let his eyes slide closed. His eyelids fluttered softly for a brief moment before he let out a long sigh, and he made us all jump as his eyes suddenly shot open. 
 
    “Hoooo, that’s really something!” he said with a breathless laugh. 
 
    “Did it work?” I asked quickly. 
 
    “Yup!” Danny nodded. “I feel right as rain. Oh, that’s gonna do absolute wonders for a hangover!”  
 
    “Do me, do me,” I said with a lopsided grin, and I ignored Dahlia’s disapproving expression in the rearview mirror. 
 
    Danny placed both of his hands over my heart and quickly explained he was purifying my blood of alcohol. I felt a sudden jolt course through every vein in my body, and I let out a full-body shudder as the newly cleaned blood sped around me in one quick, fluid loop. 
 
    “Oh, wow…” I breathed. “Oh, there are Kardashian types that would pay big bucks for that kind of treatment.” 
 
    “I should definitely start a clinic or something like that.” Danny laughed. “You guys are getting the good stuff for free.” 
 
    “I expect a lifetime supply.” Hannah warned our healer friend and poked him in the arm with a giggle. “Okay, my turn.” 
 
    Danny made quick work of sobering us all up, and though we felt in physically tip-top condition thanks to his blood purification, the sudden lack of alcohol gave way to the gravity of the situation. 
 
    We had a very real, very serious, very active bomb threat at a major international airport, and we were just fucking fledglings. 
 
    We’d dealt with burning buildings and car accidents. This was very different. 
 
    “Focus up,” Dahlia said as she suddenly caught my eye in the rearview mirror. “You all can do this. Don’t let self-doubt stop you from doing what you were born to do.” 
 
    Her sudden words of comfort came as a surprise, but they certainly weren’t unwelcome, so we all just nodded at her reflection in the rearview mirror and fell into sober silence as she continued to drive us to Miami airport. 
 
    Everything was deceptively calm as we arrived, until I realized Dahlia was driving us right onto the runway. I had no idea how she knew the route to get her onto the tarmac, but she drove with her usual confidence, as if this was just the usual everyday road trip. 
 
    But as her van screeched to a halt outside a huge airplane hangar, I realized the appearance of calm was entirely false. 
 
    Because inside the hangar, it was absolute chaos. 
 
    “We’ve lost connection to the tower, but they did say that it was probably--” 
 
    “Understood, sir, but as you can appreciate, we’ve been told not to--” 
 
    “No, nobody deals with the press without my say-so, I said no dammit, why doesn’t anybody listen to--” 
 
    The place was alive with the bedlam of people trying to do damage control, and I immediately sensed in that moment just how serious the situation was. 
 
    “So, we’re the lucky ones with the actual bomb threat I’m guessing?” I asked as I turned to our mentor. 
 
    “Seems like it,” Dahlia said as she motioned for us to follow her. “Let’s find the general.” 
 
    The fact it was a very real threat sent a sudden jolt of nerves coursing through my body like a wildfire. I shared a look with Hannah, and we all immediately fell in behind Dahlia as our mentor stalked through the packed airplane hangar and headed straight for a makeshift office space, which was actually just a desk hidden behind several rows of air steward carts. 
 
    Sitting behind the desk was a woman dressed in a neatly pressed khaki military uniform, with a number of polished badges on her lapel and an emotionless expression on her face. 
 
    “You’re Dahlia, I presume?” the military woman asked the moment she locked eyes with the equally expressionless fledgling mentor. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” Dahlia gave a single nod, and the two women shook hands curtly. 
 
    “My name is General Navi.” Her voice remained stiff and businesslike as she sat back down. “What do you have for me?” 
 
    “This is my fledgling team,” Dahlia explained as she motioned to the five of us who were waiting nervously behind her. 
 
    “This is all we have?” the military woman asked as she studied the group of us, who were still dressed in our civilian clothes and admittedly looked green as grass. “God save us…” 
 
    “We’re here to help,” Hannah said in a surprisingly soft voice.  
 
    “Anything you need,” Danny added with a nod. 
 
    “What I need,” the military woman said with a heavy sigh. “Is a full bomb disposal unit, a fully trained riot team, and maybe someone with actual negotiation skills. If I were just throwing wishes out into the ether. Instead, I get a bunch of kids with superpowers. Which are what, exactly?” 
 
    She cleared her throat and fixed us all with a stern stare. 
 
    “Danny here, he’s a healer,” I said as I quickly began to reel off my team’s abilities. “Anything to do with the human body, he’s your guy. Hannah can read people’s minds, Rhiannon can fly, and Frank here can control sparks and anything that might set off a fire.” 
 
    “And you?” The general’s steady gaze bored right into me. 
 
    “Me, I…” I cleared my throat. “Well, I can do a bit of everything.” 
 
    General Navi looked up at Dahlia with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “It’s true,” Dahlia confirmed. “He has an affinity for all four pillars. So far, he’s demonstrated a proficiency for pyromancy, telekinesis, a little mind reading, and super strength…” 
 
    “But he’s a fledgling?” the general asked Dahlia, as if I were a dog she was considering purchasing. 
 
    “Yes.” Dahlia nodded. “But he recently won the Fledgling Cup and has proven surprisingly useful in the field.” 
 
    “You mean he’s reckless,” Navi said with a sniff. “The rest I can probably use, but not him.” 
 
    “Ma’am,” I immediately interjected. “I can be of use to you, I promise you.” 
 
    “He’s very talented,” Rhiannon added in my support. 
 
    “You’d be at a severe disadvantage if you didn’t utilize Mark’s skills, General,” Hannah insisted hotly. 
 
    “Mori thinks he’s an Omega!” Frank piped up, just trying to be helpful, but the place fell suddenly silent at his outburst. 
 
    The rest of the military personnel went about their business after a beat, but several of the airport security fixed me with uneasy stares, and General Navi just glared down at the five of us with a long, soul gazing stare of her own.  
 
    Just as she was about to probably make an incredibly biting remark, a member of the airport security team hurried over to the makeshift desk. 
 
    “Ma’am.” The security guard did an awkward curtsy and then nodded when the general fixed her with the same stare. “The plane, it’s… They’ve sent a message.” 
 
    “Let me hear it,” the general said quickly, and she followed the security guard to a cobbled-together communication station. 
 
    We immediately followed her so we could listen in, and Dahlia still kept her distance but dutifully stayed on our heels. 
 
    There was a large screen set up, and the airport security tried to get it to show the message they’d received from within the aircraft. 
 
    An image suddenly appeared on the screen, and the security guard turned to the general with a nod. Then we all crowded around General Navi as she watched the video message with the same stern expression she’d been wearing since we walked in. 
 
    The man on the screen looked to be in his late forties, with a thick coating of stubble along his jaw and heavy-set eyes that looked cold even on the crackling black and white screen. His hair was plastered to his head and a severe dark color, which was offset against pale, clammy-looking skin. He was dressed in nondescript civilian clothing, but the expression on his face was anything but civil. 
 
    He looked pissed off, skittish, but almost excited at the prospect of executing his plans. 
 
    “General,” the man addressed the camera with a slightly mocking smirk as the title rolled off his tongue. “I assume the so-called superheroes are currently insisting on diffusing the situation themselves, considering we demanded no police. Quite a loophole, you might have thought, but actually an integral element to our plans.” 
 
    The man on the screen pulled at the collar of his probably borrowed button-down shirt and cleared his throat. 
 
    “We currently have Dr. Kish and Dr. Hamlin as acting hostages, and they’ve been less than gracious with their role in our little play.” The heavy-set eyes suddenly flickered upward, and he nodded to someone off camera before he turned his gaze back to us with a serene smile. 
 
    There was a grisly thud in the background, like a fist coming into blunt contact with something fleshy, and then a long, pained groan coming from probably one of the good doctors. 
 
    “They have, however, been kind enough to give us access to the chemical weapon they were supposedly due to transport out of Miami and into somewhere that it has no business in being.” The man sniffed and pulled at his shirt collar again. “Both Dr. Kish and Dr. Hamlin were party to the creation of this abomination, so it is by divine justice that they are the ones to see it unleashed upon the world.” 
 
    “They’re planning on releasing a chemical weapon?” I muttered and glanced across the table at General Navi. 
 
    She hit the pause button on the screen when I spoke up and fixed me with an impatient stare. 
 
    “That’s classified,” she said after a little while, in the same blunt voice as before, but I could see how her jaw clenched at the question. 
 
    “It doesn’t seem all that classified,” Hannah pointed out. “If a bunch of whack jobs had such easy access to it.” 
 
    “They didn’t have easy access,” one of the airport security guards piped up in a reproachful voice. “They hijacked us.” 
 
    “Well, it seems to have been a pretty damn easy thing for them to do,” I countered and then shook my head. “Why are these doctors even flying out of a normal airport? It sounds like they should have been part of a military convoy.”  
 
    “Dr. Kish and Dr. Hamlin work for a private chemical engineering company,” General Navi said, but I noticed she wouldn’t meet my eyes. “They aren’t contracted by the government or the Federation.”  
 
    “Officially, you mean,” I said as I raised an eyebrow.  
 
    The general pursed her lips but didn’t respond, but her silence was answer enough.  
 
    “Okay, so what exactly is the plan here?” I asked.  
 
    “They demanded no police or law enforcement-- and if we assume they were behind the multiple bomb threats throughout the city today-- they also rightly anticipated how we would therefore call upon the supers for help.” General Navi’s voice was still flat but almost started to give away her annoyance at the entire situation as she shot me and my group a disdainful look. “Just my luck to get a bunch of fledglings barely out of their training wheels.” 
 
    “We can help,” I said with a firm nod. 
 
    “Definitely,” Danny added. “Whatever you need.” 
 
    “Well, according to the charter log, Dr. Kish and Dr. Hamlin were planning on transporting an incredibly dangerous biochemical. We don’t have a full understanding of what the chemical does, but the company the doctors work for have warned us that if it is released, it could result in numerous painful deaths.” The general cleared her throat and then continued without waiting for a response from us, though we were all too stunned to really give her one anyway.  
 
    I could feel my jaw hanging open, so I clamped it shut and whistled through my teeth at the general’s businesslike explanation of such a potentially catastrophic situation. 
 
    Dahlia hadn’t been kidding, this really was the real deal. 
 
    “And… They really were just transporting this bioweapon thing through a very public, very busy international airport full of civilians?” I asked in a strangled voice. “I can’t imagine TSA enjoyed that too much.” 
 
    “The jet was a private charter, naturally,” one of the airport security guards interjected. “The doctors arrived this morning, and we knew they were on official business, but we had no idea the jet was so open to… Hijacking.” 
 
    “These domestic terrorists knew exactly when and where the two doctors were transporting this chemical.” General Navi sniffed and held her hands behind her back as she started to pace back and forth. “And they knew we would bring in supers.” 
 
    “Of course you’d bring in supers,” I scoffed. “That’s literally what we’re here for.” 
 
    Navi fixed me with a cool stare and then continued her pacing. 
 
    “They are not some opportunistic climate change activists,” Navi said as she continued to stomp from left to right. “They had this planned from the very beginning, so we must therefore assume they’ve thought out and accounted for all possible ways that this could end.” 
 
    “I bet none of those endings are particularly good, either…” Frank muttered from somewhere behind me. 
 
    “Do we know if the terrorists possess any powers of their own?” I suddenly asked. “If they’re even remotely connected to supers, they’d have trained at an Academy, right? Like us? So there’d surely be some record of them somewhere.” 
 
    “We’ve already cross-checked records the moment we started gathering intel,” the general said curtly. “They aren’t in any of our databases, going on the limited information we have.” 
 
    “So it’s doubtful they have strong powers,” I said with an understanding nod. “Okay, well, that makes me feel slightly better.” 
 
    “But it’s still possible that they possess powers, they just might not be classed as strong enough to receive an invite by the Federation,” Dahlia pointed out. “It doesn’t mean they’re not supers. We have to keep all avenues of possibility open.” 
 
    “What do you need us to do?” I asked the general. “Lay it out for us.” 
 
    “In an ideal world?” The general stopped her pacing and turned to me with a sharp look on her already formidable face. “We would apprehend the terrorists, with no loss of life, secure the biochemical, arrest the perpetrators, escort them in an armored vehicle, and then let the President decide whether they deserve a trial or not.” 
 
    “Seems simple enough.” I nodded and then sighed heavily as the weight of the situation started to settle on my shoulders. “Except it’s not a perfect world, and they’ve threatened to blow this thing up, and themselves along with it, if you try and bust in with all guns blazing?” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking,” the general said. “And quite reluctantly, that’s where you come in.” 
 
    “Tell us what we need to do,” I said. 
 
    General Navi kept her gaze on me and then sighed heavily as she motioned to the rest of my team. 
 
    “Not them,” she said before she turned to Dahlia. “We can only send the one, and you’re the group’s mentor, yes? What’s your power?” 
 
    “I can control minds,” Dahlia said, and the ghost of a proud smile flitted across her face when she saw General Navi’s eyebrows raise. 
 
    “Uhm, ma’am…” One of the military people who’d been skittering around the general’s makeshift desk space suddenly spoke up. “I was put on research duty, and I, uhh, I found something that might make her powers redundant. No offense.” 
 
    The girl dressed in army green blushed awkwardly and avoided Dahlia’s intense gaze. 
 
    “How so?” General Navi demanded. 
 
    “The leader is a shielder,” the young woman explained. “He apparently washed out of one of the super Academies up north. This means he’d be able to stop her from controlling his mind.” 
 
    “Well, that screws that plan.” The general huffed impatiently, and then she turned her attention to us. “Do any of you possess powers that can go up against a shielder?” 
 
    “Mark does,” Dahlia answered immediately, and I felt my own eyebrows raise the moment she advocated for me. “He’s more suited to the task. Like I said, he possesses multiple abilities, and he’s proven himself time and time again in high-risk situations. He should go.” 
 
    Danny, Hannah, Frank, and Rhiannon all immediately sounded off with arguments and various determined comments, but the general held up her hand until the four of them eventually fell into silence. 
 
    “These criminals specified, without any shadow of a doubt, that we only send in a single person for negotiations.” The general looked pained at the prospect, and her brow furrowed into an ugly frown. “Believe me, if I could do this any other way, then I would. But we can only send in one person, one superhero. That’s him.” 
 
    “But can you guarantee his safety?” Hannah demanded. 
 
    “Young lady, I can’t guarantee the safety of anyone in this entire airport unless we can get whatever that bioweapon is out of the hands of terrorists.” General Navi snapped. “We are stretched thin, all over Miami, and it just so happens you lot got the call for an actual bomb threat. I’ve naturally alerted the relevant people, but as far as negotiations go… This is where we stand with it.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” I said with a nod. “I can stop them, I know I can.” 
 
    “But, Mark, you’ll be going in on your own.” Rhiannon’s voice was soft but strained with worry. 
 
    “Better than them unleashing a deadly chemical, though, right?” I asked with a feigned smile. “General, we normally have a communications device in our supersuits, which obviously I don’t have right now. Do you have anything you can speak to me with?” 
 
    “We have something that should suffice.” The general fixed me with a suddenly appreciative half-smile, and then we got to work. 
 
    She caught me up to speed, from the moment she’d received the call herself to the moment we’d driven onto the tarmac, and she fitted me with a tiny in-ear transceiver that acted in exactly the same way as our communications devices that Amanda had fitted into our supersuits. 
 
    “I’ll be able to hear everything that goes on from here,” she said. “And you’ll be able to hear me through the earpiece, too. Do nothing unless authorized, do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I said with a nod, but the general glared at me in silence. “I promise.” 
 
    “I’m serious, young man.” General Navi’s voice grew low. “That’s an order.” 
 
    “I understand.” I nodded again. “I’m going in for negotiations only.” 
 
    Everything happened in a rush of voices and chaos, and before I knew it, I was standing alone on the tarmac facing a private jet with nothing but an earpiece the size of a pencil eraser. 
 
    I walked slowly toward the aircraft with my heart beating a steady rhythm against my ribcage, and I forced myself to focus on the situation rather than freak out about it. 
 
    I had to treat this like any other mission. 
 
    It just had far bigger stakes, and the prospect of accidentally killing thousands of people, including my peers and my girlfriend. 
 
    No big deal at all. 
 
    The night was warm and still, and the heat of the many now stationary airplanes made the air sticky and acrid. I could smell the strong stench of jet fuel, and there was no breeze to carry the smell away, so it hung low in the air like a toxic cloud. 
 
    I shook my head at the metaphor and tried to avoid thinking about chemicals being released into the night as I continued on my trek toward the aircraft. It was stationary on one of the main runways, and I was hyper-aware of the fact that despite the airport being in lockdown thanks to the initial bomb threat, there was still several jumbo jets and personnel rushing about the place like ants on a hill. 
 
    There was still a strong human presence, and that upped the ante as far as I was concerned. 
 
    The private jet was far bigger than I’d imagined it to look like, and as I approached it a door on the side of the smooth white hull suddenly pushed open with a soft pneumatic sigh. A small set of stairs lowered themselves automatically to the ground, and with a deep breath, I quickly clambered up them and into the belly of the jet. 
 
    It was eerily quiet inside, and the door sealed shut behind me with another soft whoosh. I tried to keep my feet light as I walked slowly through the cabin, until eventually I came to a thick black curtain that partitioned the kitchen and bar area from the main cabin. 
 
    I slowly extended my hand so I could push the curtain aside, and I stepped into the private jet’s cabin with my breath caught in my chest. 
 
    There were two burly-looking men on either side of the aircraft, dressed in all black and holding military-grade rifles in their hands. Their faces were blank, with not a single shred of humanity behind their eyes, so I did my best to pay them as little attention as possible. Instead, I turned to the center of the seating area where two men were bound, gagged, and slumped in a heap together on the floor. 
 
    I assumed they were the two doctors, because flanking them on the left side was another man who watched me approach with a look of disdainful glee. 
 
    “What’s your name, boy?” I recognized the man from the video message, and his thin lips were pulled into a half-smirk that slashed his face in two. 
 
    “Mark,” I said slowly. “Why don’t you tell me yours?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t think you’ll need to know that.” The man shrugged and then patted the briefcase that was opened on a table in front of him. “But let me tell you, it’s a pleasure to meet you finally, Mark.” 
 
    “Finally?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, yes.” The man nodded eagerly. “I’ve heard a lot about you, Mark.” 
 
    I was silent for a long moment as I stared across the airplane interior at him. 
 
    “Who are you?” I eventually demanded. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” the man said with a light and airy chuckle. “It’ll be of little importance to you soon, anyway.  
 
    “Why?” I asked. “Not planning on seeing the morning?” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking.” The terrorist smirked up at me and then sighed happily, as though we were discussing our plans for the summer. 
 
    My eyes flitted to the piece of machinery that clicked and whirred in front of the terrorist leader, and I felt a lump in my throat as silence fell again inside the airplane cabin. 
 
    “Well,” I eventually said when the silence got to be too much, “I’d much prefer we all come out of this breathing. It would weigh far better on my conscience.” 
 
    “Careful with your threats, my boy.” The terrorist tutted and wagged his finger at me. “You’ve really no idea what you’re dealing with here.” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell me?” I asked. “I’m all ears.” 
 
    The more intel I could get from this man, the more likely it was that I could use the information to my advantage.  
 
    “As is General Navi, no doubt.” The man looked up at me and then sighed heavily again. “Disappointing, really. I expected maybe more fanfare, but did she really only send you in here with just a little earpiece?” 
 
    I felt my stomach drop, and I couldn’t find the words to answer him, but he waved his hand listlessly anyway. 
 
    “No matter, anyway,” he said. “It won’t matter in the long run.” 
 
    “Why?” I pressed. “Because you really think you’ll succeed?” 
 
    “What makes you think we haven’t already?” The terrorist smiled serenely up at me and then wagged his finger again, as though he were playfully chiding a toddler. 
 
    “Whatever your plan is, you’re not going to get away with it,” I warned him and kept my voice purposefully emotionless.  
 
    Strictly business. 
 
    “It’s already in motion, my dear boy.” The man chuckled lightly and shook his head. “Why do you think it’s you, of all the Supers and all the other fledglings in Miami… Why do you think it’s you, standing in front of me right now?” 
 
    A frown settled on my face, and I opened my mouth to retort with something biting, but the terrorist held up his hand. 
 
    “The first Omega in over a century…” the terrorist said, and his voice became reverent as he studied me with cold eyes that didn’t match his thin smile. 
 
    “How do you know?” I asked in a low voice. 
 
    “I know more than you, evidently.” The terrorist let out a chuckle. “But that’s entirely by design.” 
 
    As I’d been talking to the terrorist, one of the bound and gagged doctors had started to regain consciousness, and the moment he blinked his eyes open fully, he started to shout against the tape across his mouth and thrashed helplessly against his bonds. 
 
    The doctor locked eyes with me, and they were round with fear as he continued to scream and shout to no avail. 
 
    “Just let them go,” I said and motioned to the frantic doctor. “They’re just scientists, they don’t deserve to die.” 
 
    “My guess is the general sent you in here under the pretense of negotiations?” the heavy-eyed terrorist asked with an almost sad smile and a quiet nod of understanding. “Like a lamb to the slaughter, really. The doctors are already dead. We pumped them full of poison long before anyone knew we’d hijacked the plane. The bomb is just… I don’t know, call it tradition. A calling card, as it were.” 
 
    “What?” I gasped in horror, and then the earpiece crackled immediately. 
 
    “Mark, get out of there right now!” the general hissed in my ear. “That’s an order!” 
 
    “Is she barking orders at you right now?” The terrorist chuckled heartily and slapped his hand against his knee. “Oh, if I could be a fly on the wall.” 
 
    I had no intention of turning tail and running. This psychopath seemed to know a hell of a lot more than I’d given him credit for, and that was almost as disconcerting as the very real bomb threat. The bastard would probably kill me before I even made it to the plane door, so I mentally ran through my list of powers. I had pyromancy as a Conduit and super strength for Corps. Those were my main offensive abilities, and the ones I was most comfortable using. Then I had mind reading and telekinesis for my Dreamer and Tempest powers, but I couldn’t control them very well yet.  
 
    I needed more time. Maybe if I kept this fucker talking, I could get him angry enough to make a mistake. Then I could burn him to a crisp or pulverize him into a gory mess.  
 
    “If you set this bomb off, not only are you endangering thousands of innocent lives, but your own, too!” I scowled at him. “Just think about what you’re doing for a damn second. What’s the point? Just let the doctors go, let them get the medical attention they need if you really did poison them, and then you can live out the rest of your days in some maximum security prison. Three meals a day, roof over your head… Better than dying for a lost cause, right?” 
 
    “A-ha!” The terrorist slapped his hand against the table and then pointed at me excitedly. “That’s just it. It’s not a lost cause, you see.” 
 
    “It isn’t?” I asked. 
 
    “Not at all!” The man with the heavy-set eyes pulled the briefcase on the table toward him. 
 
    “How so?” I demanded, and my prayers were answered when he let out a long sigh and then started with a monologue. 
 
    Like most villains were always eager to do. 
 
    “Your presence has already upset the status quo, boy.” The terrorist leaned back in his leather-bound seat and steepled his fingers beneath his chin as he looked up at me with a mixture of disgust and intrigue. “A new Omega. Do you know the stories about the last one? He was quite mad, of course, and thankfully insanity has yet to overcome you… But give it time. No one person is supposed to possess that sheer amount of power.” 
 
    My hands were balled into fists by my side, but I let him continue just so I could gather as much intel from him as possible. 
 
    “The good doctors here, they pumped me full of drugs that were not approved for use, so I was always going to exact my revenge on them. They treated me like a subhuman, like a Guinea pig… Like I said, they’re already dead. I racked my brains for a suitable way to dispose of them, and then… Then I heard about you.” 
 
    The terrorist clucked his tongue and sat up a little straighter in his chair as he fixed me with another intense stare. 
 
    “I couldn’t leave this world without meeting you,” he said slowly. “And if I was taking two people out already… Then I could make the world a slightly better place by taking you out with them.” 
 
    “You won’t,” I interrupted. “No matter how well thought out your little plan is… You won’t. You’ll answer for your crimes.” 
 
    “Oh, Mark…” he tutted and leaned back in his chair again. “I have stage four pancreatic cancer. Untreatable. I’ll be dead within a month. So…” 
 
    “So, what?” I demanded. “You’re gonna blow up an airport full of innocent people?” 
 
    “Technically, yes,” he said with an almost wicked grin. “But it’s not just a bomb. You’re forgetting the secret ingredient.” 
 
    He spread his arms wide and then turned the briefcase back to face me. 
 
    I could see a timer of some sort with a mess of wires attached to what looked like a white slab of plasticine, though it was definitely a hunk of plastic explosives. But what really made my blood run cold was the vial beside it. It was a transparent cylinder about the length of my hand, with burnished silver rings acting as stoppers on each end. The thick glass tube was full of a blue-green liquid, and it swirled and moved inside the vial completely of its own accord. 
 
    I had no idea what it was, but I knew I definitely had to stop it from going up in flames along with the bomb.  
 
    I turned to the two burly men standing on either side of the bound doctors and pointed at the terrorist. 
 
    “Is this really worth it to you?” I asked them. “He might be dying, but are you willing to go with him?” 
 
    “No use, my boy.” The terrorist let out a hearty chuckle and leaned casually back in the plush leather seat of the private jet’s cabin when his security guards didn’t give me an answer. “They’ve been with me since the beginning. They were suicidal themselves, but I gave them true purpose. This is just their end goal, same as mine.” 
 
    “You’re all absolutely insane.” 
 
    “That may be true.” The man shrugged and bent down to inspect something beside the vial full of unknown chemicals. “But it sure does make your day job interesting. You should thank me. I’m releasing you from the same fate.” 
 
    “You want to kill me just because I’m an Omega? You don’t know a damn thing about me.” 
 
    “Oh, but I do.” He wagged his finger at me again. “I know a great deal about you, Mark. I know about your loving parents, your baby sister… Your new friends, your new blonde girlfriend…” 
 
    My breath caught in my throat at the mention of Hannah, and the terrorist smiled wickedly when he saw my automatic reaction. 
 
    “Oh, yes.” He nodded eagerly. “I know all about your life, Mark. And I know what you can become. The world isn’t ready for another Omega.” 
 
    “But how do you know?” I pressed. “How do you have all of this information?” 
 
    “Ahhh…” The terrorist tutted and wagged his finger at me again, like I was a sulking toddler who didn’t want to eat my broccoli at dinner. “Those are cogs in a far broader machine than our little interaction, Mark.” 
 
    I could feel the anger start to curl in my chest, like oil on water, and I had to clench my jaw to stop myself from hurling a fireball at the guy. Which I could’ve done, and quite easily, but I didn’t know how his bomb worked yet, and I didn’t want to risk a completely uncontrolled explosion. 
 
    Especially with the two doctors still bound and gagged in front of me. 
 
    But the terrorist talked as though he had an insight, some secret way of digging up dirt on me, and the sense of being watched made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. 
 
    How did he know so much about me? 
 
    The only place that he could’ve gotten any of that information was the Academy, and the anger soon turned to dismay that tasted as acrid as the smell of jet fuel. 
 
    “Who’s given you this information?” I demanded. 
 
    There had to be a mole or spy within the Academy, and I needed to find out who.  
 
    “A friend of mine.” The terrorist shrugged. “A foe of yours. What does it matter?” 
 
    “Who?” I pressed further. 
 
    “Oh, someone you’ll never get access to.” The terrorist waved his hand listlessly. “A Super, much like yourself, but one that saw the light and chose to aid us in our cause.” 
 
    “Us?” I repeated the word as a question. “There’s an us?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s not just me.” He giggled and clapped his hands together gleefully, before he eventually fixed me with a pensive stare and then turned the briefcase around on the table in a semicircle so it faced me. “But enough small talk. The time is now, and you cannot be allowed to walk out of here, I’m afraid.” 
 
    My heart sank when I saw the timer begin to count down for thirty, and the terrorist just shrugged and then held his hands up as though he were the conductor of a grand orchestra. 
 
    Which in his deranged head, I suppose that was exactly how he was feeling in his last euphoric moments. 
 
    “You can still stop this,” I said as I instinctively held my hands out. “This doesn’t need to happen this way.” 
 
    “Oh, but that’s where you’re wrong.” He wagged a finger at me and smiled again. “This is exactly how it has to happen. I’d say watch the news and find out, but… You’ll be dead, too.” 
 
    “Don’t,” I said and locked eyes with the terrorist. “Don’t do this.” 
 
    “I may be forgotten,” he said to me and pointed his finger in warning. “But the cause certainly won’t be. Everyone will know it was you who allowed this to happen, especially when Dr. Hamlin and Dr. Kish make the six o’clock news. Then your little fan club can decide who the real bad guys are for themselves.” 
 
    “No!”  
 
    It was the only syllable I had time to shout, because everything after that happened in both the blink of an eye and frustratingly slow motion. 
 
    The conscious doctor, still bound and gagged into silence, let out a yell that was pushed back down his throat by the duct tape over his mouth, though his eyes bulged in fear. Meanwhile, the terrorist leaned back in the plush leather chair and just smiled across the cabin at me with a serene look of calm on his face. Then the device inside of the briefcase made a sudden resounding click, followed by a dull thunk, and every nerve ending in my body could sense the sudden onslaught of power that came from it. 
 
    I instinctively lunged backward, away from the blast that was already forming, but I knelt down on the floor of the airplane cabin so I could stretch both hands out toward the briefcase that held the bomb. 
 
    The device had already ignited, and I watched as the crackle of fire hurtled toward the glass vial that contained the doctors’ bioweapon. I fell to my knees as I let out a roar of frustration. I yelled into the abyss of the sudden fireball and focused every single ounce of energy I possessed on the glass tube that held something far worse than plastic explosives. 
 
    I could feel the surge of heat as the fireball singed my hair and forced the oxygen in my lungs to wither and dry up, and I could feel the literal shockwave push through the air around me as it broke the aircraft apart. 
 
    The two doctors were the closest to the blast, so I kept my right hand focused on the vial and used my left to yank at the air that surrounded them. 
 
    I had no time to think, no time to plan, all I could do was react. 
 
    But my powers obeyed me as if I’d always had them. 
 
    As easy as opening a jar of pickles, or climbing a flight of stairs, or catching my breath after going for a run. 
 
    They were a part of me, and as the adrenaline coursed through every drop of my blood, I used my telekinesis to pull both the glass vial and the two doctors toward me in one swift motion. 
 
    The two doctors hurtled toward me, and I extended my right hand so I could catch the vial filled with the oily green substance as it soared through the air. The moment my fingers clamped around the thick glass tube, and I knew I had the two doctors beside me, I let out another shout as I focused my Conduit ability on the plastic explosive that had already caused more destruction than I’d wanted. 
 
    All I could think to do was force it upward, away from where people were on the ground, away from where it could do the most amount of damage. I’d caught it just a little too late, though, because I’d been focused on retrieving the dangerous vial of goo first, so the blast bounced against the runway of the airport before I could send it skyward.  
 
    Time caught up with me then, and my ears rang with the force of the explosion. I kept my eyes screwed shut as I fought to catch my breath, and after a moment, my hearing started to come back, and I heard the immediate chaos surrounding me like a cloud. Sirens, jet engines, screams of terror, commands shouted in voices that I didn’t recognize. 
 
    I let out a gasp and released my mental grip on my superpowers. The two doctors I’d yanked toward me with my telekinesis power suddenly slumped back down onto the broken tarmac, and they were both covered in slashes and cuts and debris but thankfully still alive. 
 
    I flopped down onto my back with the vial still clasped tightly in my right hand and sucked in a huge breath of air as the ringing in my ears continued. I watched as a couple of clouds scudded lazily across an inky black sky, and then I suddenly had a multitude of faces hovering over me. 
 
    I recognized Hannah first, then I met Rhiannon’s green eyes, and Danny immediately pulled me up into a sitting position so he could place both of his hands against my chest and heal whatever injuries I’d sustained from attempting to contain the blast. 
 
    I rubbed at my eyes and saw Dahlia speaking to General Navi, and to my surprise, I saw Somnia join them outside the hangar. 
 
    “God,” I groaned and rubbed at my eyes again. “The terrorist, he… Is he…” 
 
    “He’s in about a hundred different pieces and charred to black like a bad barbecue.” Frank’s voice was grim, but then he grinned down at me. “It’s a freakin’ wonder you managed to steer clear of that explosion yourself, let alone save those two doctors.” 
 
    “Are they okay?” I turned the question to our healer, Danny. 
 
    The Corps member of our team had already started to attend to the two doctors, and he let out a groan. 
 
    “Whatever the bastards poisoned them with, it’s pretty brutal, but I’ve managed to isolate it for now,” the healer explained. “They definitely need medical attention, though, let me grab those EMTs.” 
 
    I watched as he waved at the ambulance that had made its way onto the tarmac, and then I turned my attention back to the other three. 
 
    “You did great,” Hannah said and pushed my hair away from my face with a smile. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Rhiannon asked, and she reached out to cup my face in her hand. 
 
    I leaned into her touch and smiled as I nodded, and I stayed like that for a moment as I let the insanity of what’d just happened process in my head. 
 
    The terrorist had wanted to frame me, he’d wanted to kill me more importantly, all for what I had no control over. It was entirely unfair, and the anger I felt still bubbled impatiently in the pit of my stomach. I realized the more I was thrust into the public eye, the more danger I would be in. 
 
    There hadn’t been another one like me for so many years, and the terrorist hadn’t wanted to leave this world with me still in it. He genuinely thought he was doing the planet a favor by taking me out with him. 
 
    But it made me want to focus on being the best Super I could possibly be, and I was determined not to fall into the same pit my predecessor had. 
 
    I would not be that person. 
 
    But even without the terrorist’s delusions of grandeur, he’d presented me with an even more pressing situation. There was a Super who’d gone to the dark side and betrayed the rest of us, and most likely sold information to the guy who just tried to blow Miami airport into smithereens.  
 
    I suddenly thought about the in-real-time map I’d seen earlier, the one that showed which Supers were responding where. The mole or spy probably had access to that map and was able to relay the info to the terrorists. That was how the crazy bastard knew I was coming.  
 
    But I didn’t quite know what to do with this choice nugget of information just yet, so I kept it to myself. 
 
    “Wait…” I muttered as a flash of white amidst the rubble caught my eye, and I was pulled out of my thoughts. 
 
    “What is it, Mark?” Hannah asked. 
 
    “It looks like… A business card, or a calling card, or something…” I muttered, and I broke away from the group so I could clamber over a bunch of destroyed asphalt to get to it. 
 
    The slip of stark white almost glittered with how pristine it was in comparison to the sheer chaos that surrounded it, and I pulled it out from between a scattering of broken glass and dusty chunks of concrete so I could inspect it. 
 
    It was about the same size as a business card, except the glittering continued long after I’d pulled it out of the dust. It was made of an almost soft material with a slight shimmer to it, which caught the light with every movement. 
 
    “Does it say anything?” Frank asked as he came up behind me. 
 
    “I don’t think so…” I said with a frown. “It’s just… plain.” 
 
    “It definitely doesn’t look like something you’d normally find in an airport, like it doesn’t look like some normal businessman’s card.” Rhiannon reasoned. 
 
    “I wonder who it belongs to, then…” Hannah frowned as she stared at the slip of weird shimmery material I held between my thumb and forefinger. 
 
    “What is that?” I suddenly heard Dahlia’s curt voice over my shoulder, and before I could answer, she’d reached over and grabbed the card out of my hand. 
 
    “Hey!” I frowned and turned toward my mentor. “I just found that over there, I…” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Dahlia said bluntly and immediately pocketed the weird-looking business card. 
 
    “But--” 
 
    “I said, don’t worry about it.” She repeated her words with a stern expression, even for her, and I begrudgingly fell silent. 
 
    Our dark-haired mentor stalked off, to where Somnia was busy talking to both General Navi and the few members of airport security that hadn’t been immediately carted off for medical examinations, and I noticed how Dahlia quickly handed the Academy’s principal the weird shimmery card I’d found in the airplane’s debris. 
 
    Somnia’s jaw clenched as she took the card from Dahlia, but then she blinked, smiled, and was back to her usual serenely smiley self as she pocketed it. 
 
    “Weird…” I muttered to my team. “Right, that’s not just me? That was weird.” 
 
    “Definitely weird,” Frank agreed. 
 
    “Yeah, something’s up with that card, for sure.” Hannah let out a long breath and shook her head. “Today has been crazy.” 
 
    “Yeah, I cannot wait to crawl into my shower,” I said with a groan, and I stretched my arms above my head and grimaced as my muscles ached at the movement. 
 
    “Mr. Maddock!” 
 
    I turned on my heel when I heard my name being called by a voice I didn’t recognize, and I spotted a man dressed in a ridiculously expensive-looking suit fast approaching us. 
 
    “That’s me…” I said cautiously. “How can I help you?” 
 
    “My name is Sim.” The man stopped in front of me and held out his hand. 
 
    He was a good foot shorter than me, with a slim frame and a completely bald head that shone as bright as a cue ball whenever it caught the light. He wore thin wire-framed spectacles that clung to the edge of a large hooked nose, his lips were constantly pursed, and his thin jaw came to a point with a large, clean-shaven chin. 
 
    His eyes were colorless, and he had no eyebrows or eyelashes as well as no discernable hair on his head, but he was incredibly well dressed. His suit was tailored, pressed, and made of a luxurious gray material that looked like it could be cashmere. He had a champagne-colored silk pocket square and a watch on his wrist that looked worth more than literally my entire life. 
 
    I shook his hand with a confused look on my face and waited for him to say something else. 
 
    “I represent an organization that would be very interested in hiring you for your services,” Sim said after a beat. “We act as an agency for superheroes, but really, our specialty lies with extensive research on Omegas.” 
 
    “Omegas… Like me?” I frowned. 
 
    “Such as yourself,” Sim answered quickly. “Once we got wind of a fledgling Omega, I was tasked with tracking you down.” 
 
    “Tracking me down?” My frown deepened. “Who do you represent?” 
 
    “An elite group of individuals.” Sim’s voice was vague and curt but remained polite, and he quickly dug a hand into his inside pocket so he could draw out a business card.  
 
    It was exactly the same as the one I’d found in the rubble on the runway, made from the same weird shimmery opalescent type of material, and I squinted at it as I turned it over and over and watched it catch the light. 
 
    “Who are you?” I asked the gray-suited man. 
 
    “I assume my superiors will want to introduce themselves to you personally,” Sim said. “I implore you to get into contact with them. It could prove incredibly beneficial, not to mention lucrative. Good day.” 
 
    With that, the bald man in the sharp suit turned on his heel and stalked off toward the airport building. He seemed to immediately blend into the growing crowd, and no one seemed to really pay him any attention at all. 
 
    “What was that?” Hannah sidled up to me and put a hand on my arm. 
 
    “I have honestly no idea,” I said with a dry chuckle. “But he had me at lucrative. Check it out, it’s another one of those weird blank business cards.” 
 
    “Where did you find it?” Danny asked. “In the same place as before?” 
 
    “I didn’t find it.” I shook my head. “Sim gave it to me.” 
 
    “Who the hell is Sim?” Frank asked. 
 
    “Huh?” I turned to my Conduit buddy. “What do you mean ‘who the hell is Sim?’ He’s the guy I was just speaking to.” 
 
    “I didn’t see you speaking to anyone,” Frank said, and his own frown pulled at his eyebrows. “You were speaking to someone? When? Just now?” 
 
    “Yes, just now!” I said in an exasperated voice. “You didn’t see him?” 
 
    “We didn’t see anyone, Mark.” Rhiannon put a soft hand on my arm. 
 
    “Maybe it’s one of his abilities…” I muttered and stared into the crowd of people gathered around the airport terminal, but I couldn’t spot the man in the gray suit again. 
 
    “You mean to say some phantom guy handed you another one of those blank business cards?” Danny raised his eyebrow this time. “The very one our dutiful mentor basically confiscated from you?” 
 
    “The business card you found within the rubble surrounding a potential terrorist attack?” Hannah let out a whistle at her own question. 
 
    “Yeah, I have no idea,” I admitted. “But I’d be lying if I wasn’t intrigued. Especially with how quickly Dahlia was to tell me to drop it…” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s definitely… Intriguing,” Danny agreed solemnly. 
 
    “As much as I want to investigate right now…” I sighed heavily and pocketed Sim’s business card as I rubbed at my eyes. “I think I just need to sleep, I’m exhausted.” 
 
    “I think that’s a perfect idea,” Danny said. “We could definitely all do with some actual real rest.” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me twice,” Hannah said, and she stretched her arms over her head like a cat. “Do we think Somnia has this locked down?” 
 
    “Yeah, looks like it.” I motioned to our dream controlling principal, who was still talking with the authorities, but when she caught my eye she nodded once in understanding and by way of wordless dismissal. 
 
    Unfortunately, I still had to give General Navi a quick debrief, and even though she wasn’t happy with me disobeying her orders, she was grateful that I’d managed to save the doctors and stop the terrorists from unleashing the bioweapon. Or, at least, I thought she was grateful, but it was hard to read her perpetual stern expression.  
 
    Either way, once that was done, we got Dahlia to drive us back to the Academy, to where my shower was calling my name and the shimmery business card was burning a damn hole in my pocket. 
 
    The five of us finally made it back to the empty common room, and I noticed almost immediately how Rhiannon was still tucking her hair behind her ears every time she moved a muscle. 
 
    Both Danny and Frank said goodnight and made a beeline for their respective rooms, and Hannah loitered for a moment before she looked over at Rhiannon, who’d flopped onto one of the comfy leather couches in the center of the living room and was staring at me. 
 
    “Ohhhh… that’s fine with me.” 
 
    “Huh?” I looked back at the blonde woman.  
 
    “Nothing…” Hannah bit down on her lip as she looked at Rhiannon, and then she looked back at me with a half-smile on her beautiful face. “I’ll be in bed… I think Rhiannon wants to speak with you. It’s totally fine with me.” 
 
    “Huh?” I whispered, and then I realized that there was a lot more going on between the three of us than I’d thought before. I knew I’d been flirting with the beautiful brunette, and Hannah hadn’t seemed to mind, but it seemed like she was giving me permission to progress the relationship forward.  
 
    Was she really okay with it? She had to be, since she could read minds.  
 
    “Okay.” I shared a smile with the blonde Dreamer before she turned on her heel and headed for my dorm room as she left me to talk with Rhiannon. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    I watched Hannah head toward my bedroom, and the blonde just nodded her support to me before she shut my bedroom door with a quiet, knowing smile. My Dreamer girlfriend had made a point of highlighting the way Rhiannon and I were together, and I figured she was completely open to the prospect of the brunette sleeping with me.  
 
    Which just made Hannah even hotter in my eyes, and I couldn’t help but chuckle under my breath as I stared at my now closed bedroom door, where I knew she was no doubt shedding every bit of clothing she had and sprawling across my bed. 
 
    I eventually turned my gaze toward the brunette Tempest with the sparkling green eyes.  
 
    I was hyper-aware of how alone we were in the fledgling common room, and I could feel a slight heat rise in my cheeks as Rhiannon fixed me with a long, mildly confused stare. 
 
    “Mark…” My name came out as a sigh in her soft voice, but then eventually trailed off into silence once more. 
 
    I walked over, joined her on the couch, and put a gentle hand on her knee, and she whipped around to face me as though my touch was like a soldering iron. 
 
    “Sorry.” I quickly removed my hand with an apologetic smile. “I just… Are you okay?” 
 
    “I…” Rhiannon cleared her throat before she suddenly leapt up to her feet and walked away, toward the floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked the bay. 
 
    I could tell just by her stature that she was nervous, so I immediately crossed the floor and joined her. We stood together for a moment just watching the gentle waves of the ocean and the way the sea birds dipped and swooped in the breeze. The moon had just pulled its way out of the horizon, and it hung low and huge in the sky as the sun descended completely. 
 
    Rhiannon suddenly turned on her heel so she could face me again, and I smiled down at her. 
 
    “I like you,” she said, and the words tumbled out of her mouth as though she were forcing herself to get them out in case they choked her. 
 
    “I like you, too.” I grinned down at her. 
 
    “No, but I… I really like you,” Rhiannon insisted, and instead of averting her gaze, she kept her green eyes fixed on mine so she could judge my response. 
 
    “I really like you,” I echoed her, still with a slight smile on my face. 
 
    “I’m being serious,” she said. 
 
    “So am I,” I replied. 
 
    “But…” Rhiannon motioned helplessly toward my dorm room, where we both knew Hannah was waiting for me. “I don’t… I don’t want to get in the way of what you have with Hannah. I love Hannah, she’s wonderful, and I don’t want her to hate me, or think I’m purposefully trying to… To… Steal you, or something, and I’ve never been that type…” 
 
    “Rhiannon,” I cut her off, and the moment her name left my lips, she fell obediently silent. “You’re not getting in the way of me and Hannah.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “I want you both,” I said. 
 
    The Tempest fledgling was silent for a moment, and then her lips fell open into a perfect ‘o’ shape as a slight frown made her eyebrows angle downward. 
 
    “Both of us?” she whispered hoarsely. 
 
    “If that would be okay with you,” I said, and I gently crooked a finger beneath her chin so I could guide her gorgeous green eyes upward. 
 
    “If that’s…” Rhiannon swallowed nervously. “If that’s what you want.” 
 
    “Would you be open to that?” I asked softly. 
 
    “Yes…” Rhiannon’s voice was a breathy whisper, and our mouths inched closer and closer together the longer our conversation went on. 
 
    “Then quit worrying,” I said in the same gentle voice. “And let yourself feel what you want to feel.” 
 
    “Yes,” Rhiannon said again, and this time her voice broke with a slight moan. 
 
    Her lips were less than an inch away from my own. I could smell the scent of her shampoo, I could see every ring and swirl of color inside her eyes, and I could feel the heat that radiated from her as she looked up at me with her chin still resting on my hand. 
 
    “Mark…” she murmured. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Kiss me.” 
 
    The words had barely left her mouth before I pushed them back down her throat as I pressed our lips together. Hers were soft and pillowy, and she sighed against me as she wrapped her arms around my neck. She’d been wound so tightly, and the moment I’d pushed our lips together, she’d melted against me like chocolate on a warm day. 
 
    It was incredibly sweet, and super endearing, and my dick automatically twitched inside my pants as we continued to kiss beside the tall windows that overlooked the moonlit bay. 
 
    After a moment, or a month, it was hard to tell, Rhiannon pulled herself away from my kiss with a soft gasp. 
 
    Her lips were dark and swollen, her green eyes were full of fire, and the grin on her face was the filthiest thing I’d seen in a long time. 
 
    “We can, ahh, we can hash out the logistics another time,” she said and was suddenly businesslike. 
 
    “The logistics?” I asked with a laugh. 
 
    “You’re an Omega, Mark. You deserve everything, and everyone.” She let out a breathless giggle, and then she nodded to the dorms. “But right now, I think you have far more pressing matters to attend to.” 
 
    “Like what?” I asked.  
 
    “Hannah is your girl. So… you should… go be with her.” 
 
    “She seems to think it’s okay,” I said as I nodded back down the hallway. “She wanted me to be with you. She’s fine with it.” 
 
    “But…” Rhiannon hesitated. “I should probably talk to her first. I don’t want to… you know… take her man.” 
 
    “You could… Join us.” My voice came out low and slow, and I caught Rhiannon’s green-eyed gaze as she processed my words. 
 
    I watched as the light pink flush traveled up her neck and into her cheeks, and Rhiannon immediately went to tuck her chocolate-brown hair behind her ears as she let out a nervous chuckle. 
 
    “Join you?” She shook her head as if she was trying to tell herself she’d heard me wrong. 
 
    “Yes,” I said softly and extended a hand so I could hook a finger under her chin and guide her green eyes up to look at me. “If you’d like that?” 
 
    “I…” Rhiannon gulped and eventually locked eyes with me. “I would, but…” 
 
    “But?”  
 
    The spell broke as Rhiannon moved away from me again, and I could tell by the furrow in her brow that she was mad at herself. 
 
    “I almost watched you die tonight,” she said as she glared out of the windows at the bay. “I… I just needed to tell you how I felt, because we put ourselves in danger literally every single day, and tonight could’ve gone so differently, and I couldn’t have… I didn’t want… I needed you to know. And I’m glad you know. I’m glad you… That you feel the same way about me as I feel about you, but I’m not… I can’t, I mean, I don’t know enough about…” 
 
    Her hands began to gesture wildly as she struggled with her words, and I let her continue her rambling with a slight smile on my face, until she suddenly whipped her head around and fixed me with a teary-eyed stare. 
 
    “I’m not… Experienced enough, for you,” she said in a choked voice. “I… That was my first kiss.” 
 
    “It was?” I asked as understanding washed over me.  
 
    “I haven’t… I haven’t been with anyone.” Rhiannon tore her eyes away again and stared out of the window at the night sky. “Ever.” 
 
    I looped an arm around her slender waist and held her close to me as we watched the dark waves roll across the horizon, and despite her frustration, she instinctively leaned into me. 
 
    “We can go at your pace,” I said to her in a warm voice. “We don’t have to do anything at all, if you don’t want to.” 
 
    “I want to,” she said immediately and then looked up at me as another flush stained her cheeks pink all over again. 
 
    “Well, I want to as well.” I chuckled and gave her a squeeze. “But this is good, it means I can court you. Take you out on some dates and woo you properly.” 
 
    “You don’t need to woo me,” Rhiannon said, but her voice gave away the smile she was trying her best to hide. 
 
    “Well, I’m still going to,” I assured her. 
 
    “I’d like that…” the brunette said in a whisper. “I just don’t think I’m ready for… more. Yet.” 
 
    She motioned to my bedroom door, where we both knew Hannah was waiting for me, and I turned back to Rhiannon with a wide smile on my face. Then I pushed a thin strand of her chocolate-brown hair behind her ear and held her face in my hand. 
 
    “To be continued,” I said firmly. 
 
    “Most definitely,” she said before she gave me a playful shove toward the dorms. “Go.” 
 
    I did as told and practically skipped to my dorm room, and the brunette gave me a half-wave as I looked back and closed the door. 
 
    “Well?” Hannah asked as I turned to her with a breathless smile on my face. 
 
    The blonde Dreamer was curled up in my bed and tucked beneath the sheets, so I couldn’t tell exactly how clothed she was. My eyes instinctively flickered to the floor, and when I noticed her fishnet stockings balled up beside one of her signature black leather skirts, my cock twitched inside my jeans all over again. 
 
    “That obvious?” I asked with a laugh. 
 
    “You’re cute when you’re obvious,” Hannah said with a casual shrug, and then she shot me a wicked look that made her icy-blue eyes glint. 
 
    “Shut up.” I laughed, but I quickly crossed the room and sat on the edge of the bed so I could wind a hand up into her mess of blonde hair. 
 
    Hannah leaned into me with a satisfied sigh, and she looked up at me through a thick veil of eyelashes. 
 
    “The first Omega in over a century,” she said in a purposefully reverent voice. “I should consider myself lucky I’m the first in what will no doubt be a long line of women.” 
 
    “You think so?” I asked and brushed my thumb against the softness of her cheek. 
 
    “I know so,” Hannah said, and she shifted on the bed so she could sit up and put her hands on either side of my face instead. “You’re an Omega, Mark. The world is yours, including me, including Rhiannon. I’m lucky you’ve chosen me to be a part of it.” 
 
    “She said something along those lines, too,” I muttered. “Have you had secret meetings to organize this?” 
 
    Hannah fell into a fit of giggles and ended up resting her head on my shoulder. 
 
    “No,” she said as she fought off the laughter. “Call it women’s intuition.” 
 
    “Well, you’re scarily accurate.” I coaxed her face up and laughed. “But I like it. I like you both.” 
 
    “And we both like you.” Hannah shrugged. “See? It works.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess it does…” I murmured, and when our eyes met, the world seemed to suddenly melt away. 
 
    Instead of the sudden weight of being the first Omega in a century, instead of saving the world, and instead of the weird suit that had cornered me at the airport, all I cared about right now was the gorgeous blonde who was half-naked in my bed. 
 
    I slowly pulled the bed sheets away and saw she was only wearing her usual white lace top that barely concealed her ample breasts anyway, and a pair of sheer black panties that could barely be classed as underwear since they were so tiny.  
 
    Hannah leaned back so I could get a good look at her, and she cocked her head to the side with a smirk on her face as she watched my eyes travel over her tight body. 
 
    “You’re so beautiful,” I said in a hoarse whisper. 
 
    “I’m all yours, Omega,” she cooed softly. “What do you want?” 
 
    “I want…” I blinked and swallowed thickly as my eyes devoured her. “I want you, everywhere.” 
 
    “Everywhere?” Hannah smirked coyly, and she quickly sat up enough to move herself so she was on her knees in front of me. 
 
    She rested her hands on my shoulders and pressed our torsos together, and I couldn’t help the groan that slipped out of my mouth at the feeling of our bodies connecting. Then Hannah leaned down and caught my lips in a kiss, and she immediately opened her mouth so she could curl her tongue around mine. I pushed my hands up into her already messy blonde hair, until they were curved around the back of her neck, and I held her close to me as we continued to make out. 
 
    We couldn’t help but moan and sigh into each other’s mouths, and before long Hannah had pushed herself fully on top of me so her thighs were straddled on either side of me. I dragged my hands down, past her throat, and across her collarbones, until my searching fingers found her breasts. 
 
    I could feel her nipples through the thin lace fabric of her shirt, and I circled them until she quivered against me. 
 
    “Does that feel good?” I asked her between kisses. 
 
    “Yes…” she breathed. “Your hands feel so good on me…” 
 
    I brushed my hands across her chest until my fingers found the hem of her shirt, and I reluctantly broke away from our messy kissing to lift the scrap of fabric over her head. Her breasts jiggled as they fell free, and I let out a satisfied groan at the sight of them with her nipples pink and erect. 
 
    I couldn’t help myself, and I kissed my way down her neck and across her chest until I could clamp my lips around one of them and suck and kiss and nibble at it until I had Hannah gasping in my lap. 
 
    “So beautiful…” I muttered again, and in one quick motion I flipped her over so she was on her back, still with her legs wrapped around me. “I want you…” 
 
    “Take me,” Hannah said in a breathless whisper. “Please, I… I’m yours…” 
 
    I kissed my way past her pert breasts and then across her stomach, until my mouth hovered against the soft flesh of her inner thigh. Then I ran my tongue along her pale skin and hummed in satisfaction as she quivered beneath my touch, and I ran my hands along both of her legs until I could hold them both open.  
 
    The thin scrap of black mesh that covered her pussy was already soaked through with the intensity of her arousal, and the sight of it made the head of my dick strain against my own underwear. Her entire body practically vibrated with need as I continued to slowly kiss and lick my way down her leg, until eventually my mouth hovered just above the soft mound of her underwear. 
 
    “Please…” she gasped helplessly. “Please, Mark…” 
 
    I didn’t answer, at least not with words anyway. 
 
    I just ran my tongue across the front of her underwear in one fluid motion, and even just that simple touch had Hannah arching her back and mewling softly into the bed sheets. 
 
    “You taste so good…” I groaned as I kept her legs pushed open with both of my hands splayed against her inner thighs. 
 
    I ran my tongue against the mesh of her underwear again, and I pushed a little harder the second time so I could taste her through the material. She was sweet and musky and quite literally made my mouth water, and I reluctantly moved one of my hands away from her thighs so I could hook a thumb beneath the waistband of her panties and pull them down her legs. 
 
    I threw the scrap of black mesh material over my shoulder and immediately pulled her legs back open with both hands so I had the perfect view of her waiting pussy. 
 
    She really was soaking wet, and I could only give myself a brief second to appreciate the sight of her until my hunger took over. I ducked my head down low and ran my tongue along her, from her opening to her clitoris, and Hannah’s hands immediately balled into fists within the rumpled sheets. 
 
    “Oh, God!” she gasped in surprise as her entire body shuddered. 
 
    “So good…” I repeated reverently, and this time the vibration of my words made my lips move against her, so she whined again. 
 
    I circled that magical spot with the tip of my tongue but kept my lips firmly suctioned to her sweet pussy, and within less than a minute, Hannah’s breathing had started to come out in short, needy bursts. 
 
    “Oh… Oh, Mark, that… That feels so good, o-o-ohhhh, God, please don’t stop!” Hannah’s words came thick, fast, and almost strangled since her neck was strained back with pleasure, so I clamped my hands down on her thighs and picked up the tempo. 
 
    Hannah started to gasp, and her fists quickly moved from the bed sheets to my hair. Instead of just arching her back, she started to move her hips in tandem with my movements, and I enjoyed the filthy sounds that came out of her mouth almost as much as I enjoyed the taste of her on my tongue. 
 
    “I’m close!” she whined in a throaty voice. “Oh, God, Mark, you’re gonna make me cum, I’m so close, I’m so close, p-please… Please, don’t stop, oh-h-h-h-h!” 
 
    Her legs started to shudder on either side of my head, and her breathing was so erratic I wouldn’t have been surprised if she was close to passing out altogether. But I kept the same relentless rhythm as my tongue circled her sweet clitoris, and then Hannah suddenly let out a guttural moan as every muscle in her body tensed. 
 
    I lapped up her orgasm and rode it out with her, and as her gasps subsided, I began to softly kiss instead of hungrily lick. Eventually, she collapsed back onto the bed with a breathless giggle. 
 
    “Oh, my god,” Hannah panted and then released her iron grip in my hair enough to coax my head back up. 
 
    “Good?” I asked as I kissed her deeply, and the blonde Dreamer just moaned into my mouth. 
 
    “Incredible,” she said, and then she arched her back so she could push me over and crawl on top of me with her plump lips split into a grin. “But now it’s my turn.” 
 
    “Oh, fuck…” I groaned as Hannah wrestled me out of my shirt and began to plant delicate kisses against my chest. 
 
    She slipped off the edge of the bed in one graceful motion and looked up at me with hooded eyes as she began to unbutton my jeans. My rock-hard erection strained against the material, and I let out a long sigh as she pulled my pants away and finally released my dick from its denim prison. 
 
    Hannah didn’t waste a single second. Before I could even process it, her soft lips had curled around the head of my cock, and she slid her throat down my entire length. Her mouth was hot and tight, and I let my head fall back into the pillows as she expertly built up a rhythm around me. 
 
    “Oh, my god, that feels so good…” I gasped, and she hummed appreciatively. 
 
    The sensation made my dick twitch inside her mouth, and Hannah just kept on going until I couldn’t take it any longer. 
 
    “I need you now,” I said to her as I gently pulled her away, and my dick sprang away from her mouth with a satisfyingly wet pop. Then I pulled her into a kiss and rolled her down against the bed so she was on her back once again, and as I leaned up, I grinned down at where her messy blonde hair was splayed across the pillow. 
 
    “Fuck me,” she said again, with her lips still glistening wetly. “I’m yours.” 
 
    Hannah and I both let out a soft gasp as I pushed the head of my dick against her opening, and the sounds quickly dissolved into breathless moans as I slid all the way inside of her. I held us there for a moment as we locked eyes, and then I pulled slowly, deliberately, out of her. She pouted for a moment when she was left empty, but then her head lolled back against the bed sheets as I slammed fully into her. 
 
    I bottomed out inside her warm wetness, and Hannah shuddered against me as I arched my hips so the tip of cock stroked against the spot that made her cry out.  
 
    “You feel so good inside of me,” Hannah said with a groan. “You’re so hard, oh, my god…” 
 
    I began to pump in and out of Hannah’s still dripping wet pussy, and her tunnel clenched possessively around me with every movement. Her entire body shuddered and shook beneath me, and she wound her hands up into my hair so she could pull me down for a breathless kiss. I thrust in and out of her sweet wetness, and her soft moans and fluttering breaths were like music to my ears. Then I wound my tongue around hers as she kept my face steady with her soft hands. 
 
    I arched my hips again and hit her magic spot, and Hannah’s legs wrapped around my waist as she let out a surprised gasp. 
 
    “Does that feel good?” I asked in a hoarse voice. 
 
    “Yes…” the blonde Dreamer breathed into my mouth. “You feel so good buried inside of me, Mark…” 
 
    I could feel my own pleasure start to swirl inside of me, and judging by the way Hannah’s pussy tightened around me, her second orgasm wasn’t particularly far off, either.  
 
    But we were both far from done. 
 
    I pushed my hands beneath the bed sheets and around the perfect curve of Hannah’s ass, and then in one quick movement, I leaned back and pulled myself up onto my knees, still with my dick deep inside of Hannah. I held her tight body against my chest, and she wrapped her legs completely around me as we continued to rock together. 
 
    “Oh, goddddddd, that feels incredible…” Hannah mewled softly. 
 
    “You feel incredible,” I said and squeezed the soft flesh of her ass cheeks. 
 
    “Mark…” Hannah gasped my name, and her legs tightened around me. “I think I’m… I’m…” 
 
    “It’s okay, baby,” I cooed and held her even closer. “Let it go for me.” 
 
    “I…” Hannah’s words were drowned out by her own shuddering breathing, and I rolled my hips so I could pull in and out of her but still brush against the sensitive spot deep inside her velvety tunnel. 
 
    “Cum for me,” I commanded her. “Let me have it.” 
 
    “Oh!” Hannah’s hips bucked at my words, and she ground herself down around me as I continued to rock back and forth. Then her eyes rolled back in her head as her entire body started to shake. “I’m so close, Mark!” 
 
    “Cum for me,” I repeated in a gruff voice and slammed even harder inside of her. “Now!” 
 
    Hannah slapped a hand over her mouth as she screwed her eyes shut, and then she clenched around my rock-hard dick over and over again as her pleasure took over. Her legs shook uncontrollably, and she let out a helpless whimper through her fingers as I watched her orgasm rock through her. It was enough to send me tantalizingly close to the edge, too. 
 
    I gripped onto Hannah’s hips as the feeling began to roil inside of my stomach like wildfire, and her tunnel tightened around me in response to the low moan that suddenly escaped my mouth. I slammed hard and fast into her, and Hannah continued to arch her back and roll her hips to help me get there even faster. 
 
    Not that I needed the encouragement. 
 
    “Oh, fuck, I’m gonna cum!” I let out a strangled gasp and rammed myself as deep inside of her as I could possibly get. 
 
    Hannah let out a cry and had to clamp both hands down against her mouth to stop her from waking up the entirety of the dorms, and as her soaking wet pussy spasmed around me, I felt a wave of pure heat shudder through my body as my cock exploded inside of her. 
 
    I shot thick hot streams of cum deep inside of the blonde Dreamer over and over again, and when I was finally empty, I held her against my chest as I caught my breath and forced my eyes open. 
 
    “Holy shit!” I let out a breathless laugh, and Hannah just wrapped her arms around my neck as she giggled into my hair. 
 
    “Yeah…” she said with a fervent nod. “Holy shit is right. God, that was good…” And she wasn’t wrong. 
 
    I’d just had the best sex of my life, I had another beautiful superhero woman hungry for me, I was the first Omega in over a century and destined to rule over the supers, and I had what seemed to be a very lucrative job offer on the horizon. 
 
    My life had been a horrifyingly monotonous routine before, but now? 
 
    Now I was going to become the Superhero King. 
 
      
 
    End of Book 1 
 
    

  

 
   
    End Notes 
 
    Thank you for reading King of Superheroes! I’ll start working on the next book as soon as this one hits 100 reviews, so please leave a review right here. Thank you! 
 
    Don’t forget about my Patreon! You’ll get advanced audio chapters (for your ears) or written chapters (for your eyes), and nude/sexy versions of my covers (for your… uhhh… well…) I also have an audiobook subscription so you can get 3-4 of my books every month at a discount along with all the other stuff. Check it out here! Or search for my name on Patreon.com. 
 
    Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book unless you follow that author on the store. Make sure you click this link and then click on the follow button. Then Amazon will update you a few weeks after my next book comes out. 
 
    If you want to get notified of my books the day that they come out, make sure you follow my Facebook author page and join my Facebook fan group. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted that the next book is out. 
 
    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
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   Other Sites 
 
    If you are looking to find more harem books like mine, check out the Haremlit Facebook group here. 
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