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      Without looking up, I batted away the ball that was heading towards me. With a flick of my wrist, the ball slid off my finger as if it was light as a feather and slammed into the wall behind me.

      A guy came running up, apologizing. “I’m truly sorry about that! Miles hit the ball wrong, and it ended up going into the bleachers.”

      I looked up, blinking at him. “What?”

      The man, who I noticed was one of the baseball players from the field, scratched his head with his free hand and pointed behind me at the wall with his baseball glove. I looked over my shoulder and saw the ball on the ground.

      “Oh,” I said, surprised.

      The university sports player snorted. “How can you miss a ball coming at you? I’m pretty sure I saw you flick it away with one finger. What are you? A Super?”

      I snorted at him. “Jesus fuck, no. I honestly didn’t even see the ball coming. You sure I flicked it?”

      The guy frowned, uncertainly. “Well, I mean, I was pretty far away, but I thought I saw you flick it. I could be wrong.”

      I lifted an eyebrow.

      “Dude. If that ball had hit me in the hand, it would have broken my fingers. See this finger here?” I said, pointing to the ring finger on my left hand. “See that scar? That was from golfing and getting a ball right in the freaking hand because my dad hit the ball wrong. Who gets a scar from a ball? So, yeah. No. If that baseball had hit me, I would be crying in pain on the ground, not sipping my coffee,” I added, pointing to the disposable coffee mug I got from the cafeteria.

      The man looked uneasy but nodded. “If you’re sure? You’re not in pain? That was a pretty damn close call.”

      I wiggled all my fingers and smiled at him. “All good. Now, if you will excuse me, I have a test later, and I need to study.”

      “Sure. Sure,” he nodded. “I’m just going to grab that ball.”

      I waved him to the ball behind me, already refocusing on my studies. God, I hated this class. I hated going to university in general. But my parents had saved enough for me to go to university. They still lived in the City-State of New Los Angeles.

      To celebrate my 16th birthday, I had went on a camping trip. Except, that’s when my Powers flared up. I ended up destroying the woods for a quarter mile in a blaze of fire. No, not a blaze of fire. More like an inferno. The heat was so hot that it melted the ground into glass. Thank God my parents hadn’t come, has they had to cancel at the last minute.

      Otherwise, I’m afraid they would have been killed in that blast. My parents felt I was fine to go by myself, being a responsible 16 year old. It was a camping park within the walls of New Los Angeles, not out in the wilds. I’d heard the police assumed, through the news, it had been a fight between a Superhero and a Villian that SA had not released.

      That was when I found out I was what we called a Superhero. Or Super, for short.

      About twenty years ago, Supers started to appear. At first, it was small Powers, like low-grade Telekinesis. Or the ability to read minds or surface feelings. Like I said, small Powers. But in the last five years larger, more powerful Supers started to appear, including, unfortunately, Villians.

      As a Super, we were required to register with the world governments. I wasn’t about to do that. So, I kept my Powers hidden. I glanced quickly at the wall where the ball had hit and frowned. That was too close. I had been engrossed in my latest studies, which happened to be fiscal responsibilities in corporate mergers. I hated Business, but it seemed at the time the easier course to take. God, I hated it. I should have taken something easier, like Arts.

      I looked over at the baseball player, who was back on the field. I knew that the bleachers weren’t the best place to study since, well, flying balls and all, but also lots of shouting and crying out as the university’s baseball team practiced. And yeah, that was too close.

      It’s not that I hated Supers. Well, ok. Maybe a bit. They were nothing but condescending assholes. Most of them thought the world revolved around them. And don’t get me started on Villians. They thought they were Gods. I did not want to be a Superhero. I just wanted to get my education, get a decent job, and hide away my Powers. Just be normal.

      To me, my Powers were nothing but a pain in the ass. Not because they were shitty Powers. Far from it. They were Powers that most governments looked for when trying to get someone to work for them. And they’d stop at nothing to convince that person. They’d even go as far as coercion. I’d read stories of the Super called Lilly. She was one of the most powerful Telekenetics in the world, and the Russian government tried to make her work for them by kidnapping her family and using them as leverage.

      Yeah, didn’t go well for the Russian government. She ended up almost destroying New Moscow before the Kremlin finally lifted the white flag. But that didn’t help those in the upper chains of power. She killed them all before she defected to the USA and came to work for us. In the process, she talked to the media and explained what happened. That was when others came forward with similar stories.

      Now there was a law on the books that no government could use those methods. If a country was found to be coercing a Super, or even a Villian, which was rare, all Supers were required to destroy that government. One country laughed at the rule and tried it anyhow, and now that country was no longer there. It had been taken over by the country next to it.

      Ever since then, no other governments tried to coerce a Super. But while there was no coercion allowed anymore, there were other ways to make people do things. And I’d seen enough of it. I’d read about some pretty shitty things happening on the Internet.

      For instance, while kidnapping family and coercion didn’t work, financial blackmail still worked. Many of the Supers now would work for the government, buy expensive items, such as gifts, booze, drugs, cars, homes and go into debt, and then have no choice but to keep working to keep up their payments or lifestyle.

      I made the decision to conceal my abilities and embraced a nonchalant attitude toward them. The truth is, I possessed extraordinary Powers, capable of manipulating various forms of energy. From harnessing heat and cold to mastering Telekinesis, I encompassed a wide range of abilities that many would classify as multi-gifted. Even within the realm of Supers, such a combination was considered nothing more than a myth.

      Most Supers had one or maybe two Powers, tops. Usually, their first Power is the most dominant, and their second Power is more of an ability either passive or actively. Like, their first Power would be the ability to lift heavy items over a ton in weight, but their second Power would be perfect teeth. Or low regeneration for healing. Well, it’s not always an ability but more of a strengthening, or correction, of something, such as teeth.

      I also had the ability to bend light. And to change the properties of my body until it was harder than Tungsten. Which is what I had used without thinking on my finger as the baseball came at me. That ability was more localized. I could not do it to my entire body. But I could do a finger. And apparently I did it now without thinking, which was not good for me.

      I grabbed my cup of coffee, took a sip, and made a face. “Bleh.”

      I heard a laugh behind me, and looking back, I saw Frank grinning at me. “Told you you should buy one of those thermos mugs. You never seem to drink your coffee fast enough.”

      Frank was my roommate. Well, flatmate. We rented a small apartment that had three bedrooms. One for each of us, and the last one was an extra room that, right now, had a desk and a chair, and that was it. Each of our rooms were already set up with desks, so this room was meant for a third roommate, but after Frank and I got rid of our last roommate, we decided to just chip in the extra. Well, to be frank, pun intended, he did. I could barely afford my own rent.

      Frank was rich. Why he stayed in the small apartment with me, I had no clue. He could literally stay in one of the dorms and not worry about anything, but he said, and I quote, I want to feel what the life of the little man is like.

      To be honest. I can’t be angry at him. Because he genuinely really did want to learn. He grew up with a silver spoon. He came from a rich family whose father was a Super. One of the Originals, actually. His dad’s Power was the ability to see five seconds into the future. However, there was a toll if he used it. He would pass out for weeks, having to be kept alive in a hospital through intravenous tubes, since he would be in a coma-like state.

      But also, it was limited in what he could see. Mostly it was stock market stuff. Frank explained once why his dad hadn’t one the lottery, and it was because they locked those down thirty minutes before they called the numbers. If it was a minute, or five, before they called it, he could have been one richer man. Also, his dad was banned from all and every betting venue on Earth. For obvious reasons.

      On the plus side, that ability gave him an edge in the financial market. So far, though, Frank didn’t show any Powers at all.

      “Yeah, yeah,” I snorted at him in annoyance. “Like you drink your coffee right away.”

      “That’s because I prefer tea,” he said with a grin, sitting beside me and looking out over the bleachers and the baseball field.

      “Susan was looking for you,” he said nonchalantly.

      I scowled at him. “Please tell me you did not tell her where I was?”

      Frank turned to me and looked offended, even putting a hand to his chest as if wounded.

      “Please! Bro code. Besides,” he snorted to himself. “I saw what she did to your room last time. No thanks. She can stay away.”

      Susan was, shall we say for lack of a better word, fucking crazy. I dated her once last semester, and it didn’t work out, so I broke it up. Mainly because she was clingy as hell. And also, her jealousy knew no bounds. She almost got herself kicked out of school when one day, I borrowed a pen from a female student in my classroom, and she took offense and almost killed the girl. She, the girl, not Susan, was in the hospital for weeks with a broken jaw, a broken arm, and so many lacerations that there were too many to count. The girl survived, thank God, but transferred to another university this semester. Too bad, she was cute.

      The only reason why Susan didn’t get kicked out of university was because her dad was the Dean, and he quietly hushed it up.

      I had to file a police report and even got a restraining order against her. Susan, though, did have Powers. Mild ones. She was fast. She could move twice as fast as a normal human. If she’s asking for me, it could only spell trouble since she knows she can’t come near me.

      I turned to my book and closed it with a sigh. “I guess I should go hide in my room.”

      “Fuck that,” he laughed. “Come to dinner with us.”

      “Dude,” I laughed at him. “I can’t afford where you go. So thanks, but I’ll just grab something from the school cafeteria.”

      “Oh, come on!” he moaned. “I don’t want to go alone. It’s with Precila.”

      I raised my brow at him. “As in Precila who broke your bed, Precila?”

      He blushed and nodded. Frank was tall, handsome, blond, and, well, looked like a fucking male supermodel with that long hair of his, but he was also shy as fuck. How the fuck someone as good-looking as him was shy was beyond me.

      Myself, I wasn’t even close to his class, or I didn’t think I was. I was tall, about six feet, and in shape, thanks to my Powers which gave me an enhanced metabolism. I had short black hair and a short beard that I kept cut close.

      However, I dressed like I was poor, which I was. I wore jeans that had seen better days and a shirt that I had when I was a teen. It was a concert shirt that said The Killer Wasps. I think the most expensive item I had on me was my watch, which was given to me by my parents the Christmas one year. It was a Rolex, but a cheap used Rolex. At least it wasn’t a knockoff.

      I looked at Frank again and shook my head. “Fine. I’ll chaperone your date for you.”

      Frank sputtered. “It’s not that I’m afraid of her,” which was a lie, “but that I think you need to get out more. Maybe we can find you a date,” he started, but I glared at him until he stopped.

      He held up his hands. “Fine. I won’t try that again. But I still think you need someone.”

      The last time Frank tried to set up a date for me, it was a disaster. Frank read the signals wrong and hooked me up with a lesbian. I mean, she was awesome, funny, and great to talk to. But she was a lesbian and I didn’t know, so when I invited her to my place, she took offense, slapped me in the face, and left. Oh, but not before coming back and slapping Frank too.

      “What time and where?”

      Frank grinned at me and lifted his hands for a high-five. I sighed internally but gave him the high five back.

      “Just be ready for 7 PM. I will have a limo waiting.”

      I groaned. Great. If it’s a limo, that means the restaurant isn’t going to be cheap. As if reading my mind, Frank laughed.

      “All good. It’s on me tonight.”

      “Good,” I growled at him. “Because I’m broke this month.”

      Frank waved his hand dismissively. “You’re always broke.”

      “Welcome to what it’s like living like a poor man,” I replied with a shrug.

      I looked at my watch. It was just passed 2:50. “Shit. I need to go. I have a test at 3 PM. See you at seven back at the apartment,” I cried, quickly grabbing my stuff and stuffing it into my backpack.

      Frank laughed at my reaction to being late. That man was never late. I honestly don’t even think he went to classes, yet he always passed all his assignments and tests.
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      I walked out of the testing room, my head feeling like it had been stuffed with cotton. I think I did well on the test. Barely.

      I opened the door and left, heading down the hallway toward the washroom. The test wasn’t long, but I was so rushed to get to it that I didn’t stop for a piss. As I turned the corner I slammed into someone, causing both of us to crash to the ground in a pile of arms and legs.

      “I’m so sorry!” said the girl under me. “I wasn’t watching where I was going!”

      I untangled myself from her and helped her up. I even grabbed the two books she had dropped, noticing they were business books.

      “All good,” I told her with a smile. “Are you all right?”

      She was cute. Short, about five feet six, and curvy in all the right places. Her red hair was stunning, with fiery locks that cascaded down to her shoulders in luscious waves. Her hair seemed to dance with vibrant shades of crimson and gold, as if mimicking flickering flames. She had mesmerizing emerald-green eyes that sparkled with determination and a mischievous glint. But right now, they looked nervous and apologetic.

      “Yes, I am. I’m so sorry. I wasn’t paying attention to where I was going!” she repeated.

      Suddenly, small fireworks started to appear around her, as if at a Fourth of July event. I blinked at them. They were randomly going off all around her.

      “Oh shit,” she growled and closed her eyes. Suddenly the small fireworks disappeared.

      “Sorry,” she apologized again. “I need to go.”

      “Well, I won’t keep you then,” I said lamely, nodding at her.

      Of course she would be a Super, I sighed internally.

      “Hmm. I need my books back,” she told me nervously, pointing to my hand that held them.

      “Oh, right,” I said, feeling like an idiot. “Here you go.”

      “Thank you.”

      I nodded and she took off, going back the way I had just come. I watched her walk away, enjoying the view of her ass. She was wearing tight-fitting blue jeans with a white halter top, cut low so I could see some decent cleavage. She was at least a D cup. I smiled as I turned back around and headed to the men’s washrooms.

      Once done, I washed my hands and headed out. When I exited the front entrance of the university, I headed toward the place where Frank and I lived. It wasn’t quite on campus, but just shy of it. We lived about a ten-minute walk from the school, which was pretty decent.

      Upon arriving back at the apartment, I unlocked the door and walked in, heading to my room and placing my bag on my bed. It wasn’t much of a room, but it worked for me. It had a nice queen-sized bed. Next to it was a small night table with a lamp, and my charging block for my cell phone. There was also a black dresser and a chair in the room. The best thing though, was the attached bathroom. Each room had a bathroom of its own.

      Why the rent here was so cheap, I had no clue. It had a fucking bathroom! Who gets their own bathroom living around campus? Me! That’s who! Well, all right. Frank has the same thing, and so does the spare room, which we were not interested in renting out any time soon after our last roommate fiasco.

      Our roommate thought it was all right to have parties until four in the morning. Every. Single. Night. I honestly don’t think they were even going to university. I never saw them there or even saw them study. So when we kicked him out (which we could do since the lease was under Frank’s name), we decided, or Frank took it upon himself, to pay the extra rent for that room to keep it empty.

      The bathroom wasn’t much. But to a starving student, it was heaven. It had a toilet, a shower, and a sink. Good enough. It wasn’t the Taj Mahal, but it was home for the semester. I lay down in bed and blew my cheeks out. Fuck, too bad that girl was a Super. She was fucking hot. And I guess from the fireworks; she was a Pyro. Or pyrokinesis. The ability to use fire. Though, what was up with those tiny fireworks? When she saw they were there, she seemed pretty pissed.

      I yawned and looked at my phone. I guess I should get ready for tonight with Frank. I mean, it was a free meal. I sighed and got up and undressed before heading to the washroom and turning on the shower. I waited the three minutes it took for the hot water to come out and got in, showered quickly, and turned it off. Once dried, I went back to my room and headed toward my closet. Oh, did I forget to mention I have a closet? The size of a coffin? Well, it seemed to be the size of one. It was head but not wide or deep.

      I looked inside and tried to figure out what to wear. Frank knew that I didn’t own nice duds, so jeans and a shirt it was. At least the shirt was somewhat fashionable. Or it was five years ago. It was mauve, with buttons. It was nice, I guess. I’d even been complimented on it a couple of times.

      I decided instead of wearing my runners that I would wear my leather riding boots. Not that I owned a bike anymore. My last one I sold just before coming to university. It was a nice vintage Harley, so I got good money for it. It was a gift from my grandfather when he was still alive. Mom and Dad freaked out about it, but they relented when he said he would teach me to ride it. And he did, on weekends and after high school.

      After that, it was my only mode of transportation. Living out west, there wasn’t any snow. We lived in what used to be called San Diego. Now, it was called New San Diego, a City-State. From what I understand from the history books, San Diego used to have a population of over one million inhabitants. Now, the City-State had over seven million. It was crowded, but at least it was hot, and the weather was nice, most of the time.

      After superpowers started to show up, monsters did as well. We called them monsters, but they were simply transmuted animals. Somehow, us getting Superpowers also changed the animals. So now, the city walls, which were fifty feet high and as thick as a bus is long, were the only thing keeping the citizens safe. That and the Supers.

      A rabbit from twenty years ago that was cute and cuddly was now considered a level-two threat. Where did a normal human stand? Level-one. Yeah. Our threat levels went from as low as level two to as high as Titan or Dragon. Though, the last two we had never seen, thank God.

      There were, in total, seven levels of threat. Level-three was for Enhanced individuals. These are usually those who have genetic mutations that would grant them physical attributes, such as extra strength or speed.

      Level-four was for Superhuman threats, be they Supers or Villains. Even Supers can fuck up at times.

      Level-five was for Elite Supers. They would be considered the most powerful Supers on the planet.

      Level-six and level-seven were the Titan and Dragon threats. We had yet to see any of those. Titans are not Supers. They are the monsters outside the walls that theoretically would require at least four level-five Supers to take them down. Dragon, on the other hand, was meant for a monster that would require ten level-five Supers.

      Oh, and that is also how Supers are graded. And Villains. From level three to level five. Based on the Power that I had, I would be between level four and level five.

      “Rand, you home?” I heard from our communal living room.

      My real name was Randold, but God, I hated that name. My parents were not good name pickers. It wasn’t even the proper way to spell Randall. So instead, I was Randold. When I was 13 I decided I wanted to be named Rand, and I never told anyone my real name. Though, they would see it if they saw my driver’s license. Randold Pulsar. Every single piece of ID I had said it.

      “Yeah!” I shouted out. “I’m just getting dressed. I just showered.”

      “I’m going to jump into the shower as well. Give me 10!”

      “All good,” I said, yelling back. “Take your time.”

      I shook my head and chuckled. Leave it to Frank to be late for his own supper.

      Once I was done, I went and sat in the living room to wait for him. I opened my phone and read the news. Nothing much was going on. I did notice that it looked like in the City-State of New York, at least five level four Supers took down a monster outside the city walls that ended up being a threat level five. Damn. I read the article, and it looked like the City-State had been attacked by a level-five Bear.

      There had been an increase in monster attacks lately. Even the monster levels were increasing, for that matter. Last year, you would have been hard-pressed to hear about a level-five monster attack. But, if memory serves me, this was number ten this year. I flipped over to see if my grade for the test came in, but it hadn’t. I guess it was too early.

      Just then, Frank came out with his hair still damp.

      “Dude, how the fuck do you make it look so easy?” I snorted.

      He stopped dead in his tracks, tossed his short wet blond hair behind him with flair, and said, “Practice.”

      “Or money and genetics,” I laughed.

      He stuck his tongue out at me, but then his face cleared up and he smiled. “Thanks for coming with me.”

      “No problem. I can run interference for you with Precila,” I grinned at him.

      “Thanks. It’s not that I don’t want to be alone with her, but.”

      “I know,” I said, lifting my hand. “You want to make sure she’s not after you for your money.”

      “Exactly,” he sighed deeply. “I tried to hide who I was, but it got out.”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “That’s because you throw your money around.”

      “I do not!” he cried out, sounding offended.

      “Frank,” I said, shaking my head at him. “The last party we went to, you were throwing out hundred-dollar bills.”

      “But everyone liked it!” he defended himself.

      “Yes. Because it was one hundred dollar bills!” I laughed. “After that, people did research on you, and they found out who your dad was.”

      “Yeah, but you didn’t freak out when you found out.”

      I snorted. “Because I don’t care.”

      He walked over, placed his arm around my shoulders, and squeezed. “And that’s why you’re my best friend. You don’t care that I’m filthy rich.”

      “Your dad is filthy rich. You’re just living off his credit card,” I snorted.

      “Whatever,” he said, laughing. “Come on. Supper is in twenty. How do I look?”

      I looked him up and down. He was wearing expensive clothes. I didn’t know the brands, but I am pretty sure where he shopped, they didn’t have tags. Folks just walked in, pointed, and said, I will take that one, before walking out with it and not even batting an eye at the price. Tonight, he was dressed in black slacks with a nice light blue shirt that on anyone else would have looked gaudy, but on him, it worked. Fucking genetics.

      “Like you’re ready for the runway, baby!” I laughed.

      He grinned at me and slapped my back. “Come on. The limo is waiting downstairs.”

      I cringed. Right. We were going somewhere expensive. Expensive enough that walking to it would be frowned upon. At least it means it will be really fucking good food. I was not too fond of places like this since a doggy bag was also scowled upon. Guess I will just have to eat it all.
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      Supper was just as expensive as I thought it would be. The freaking menu had no prices. Just a list of the items.

      “Man, that meal was good,” I said, patting my full stomach.

      “It was,” Frank said, patting his own, with his arm around his date, Precila. “How did you like it, sweetie?”

      Precila looked up at Frank with doe eyes and giggled. “I can’t eat another bite.”

      Frank always seemed to be afraid to be alone around her, but Precila was a dainty little girl who stood five feet two with long black hair. She had fine features, and was slim and athletic. Her chest was on the small size, near a B cup, but she was still cute. Other than the fact that she was also one of those touchy-feely kind of people, she was great to be around. She sat with Frank the entire time, almost like she was stuck against him.

      I think that was what Frank wasn’t used to. Just how she wore her emotions on her sleeve. Unlike most other dates he’s had, she lets him know exactly how she feels. Verbally and tactilely. Is that even a word? But I did like her, which is why I was good being his wingman tonight.

      Precila, on the other hand, was rich herself. I honestly thought she was richer than Frank’s parents. How he figured she was after his money was beyond me. I genuinely think she should be the one to worry about who she dates. Her parents apparently owned some of the largest malls in all the City-States. Not just this one, but multiple.

      While the wilderness out there was rough with monsters and such, thankfully air travel was still a thing. Most airlines now hired Supers to fly along with their planes to make sure nothing attacked them in the sky. It was all fun and games until a goose attacked you. I read once that those things were terrors even before the change, but afterward, they were pure evil.

      As I walked up to the limo Frank had rented, something slammed into the building across the street, and there was an explosion of brickwork and glass.

      I turned in surprise toward the sound and saw a Super land on the ground in a hero pose, one arm stretched out behind them and fingers splayed as if ready to take flight once again. Their other arm was bent at the elbow, fist clenched in determination, symbolizing their unwavering resolve. Their legs were planted firmly apart, radiating a sense of strength and stability. It was Brightlight. The Superhero was dressed in all yellow, except for her cape, which was red. She lifted her tinted glasses and suddenly laser beams shot out of her eyes and hit whatever was inside the building.

      There was a roar of pain, followed by something flying out of the hole in the wall and slamming into Brightlight, smashing her into the building behind her and causing more damage.

      As I watched, whoever she had thrown into the building came out, and I saw it was a Super Villain. It was Bodyboy. The boy, well, to be honest, he was a man, but he had a babyface, which is how he got the name. He came out and glared at where Brightlight had just slammed into the building. I realized as I followed his gaze that it was a desk that had slammed into her earlier.

      “You cannot stop me,” shouted Bodyboy with a smirk. “I will kill you and go back and steal all that gold!”

      Behind me, Precila had taken refuge behind Frank, who somehow, had taken refuge behind me. I turned to him and lifted an eyebrow.

      “What? I don’t have Superpowers.”

      “Yeah, and I do?” I lied.

      Suddenly, Brightlight threw the desk back at Bodyboy, who, with a smirk, slapped it out of the way, and the desk went flying into the building next to him, breaking another window.

      Jesus, these fuckers don’t care about damage. That was another thing I hated. Damage control wasn’t even a thing with these folks. Mind you, the City-State did pay for any damages, but still! You would think that they would be more careful. I mean the Supers, not the Villains. Villains are Villains for a reason.

      “I shall not let you get away with this crime, Bodyboy! I will take you down!”

      “You can try,” he laughed, and he squatted and jumped away, Brightlight following him, as she bent her knees and took off into the air.

      I looked around at the damage and shook my head, and then took out my cell phone and dialed the emergency number. Once I had someone on the line, I explained what had just happened.

      “Thank you, citizen. I will send a crew out to repair it. You said they went north?”

      “Correct. North, in the sky.”

      “Thank you,” said the female voice at the other end.

      I hung up and turned to Frank and Precila. “Shall we?”

      Frank nodded, and Precila, still hiding behind Frank’s back, nodded as well. We headed toward the limo and got in. Once we were seated, Frank took a deep calming breath.

      “Why do you bother calling these in all the time?” he asked me.

      I shrugged. “Why not? At least they can get the damage repaired as soon as possible.”

      He was right. I did call every time I saw a Super fighting a Villain. It was my way, I guess, of being involved without being involved. I’m sure I could have just slammed BodyBoy into the ground using gravity and held him there until the cops showed up, but remember? I wanted to keep my Powers a secret.

      Frank snorted. “Sideline hero,” he said, but he was grinning when he said it.

      “That was so scary,” Precila breathed, wrapped around Frank’s arm. “I wish someone was strong enough to just snap their fingers and take out a Villain.”

      I snorted. “Yeah. Doubt there is such a beast. I think the strongest Super right now is Phoenix?”

      “Yeah, I heard he was in New China last week. He took down a damn flying crocodile. I heard it was a threat level five beast.”

      “Oh wow!” Precila whispered in awe. “That’s so amazing of him!”

      Phoenix was considered one of the most powerful Supers in the Superheroes Association, or SA for short. When you were a Super, you had to register and do work for them. Most Supers worked for the City-State they lived in, but worldwide, there were times when help was required. And since Phoenix was considered the strongest, he got to work all over the world.

      His Powers were twofold. He could control fire, but he was called Phoenix because he could not die. Kill him, and he would rise from the ashes, so to speak. But he also had super strength and speed. And he could fly. Though, I’m sure his flight was due to his ability with fire and heating up the air around him. While most Supers have their main Power and then a second, not-so-grand power, there were cases where some of the stronger Supers just seemed to have more, although it might have just been that their bodies were stronger.

      Once we got back to the apartment, I said good night to them and headed to my room. I already knew that they would be loud, but I had gotten used to it. And I was exhausted anyhow. I took a quick shower, brushed my teeth, and crashed.

      The next morning I woke up when my phone alarm went off. Sighing, I got up and got dressed, and headed out. I could always grab coffee at school at the cafeteria, but I preferred the little coffee shop downstairs and across the street from our apartment.

      I walked into the coffee shop and got in line. Once it was my turn, I smiled at the girl there.

      “Your usual?” she smiled at me.

      I had been coming here for a year. While most folks move away for summer and winter breaks, I stayed here. Why not? The rent was decent, and I didn’t feel like moving back and forth. And where would I go? I mean, the only place would be my parent’s place in the City-State of New Los Angeles. I came to New San Diego to get away from them. I loved them, but Dad kept hounding me to go into the family business, which wasn’t my thing. It was really mom who had set up my school fund. Dad felt that I didn’t need to go to university to do the job of working for the company. Yeah, I love you dad, but I don’t want to work for the family company.

      Don’t get me wrong, it gave us a house over our heads when I was a kid, but I wasn’t one to work as a car salesman. Dad owned the largest dealership in New Los Angeles. Did I see any of that money? Nope. Dad wanted me to start from the ground up. I gave him the excuse of going to Business school to help with the dealership later in life, but honestly it was simply that I didn’t want to sell cars.

      My parents weren’t rich like Frank’s parents, though. They were well off but not ‘have a limo to go for supper at an expensive restaurant’ rich.

      “Please. Can you also add a bagel with cream cheese?” I answered her with a returning smile.

      “I sure can.”

      She punched in my order, gave me my black coffee, and I went to wait for the food. Once I got it, I headed to campus, sipping my coffee and eating my cream cheese bagel. I looked at my watch quickly and swore. Shit, I had less than five minutes before class started.

      I threw away the food wrapper and, with my coffee in my hand, rushed to get to my classroom. Except fate once more put an obstacle in my way.

      I turned the corner and slammed into a body once more. I quickly removed the heat from the coffee with my Powers, just in time, as the coffee cup was squished between me and whomever I hit, and it exploded between us. If it had been still hot, that would have hurt.

      With my free hand, I grabbed the other person to make sure they didn’t hit the ground too hard when they went flying backward, as I was bigger than them.

      I blinked down at the girl who I was holding. It was the same girl from yesterday.

      She looked up and saw me and blushed. “I’m so sorry!” she cried out. “I wasn’t watching where I was going!”

      And once again, the little sparks of fireworks started to appear around her.

      Without thinking, I pushed my Power slightly, and the fireworks disappeared.

      “Oh,” she said in surprise, as she had been looking at one of the fireworks when it disappeared. She turned to me with a frown. “Did you do that?’

      Fuck!

      “Hmm. No? Do what?” I asked innocently, kicking myself for being a fucking idiot.

      She frowned at me and picked up her bag. “Are you sure? Because when I get nervous, I have that happen. Those little fireworks. But somehow, they just stopped.”

      I let go of her arm and shook my head.

      “Sorry. I’m not a Super.”

      “Ah,” she replied, looking into my eyes deeply. “Are you sure?”

      I nodded. “Yep. I was tested when I was 18, and nothing.”

      That’s another thing about these Superpowers. They came when you turned 18. We still knew nothing about where the Powers came from. Just that they appeared a little over twenty years ago. Our science was well advanced but apparently not advanced enough to figure out that mystery.

      At 18, everyone was tested to see if they had Powers. It was a requirement. A law even. Though why, I had no clue. Since a Villain wasn’t tested, no, that’s not accurate. When a Villain came into their Powers, they disappeared, and even if they were legally 18, they weren’t around to be tested. Part of the issue with being tested at 18 was that some people got their Powers slightly earlier.

      I was an excellent example of that. While I got mine when I was 16 or so, I wasn’t tested. When testing time came, I was able to suppress my Superpowers enough to hide it from the testing machine. Yes, it was a machine that tested us. It read energy patterns, and since I could control all forms of energy, it was simple to just make it so the device read nothing.

      My scattered thoughts were interrupted when the girl with red hair blurted, “Are you going into this class?”

      I looked up and noticed we were next to our class, which made sense since it was right around the corner from where I was going. Though, she had been heading away from the class, not toward it.

      “Yes. Are you in this class as well?”

      She snorted. “Yeah. Not like I have a choice. My dad is making me go to school in order to get an education. Even though I am a Super, and that is what I want to focus on when I finish university. You?”

      “No Superpowers,” I smiled, lying. “My dad owns one of the largest dealerships in New Los Angeles. So I guess I’m going into the family business.”

      “Nice,” she smiled, and she did have a pretty smile. Too bad she was a Super. “Well, I was going to go to my locker to get something,” she said, but somehow I knew that was a lie. Something told me she was running away from the class. “Care if I sit with you?”

      Ah crap, I thought internally.

      “Hmm. Sure?”

      How can I say no? I might be hiding my Powers, but I wasn’t a dick. Not like I’d never dated a Super. Though, one was nuts. Correction, almost as nuts as Susan. I’m pretty sure she was a borderline Villain. Her Power was the manipulation of electricity. She thought it was funny to try to zap folks unaware. I told her that it wasn’t nice to do that. So she tried to zap me, hard, for talking back to her.

      Yeah, she woke up with no more Powers and loss of memory. The brain is nothing but electrical currents. So I zapped her back slightly, so she would get short-term memory loss. I never said I was a nice guy. Want to abuse your Powers like that? Fuck you. That’s why I hated Supers.

      “Sure,” I repeated. “Shall we go in? Class is about to start.”

      “Oh shit,” she said, looking at one of the clocks in the hallway. Class started at 9 AM, and it was already 8:59.

      We both went into the classroom, grabbed a free seat each, and sat down, just as the professor came in.

      “Open your books to page 298. We will be discussing today why the steam engine changed the world.”
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      The class was as boring as I had expected it to be. That’s what coffee was for. Even my redheaded seatmate must have found it boring, as I caught her yawning a couple of times.

      Once class was done, we both got up.

      “What’s your next class?” she asked.

      “I don’t have another one until two in the afternoon,” I said, shoving my book into my bag. “I have a break until then. You?”

      She scowled. “I have class at 11.”

      She had less than 20 minutes to get to it, according to my watch.

      “Sorry,” she said again, blushing. “For crashing into you.”

      “No worries,” I laughed. “It’s not every day that I get body slammed by a hot redhead.”

      She blushed but laughed at my comment. “Well, I guess I should get going,” she said, sounding reluctant. “Will you be here again tomorrow?”

      I nodded. “Yep.”

      “Good,” she smiled. “Then see you tomorrow morning. Oh, my name is Linda. Linda Macklemore.”

      I nodded, trying not to encourage her. “Name is Rand.”

      She smiled at me and left me standing there, staring at her cute ass as she walked away. Okay, telling her she was a hot redhead might have been too much. But she was damn hot. Today she wore a pair of black shorts that were tight as hell, and her top was yellow with a bumble bee on it.

      I shook my head to clear it of the image of her ass and grabbed my bag, and headed out. Careful, Rand. You don’t want to get involved. She’s a Super. She might not be active with SA yet, but she is still a Super.

      I headed back to my apartment and once there, grabbed a frozen burrito and popped it into the microwave. Just as it dinged, Frank came in alone.

      He saw me take out the burrito, and he made a face. “How can you eat those things?”

      “Easy,” I said with a grin and took a large bite out of it.

      “Oh shit!” I blew my cheeks in and out. “That’s fucking hot.”

      Frank laughed at me and shook his head. “Thanks for coming to supper last night. I think I finally made headway with Precila.”

      I nodded, grabbing a bottle of cold water out of the fridge to help with my burnt tongue. I could have just simply used my Powers to remove the excess heat, but to me, that felt wrong.

      “You finally figured out she was richer than you?”

      He shook his head. “No. That she actually does love me. She honestly was ready to give up her family’s fortune just to prove to me that her love wasn’t a faze. She honestly is a good girl,” he added with a sigh.

      “So why the sigh then?”

      “Because now I need to tell my parents about her.”

      I winced. “Right.”

      I have met his parents a few times. The first year we met was when they both came to this apartment. His parents walked in, and his dad chuckled and walked back out. Frank’s mom was more open about it. She laughed and said that her baby would be back in two weeks.

      This was our second semester together, and he had not gone running to them. I had met them twice more after that, and I think they finally accepted this was something he wanted to do. Except they were still judgy. Not that they were bad people. I mean, they want what’s best for their only child, and living in a run-down apartment and going to a city-run university probably wasn’t part of that plan.

      The City-States always had one university that was run by the government, but there were private ones as well. I knew for a fact based on the grades he had mentioned he got in high school he could have gone to any of those private schools. With his marks and his parent’s money. But he refused. He was taking a liberal arts course instead of anything major.

      Frank said it was partly to piss his parents off. But also, it was a way to get them off his back. His parents said that he needed to get a university degree, but they never specifically said what he had to take. So this way, he got to slack off. Not that he wasn’t smart. Frank passed high school with a 4.0 GPA, and he even graduated with the highest mark in his school. But he was lazy. He had no drive. I think part of that was growing up with money, but who was I to judge?

      And to be fair, I loved Frank like a brother.

      “How was class?” he asked me.

      “Good,” I replied, taking another bite of my burrito. “I met a cute redhead. Though, she’s a bit off. The two times I’ve met her, we both ran into each other, literally. But she’s a Super with an odd quirk. She gets nervous and small fireworks go off around her. She’s a fire Super I think.”

      “Oh nice,” Frank said. “I think I’ve met her around. Is she short? Always wears sexy clothing?”

      I frowned. “I think so? Not sure about the clothes part, but today she was wearing black shorts with a yellow shirt with a bee on it.”

      “Yep,” he grinned. “That’s her. I saw her earlier today. She ran into a teacher. Man, he was so pissed. His coffee and papers went flying all over the place.”

      I laughed and nodded. “Yep, that sounds like her.”

      “Going to ask her on a date?” he grinned at me.

      I thought about that. Did I want to date her? Not really. I probably would have if she wasn’t a Super. I tried that once, giving the benefit of the doubt to Supers, and yeah, that worked out amazingly well, I thought sarcastically.

      “No, I think I’m good,” I finally answered him.

      He walked over and placed his arm around me in a brotherly fashion. “I worry about you, man. You need to find someone.”

      “I will,” I nodded. “One day. I’m not in a rush. I still have one years left of school.”

      “Still,” he said, giving me one final squeeze. “If you want, I can see if Precila has a rich friend?”

      I laughed at him trying to pawn off her friends on me. “I’m good. I can get my own dates.”

      “Just don’t make it like that one before Susan one,” he scowled. “Fuck she was a wack head. Did you hear what happened to her?”

      I acted innocently enough, I hoped, and shook my head.

      “She lost her Powers. I heard that that’s rare after getting them. The story is, she overused it and blew her Powers.”

      “Damn,” I said, sounding just scandalized enough.

      It was true. Supers could go overboard on their Powers, and it could have a devastating effect. As in taking away their Powers. Though rare, it did happen, which was partly why I wasn’t concerned about taking her Powers away.

      “Just make sure the next girl you bring over isn’t like that. I personally thought she was a nutcase, but hey,” he said, holding both hands up. “You don’t tell me who to date, and I won’t tell you who to date.”

      “Speaking of dates. Are you going out again tonight with Precila?”

      He winced. “I wanted to. But she has a thing with her parents tonight. So tonight I’m going to go visit mine. Want to tag along?”

      I snorted at him. “No. Your parents don’t like me.”

      “They do so,” he responded defensively. “It’s just. They wish you were…”

      I lifted a brow. “Richer?”

      “Yeah,” he winced. “Fine. Well, what are you going to do? Mope around the apartment? I need to shower,” he added, heading toward the bathroom.

      I snorted his way just as the door closed. I yelled out so he could hear me. “No, I was going to go to the gym. I missed last night because of supper, and afterward, I was too full to go.”

      “Well,” he shouted through the door. “If you decide to change your mind, let me know.”

      I heard the shower start, and I threw away the wrapper for the burrito and went into my room and grabbed my gym bag. No use putting it off. If I went now, I could grab a bite to eat at that new pizza place that opened up next to the gym. Man, whoever thought of doing that was a genius. I saw folks heading in there all the time from the gym. Why not. Huge workout, hungry, head to the pizza place.

      As I headed out, I yelled out so that Frank could hear me even in the shower. “Heading to the gym. See you tonight!”

      “Later!” Frank shouted back.

      Thankfully the gym was only six blocks away, so there was no need to call for transportation. Once there, I nodded to the staff, went to the lockers and put my stuff away, and got changed into my workout clothes. One thing I could do, thanks to my ability to control energy, was increase or decrease my metabolism, making it so that I never got fat. But I still enjoyed working out and listening to music.

      That was part of the reason I had a six-pack. I would need to work out a hell of a lot more than I did to get that. It was all thanks to my metabolism. I could even eat as much as I wanted and never got fat. Frank hated me for that. Little did he know I cheated.

      Once I was done working out, I showered in the facility and then headed next door to the pizza place. It was busy, but the lineup wasn’t that bad. I waited, and eventually it was my turn.

      “Hi,” said a young girl in her teens in a chirpy voice. She was short, with long blond hair. “How can I help you?”

      I looked at the menu quickly and made my order.

      “Can I get two slices of New York-style cheese and pepperoni? And hmm. Two bottles of water?”

      “That will be $16.43,” she said, ringing up my order.

      She turned around and yelled into the kitchen area. “Two New York cheese and pep!”

      She turned back to me and passed me the debit machine, and I tapped my phone on it to pay for my order.

      “Here you go,” she said, giving me my receipt. “You’re order number 153.”

      “Thanks,” I said, taking the paper receipt with a smile.

      I moved over to let others behind me order. Once my order was ready, I found a spot to sit outside and ate my pizza. It was probably the best pizza I’ve had in a long time. The last time I had pizza this good was when I visited New York City-State. After I finished, I found a garbage can in front of the pizza joint and deposited my garbage, and headed back to the apartment.

      It was empty, so I assumed that Frank was still visiting his parents. I looked at the time. It was just before 8 PM. I frowned, trying to decide if I should go to the school library and study or do it here. I finally decided to go to the library, so I put my gym bag away, grabbed my school bag instead, and headed out toward the library. Thank God they kept it open until 11 PM for those wanting to study.
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      It was a couple of days of going to class before I saw Linda again. I was actually kind of surprised she wasn’t in class the next day. But three days later, which was Friday, she showed up again, and thankfully she didn’t run into me this time.

      I was sitting down at a desk and she sat down next to me with a smile.

      “Hi,” she said, tiny sparks flying around her once more.

      I ignored them this time instead of trying to control the energy coming from her that was causing it. Now that I was able to look closer, I could see that it was somehow related to her feelings. Or emotions. But there was something odd about the fireworks. Well, not the fireworks. Her Superpowers

      I tried not to look too much so I didn’t seem like a creep, and then I was interrupted by the professor.

      “Please open your books to page 301. For those who have last year’s book, it’s page 310. Now, where did we finish off yesterday? Right. We were talking about accounting issues that can be reflected in a business’s profit margin.”

      For the next hour and a half, I sat through a boring class, but at least I had a hot redhead next to me. Even though we didn’t chat, I did look over now and then, and her fireworks were gone. I tried not to stare at her, or inside her. Something about her Superpowers seemed off.

      Once class was done, the redhead looked over and smiled. “Well, until the next time we have class together.”

      I smiled back at her. “You as well. I’m Rand.”

      “I know,” she grinned. “I remember your name. Do you remember mine?” she asked with a questioning look.

      I laughed. “How could I forget? Linda, right?”

      She giggled and nodded. “What class do you have now?”

      I sighed and cringed at the same time. “I have Professor Lilmart.”

      “Oh! I had her last year. She’s so good. I honestly loved her classes.”

      “Yeah, I don’t mind her. Who do you have?”

      “Professor Johnston.”

      “Ouch,” I winced in pain. “I had him last year.”

      “Did you want to get a drink later?” Linda asked me shyly, sounding nervous.

      “Sure,” I smiled.

      Crap. So much for not dating Supers. But I can have coffee with her and see what happens.

      “Great!” she smiled, and I had to admit, her smile was beautiful.

      “Want to meet at the café on Fourth and Danton?”

      That was the little café that I had been to a couple of times. They made really good scones.

      “Sure. I know where that is. What time is good for you?”

      She looked thoughtful, tapping her chin with one of her fingers. “Say six?”

      “That works for me. I have a class until 4. That will give me time to run some errands.”

      “Then it’s a date,” she grinned, and before I could correct her, she was gone, having grabbed her backpack and shoved her books into it.

      I stared at her back as she left the room, smiling and shaking my head.

      The rest of the day was pretty uneventful. I finished my class, headed home, and showered. After I showered, I turned on the television in the living room and watched the news. I rarely watched television, but I did like getting my news from something other than my phone at times. Suddenly a story they were announcing caught my attention.

      “Once more,” the female newscaster, who looked like she was an ex-model with long blond hair and a casual business suit said, “we have a report of yet another Superhero whose Power has somehow been burned out of them. This time, it was SlimJim. He was found passed out in an alley around midnight last night. When the SA was asked about what happened, they told us they could not get into it because of an active investigation. This is the third Superhero who has been known to have his Powers burned out. We don’t have much more than that, but when we find out more, you will be the first to know from us here at KLTV 5. In other news, the Mayor of New Los Angeles had a party last night at his home, where the rich and famous helped raise money for a charity that he is involved in.”

      She went on with more of that mayor story, but I ignored it. Damn, another Superhero who lost their Powers. SlimJim. I remember him. He was one of those Superheroes who could squish himself into any small crevice or hole. I can’t blame the SA for trying to keep this quiet. The SA, or Superheroes Association, wouldn’t want something like this getting out. Just then, the door opened. It was Frank.

      He walked in and stopped, looking at me. I was brushing my wet hair. He lifted a brow. “Date?”

      “Sort of,” I shrugged. “One of the girls in my class.”

      “Nice,” he grinned. “Want me to go to Precila’s place tonight to give you this place?’

      I snorted. “Dude. It’s date number one.”

      “Yeah, and?” he grinned back.

      I chuckled. “No, I’m good. We are meeting up for coffee at a café.”

      “That’s boring,” he rolled his eyes.

      “Remind me again, where was your first date with Precila? Right. It was at a candy store.”

      “Hey!” he cried defensively. “We both like candy.”

      “And maybe we both like coffee?” I grinned at him.

      “Fine,” he laughed.

      “What are you doing here? I figured you would be out with her.”

      He nodded and pointed to his room. “I need to change. I’m meeting her parents.”

      That stopped me. I looked at him, somewhat surprised. “Already?”

      “Yeah,” he said with an embarrassing smile. “It was really her parents who wanted to meet me.”

      “Oh shit. Is that good or bad?”

      “I want to say good. I am hoping it's good. Her dad, though, scares me.”

      I lifted an eyebrow his way. “The way Precila scares you?”

      He shook his head vehemently. “No. She’s a good kind of scary. He scares me in the shit what if I fuck up kind of way.”

      I walked up to him and placed a hand on his shoulder. “You got this. You don’t act like a typical rich jerk, so you will do well. Now, if he’s looking for a rich jerk, act like Pete.”

      Pete was a mutual friend of ours. Or more like an acquaintance, really, who was rich and acted like a rich kid. We met him at a party we had gone to, and let’s just say there was rich, and then there was rich. I think Pete’s dad was some high up in the City-State Assembly, which was the government that ran the world. Or at least the part of the world that was called North America, which had City-States in what was called Canada, the USA, and Mexico.

      I’d heard that the City-States in Europe wanted to join as well, I even heard that some of the Asian City-States did, except for China. They were an unknown. We had not heard from them in ages. Not for lack of trying. They just kept to themselves.

      Frank grinned at my comment. “I can act like Pete. Just act like an asshole.”

      “Hey, now,” I laughed. “He bought us drinks and expensive food all night.”

      “True,” Frank grinned. “Now I need to get ready. Supper at their place is at 6. Going to jump into the shower?”

      “Sounds good,” I said. “I already showered. Got my clothes in my room.”

      “Perfect,” he nodded and headed toward his room, but not before he threw out, “Make sure you’re protected.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I laughed at him just as the door to the bathroom closed.

      I looked at my watch and decided to get dressed now and go wait at the café.
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      I got to the café with twenty or so minutes to spare, so I ordered a cappuccino. I didn’t get a scone yet, in case Linda wanted one as well.

      The place was quiet, with not many patrons. It was one of those cafés that looked chic and new age and smelled of coffee and baked goods. The reason I loved this place and wished I could come more often was their bakery. They made the best scones I’ve ever had. But, being a poor student, it was too expensive for my taste to go there on a regular basis.

      The clientele here was so diverse that it wasn’t like one of those cafés on, say, 1st Ave. Here you had starving students like me, who once in a while splurged, mixed with those who had money and studied here, thanks to the free Wi-Fi.

      I was just finishing my first cup when one of the female staff members came over. “Can I refill that for you?” she asked with a smile.

      I looked at my watch and frowned. It was fifteen minutes past our date, and Linda had not shown up yet.

      “Sure,” I said. “I’m waiting for someone. Can I get just a regular coffee this time with two creams and a sugar?”

      “Of course,” she smiled at me, but I could see the disappointment on her face.

      I smiled internally. I guess she was hoping I was alone. I tended to get that a lot. Frank said that for someone who wasn’t rich or didn’t have Superpowers, I was too hot for my own good. I disagreed. But he was sort of right. Superpowers did tend to make Superheroes look beautiful. Though, in my case, I don’t know if it was my Powers or something else. My parents were both good-looking people. Mom could have gone into modeling, but she didn’t want that. Dad was the same. He had been approached so many times to be a model that it was crazy. Even at his current age. For that older demographic.

      Once the staff member brought me the coffee, I smiled in thanks to her and went back to reading the news on my phone while waiting for Linda. Damn, another Superhero was found with burned-out Powers. This time, it was OctoBob. Odd name, but he was a low-level Super. SlimJim had been a level 4 Super, while this OctoBob was a level 3. This guy had the Power to grow extra arms. The article said they found him passed out at home. No other details were given.

      I looked up in surprise, noticing that my coffee was gone. Then I looked at the time and frowned. Crap. It was almost seven, and no Linda.

      Looking around, I decided that, yeah, she wasn’t going to show up. So I got up and went to the cash and paid for my coffee. It was the same girl who had brought me my coffee earlier.

      “Seems my date stood me up,” I smiled at her. “How much for the coffee?’

      “Oh no,” she replied with a sad sigh. “I’m sorry to hear that. It’s all right. It’s on me.”

      Hesitantly, with my phone out ready to tap, I asked her, “Are you sure?”

      “Of course,” she smiled. “As long as you come back.”

      I grinned at her and nodded. “Deal. Actually, can I get a couple of those garlic and chive scones to go? Might as well make the trip here worthwhile.”

      “Sure thing,” she laughed. “Want them heated up?”

      “Nah,” I said. “I can do that at my place. Oh! Can you throw in one of those strawberry ones as well? I didn’t know you made those.”

      She giggled and went and got my order for me. Once I paid for it, I turned to leave the cash and she blurted out, “If you ever come back, ask for Jenny.”

      I turned to her and smiled. “I will, Jenny. Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome,” she grinned back.

      As I was heading to the door, I overheard one of her co-workers whisper, “My God, he’s hot! I wonder if he’s a model.”

      I didn’t hear her answer as I stepped outside, but it made me smile. I looked up and saw that it was cloudy, but thankfully no chance of rain. I didn’t have an umbrella. I wonder what happened with Linda? I didn’t even have a phone number to call or text and ask what was going on. I guess I should have gotten that from her earlier.

      Sighing, I looked at the small box of white scones. “I guess it’s just us tonight.”
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      Once back at my apartment, I closed the door and locked it, headed to the small kitchenette, and placed the scones on the counter, before opening the fridge and grabbing a beer. I took a sip as I headed to my room and turned on my laptop. Might as well study.

      Which is what I did for the next couple of hours. I know it was Friday, but not like I had anything else to do. Just as I thought that, my phone rang.

      I looked at the display, and it was Frank.

      “Frank, what’s up? Everything all right?”

      “Hey, Rand. Yep. All is good. Damn, Precila’s parents are awesome! I shouldn’t have worried about being so scared of her dad. He’s a good guy.”

      “That’s good! Are you just calling me to tell me that?” I asked with a raised eyebrow, even though he could not see it.

      He laughed. “No. So it seems your date for tonight knew I was your roommate and reached out to friends until they got ahold of me. She wanted me to pass on a message.”

      “Oh shit. Is she all right?” I asked, concerned for the redhead who didn’t show up for our date.

      “Yeah. Got a pen and paper?”

      I frowned. “Sure. Why?”

      “For her number, dude,” Frank replied, and I could imagine him rolling his eyes.

      “Oh,” I laughed. “Yeah. Go ahead.”

      So Frank gave me a number, and I wrote it down in the margin of the paper I was using to write notes.

      “Got it. Thanks. I will contact her, I guess.”

      “Do so. It was Melissa who contacted me. It seems we have mutual friends.”

      “Sounds good. Thanks. And Frank, I’m glad it worked out with Precila’s parents.”

      He laughed in relief. “Same here. Alright. I just wanted to pass that on. We are about to head to the play. We just finished supper. I might not be home tonight. Hint, hint.”

      I laughed at him again. “Thanks, Frank. Go have fun.”

      Once I hung up, I chuckled. Then I looked at Linda’s number and debated on if I should call her now or later. It was already almost 9 pm. Deciding to go ahead, since she had gone through all the trouble of getting her number to me, I went ahead and called her.

      “Hello?” a female voice on the other end replied.

      “Hey,” I said. “It’s Rand. I got your number from my roommate?”

      “Oh, Rand!” she almost squealed in relief. “Thank you for calling me. I’m so sorry we missed out on our date. I was dealing with stuff and could not get away.”

      “All good,” I told her soothingly.

      “I feel so bad! I hope you didn’t wait too long for me!” she apologized.

      “No. It’s all good. I got a coffee and even got some scones for my place.”

      “Yeah, they make the most amazing strawberry scones! But I did want to say I’m sorry I bailed out on you. I wish I had gotten your number in class. But I remembered seeing you around with Frank, so I reached out to some friends who know him.”

      Wait. So she knew about me beforehand? She knew Frank was my roommate.

      As if she realized what she had said, she quickly added, “I’m not a stalker! I just saw you two talking together once in the halls at the university. When I asked around tonight, I found out that you two were roommates.”

      I laughed at her. “All good. I wasn’t thinking that.” Much, I added mentally. “Can I ask what happened?”

      She sighed. “Well, you know those fireworks that you see go off around me at times?”

      “Yes? I figured it was nerves that cause that?”

      “Yes. Most of the time. Tonight for some reason, they got even worse. So I stayed home. I am trying to control them, but it’s hard,” she sighed. “Also, they aren’t always triggered by emotions. Sometimes it happens randomly, and I usually stay home for that. My place has been fireproofed for this reason.”

      “Ouch, that must have been expensive!” I blurted out.

      “Yeah. Thankfully it was paid for by the SA as a condition of joining them after I graduate. Otherwise, I would not have been able to afford it. So, I stayed in. Hope that’s all right?”

      “Sure. It’s all good. I’m just studying now, and I got some great scones out of it.”

      “Good! I’m glad there is a silver lining there. Do you want to try again tomorrow night, maybe? I might have a way to fix my issues permanently. So tomorrow night, I should be good.”

      “Sure,” I nodded. “I’m free tomorrow night. Where did you what to go?”

      “Hmm,” she said over the phone. “What about dinner at Zach’s on Third Avenue?”

      “Oh, that works. I’ve not tried it yet. I heard the chain finally opened a location here. Yeah, I can do that. Should I call for reservations?”

      “Oh. Yeah. That might be a good idea, right? With it being new. Do you mind calling them?”

      “Sure. What time is good for you? Six again?”

      “Yes, that works. Again, I’m so sorry for not showing up,” she apologized again.

      “All good,” I told her comfortingly. “Shit happens.”

      “Thank you, Rand. See you tomorrow. And again, sorry!”

      “Again, all good,” I laughed at her. “See you tomorrow at Zach’s at 6 pm.”

      “I can’t wait!” she said before she hung up.

      I looked down at my phone and frowned. “What did she mean, permanently fix it?”

      I shook my head and looked down at my books. I guess I should stop for the night. I got up, stretched, and brought my empty beer bottle to the kitchenette and put it in the recycle bin. I then grabbed another one and headed to the couch and turned on the TV. I went to the streaming service I had and started watching a movie I had on my list.
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      The next morning, I woke up early and decided to have breakfast out. I showered quickly and went down the street to one of the local diners. It was early enough that there weren’t many people there. It was Saturday, and most students around here were sleeping in. As promised, Frank had not come home last night. The door to his room was open, and his bed was empty.

      Once I was done eating the biggest breakfast on their menu, which had consisted, I’m sure, of six eggs and half a pound of pork, I decided to take the subway to the Waterfront and just walk around.

      The Waterfront was within the walls. Not that many ships sailed the seas or oceans anymore. Some massive things grew there now. Whales had changed and were now bigger, and meaner. And sharks? Yeah, no, I thought with a shiver. I would rather not go on any ship that tried to sail those waters. The last time I heard of a ship that successfully sailed across the ocean, was ten years ago. After that, no ship survived. But New Los Angeles had a large lake that was just called Waterfront. It had a nice walking path next to it. so that is where I went. The lake wasn’t that big, probably two miles across, so the walk was a nice six-mile hike. There were tons of shops and vendors around the Waterfront, and by the time I was done, I had picked up some fresh fruits and vegetables, some homemade bread, and even a bottle of wine. Just in case my date with Linda went well.

      Once back home, I put the white wine in the fridge and put the other items away. I cleaned the apartment some and even took another shower since the walk around the lake had gotten me sweaty. Then, with time to spare before my date at 6 pm, I texted Frank to see if all was good.

      I got a response from him within seconds, and all he gave me was two large thumbs up and a smiley face. Then he texted to say that he would not be home this weekend but was gone to Precila’s parent’s weekend getaway in New Tokyo, so the apartment was all mine. I chuckled at him and shook my head. Leave it to him to go away for a weekend to New Tokyo.

      I texted him jokingly to bring me back sushi and told him I was seeing Linda again at 6 pm. He wished me luck. I looked at the time and saw that I had an hour before supper. Shit! I forgot to call for reservations!

      I quickly looked up the number for the place and dialed it.

      A young female voice answered. “Zach’s, how can I help you?”

      “Hi, I meant to call earlier for reservations for 6 pm. Am I too late?”

      “Oh, let me check. How big is your party?”

      “Just two of us,” I replied.

      “Hmm. For two, we should be good. As long as you’re alright with a patio?”

      “Oh, that works!” I answered her with relief.

      “Very good. Under what name?”

      “Rand, please. And thank you so much.”

      “All good,” the girl laughed. “I’ve marked you down for a party of two at 6 pm tonight on the patio.”

      “Perfect. Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome. Until we see you. Have a good day.”

      I hung up and sighed. Shit, that was close. How the hell could I have forgotten to call them? Oh well, at least I got a spot. I went into the bedroom and found a decent outfit to wear, which was, again, jeans and a shirt. Though this time, it was just a simple black shirt with no designs or logos. Once I was dressed, I brushed my teeth, grabbed my wallet, keys and phone, and headed out.

      Zach’s was a good fifteen-minute walk from my place, and it was nice out. So I opted to walk it instead of calling Uber. Once I got to the restaurant, I saw a lineup outside. Jesus, did I call just in time? I looked at my watch. I was a bit early. I still had ten minutes or so before six. I checked around and saw no sign of Linda. I figured maybe all these folks were walk-ins, so I went to the front and asked the girl at an outdoor podium.

      “Hi. I have a reservation for 6 pm under Rand?”

      She smiled at me and looked down at her board. “Oh. Yes. Your other party already showed up. She’s waiting for you on the patio. Just go into the back and go out the door. The table is on the left side near the back.”

      “Thanks,” I smiled at her and went into the restaurant.

      Zach’s was a chain that had been around for a long time, but we never had one here in New Los Angeles. We had one in New San Diego, but I left before I could ever try it. Zach’s was designed with a charming and nostalgic aesthetic that harkened back to the classic American diners of the mid-20th century. The decor exuded a cozy and welcoming atmosphere that appealed to both locals and tourists alike.

      The diner featured retro-inspired design elements such as chrome accents, vinyl booths, and vintage-style counter stools. The color scheme involved classic pastels or bold hues typical of the era. That was just inside. Outside, I noticed as soon as I stepped out, it was the same, though the tables were sturdier and looked like they could withstand any weather.

      Once I got to the back patio, I heard my name being called.

      “Rand!”

      I looked to where the shout had come from and saw it was Linda, who was sitting at a table near the back, as the hostess had indicated.

      I smiled, waved, and weaved my way through the other tables until I got to ours. I looked down at her and smiled.

      She looked freaking amazing. Tonight, she was wearing a summer dress that was white, with blue and green flowers on it. Her red hair was loose, and she barely wore a stitch of makeup. Actually, thinking back, I don’t think I’ve ever seen her with makeup. She looked that good.

      She stood up as I got closer, and came over and gave me a quick hug, causing her breasts to press into me.

      “I’m so sorry for not showing up last night!” she uttered. “I’m glad you decided to give me a second chance.”

      I smiled down at her and responded as any guy would with a beautiful woman leaning into him, “No problem.”

      “Come sit. I was just about to order a drink.”

      I nodded and sat across from her. I grabbed a menu and looked at it, just as the waitress showed up. She looked to be in her thirties and looked frazzled. Her long blond hair seemed to be living a life of its own and was standing up all over the place. She kept pushing it behind her ears.

      “Can I start you both off with drinks?”

      “I’ll have a glass of white wine, please,” Linda told her.

      “Hmm,” I said, perusing the drink menu. “I’ll take a beer? Anything on tap?”

      She shook her head apologetically. “Sorry. We only have bottles.”

      She named off a couple of brands, and I picked one I had tried before and liked. It wasn’t my brand, but it would do in a pinch. It was beer, after all.
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      “Thank you so much for giving me another chance,” Linda said again as soon as the waitress was gone. “I feel so bad making you wait there, and then not showing up.”

      “It’s all good,” I told her with a smile. “I got some nice scones out of it.”

      She giggled. “Oh my God, I love their scones so much! I go there for their coffee and strawberry scones pretty much two or three times a week,” she bubbled up. “But I still feel bad.”

      I waved my hand dismissively. “I hope everything is all right now.”

      “Yes. It is,” she sighed deeply. “Or I hope it is,” she added cryptically.

      “So,” she said, changing the subject. “Have you ever been here before?”

      I shook my head. “First time. But from the reviews I read online from other Zach’s, they say the cheeseburgers are amazing.”

      “Yum!” she said excitedly, and that’s when I noticed once more that she had such beautiful emerald-green eyes that almost shined from the inside out, you could almost be captured by them. “I love burgers. Hell, I love anything that has beef in it. I’m just glad when the animals started to mutate years ago, that the domesticated ones didn’t, such as dogs, cats, pigs, horses, and, well, cows. Oh, and chickens, I love my eggs too.”

      I laughed at her, but I had to admit, it was nice. She might be a Super, but she seems a decent person. Though, I’m sure most Supers were decent at one point in their lives before they got their Powers. And she was right about the animals. It was odd, but the animals that we domesticated didn’t mutate like other animals had. So anything from gerbils to horses were fine.

      Only those in the wild mutated. Which was odd because rabbits we bred for pets were fine, but those that were still wild did. Rabbits were rabbits, right?. Even our scientists had no clue what the ‘cut off’, as they would call it, was to make an animal turn into a monster. Either way, it allowed us to continue to enjoy things like beef, chicken, and pork as a food staple. Even our pets were fine.

      There was a scare the first couple of years where folks thought their pets would go wild, and so many were culled until the governments of the world finally said that there was no reason. The population of cats and dogs is nothing like it was before the Event, as they were calling the time when Superheroes started to show up.

      Even to this day, we had no idea where the Powers came from, who caused it, or what. Was it aliens, as someone on some talk show suggested, or was it Mother Earth killing us off? No scientists knew for sure. They only knew that we could use a machine to test for energy signature of those who had Powers. But we had no weapons that could be used against monsters, except for the humans who were changed into Supers.

      Our waitress came back with our drinks, and Linda and I both decided to try their triple-stacked cheeseburgers with fries. I looked at Linda with a raised brow at her order and she snorted.

      “What? I like food!” she laughed.

      Once the waitress was gone to punch in our order, I asked her, “So, what’s with all the small fireworks around you?”

      She blushed and put her head down. “It’s something I can’t control. It’s just when I get nervous or emotional. I am working with a therapist, though that’s not working so well either.” But then she brightened up. “But hopefully, after tonight, I won’t have to worry about it anymore.”

      “Oh? Why not?” I asked her, curious.

      “It’s a secret,” she smiled. “But if it works, I will let you know. All right?”

      I waved my hand. “No need to. I’m sure it’s very personal.”

      “Thanks for understanding.” She leaned forward on her elbows on the table, her head in her hands. “So, what do you think of the Business courses so far?”

      I winced. “Yeah. I took Business thinking it would be easy, but it’s more than I expected.”

      I then told her the reason I was going to university and how my dad wanted me to run the family business with him.

      She nodded the entire time, looking sympathetic.

      “I can understand. Not that my parents own a dealership, but mom is a baker, and she wants me to take over her small bakery. Dad works for the government and wants me to follow in his footsteps. Though I guess in a way I am, but I will be working for SA.”

      I winced inside but figured I would not ruin what seemed to be a good date so far, so I just nodded and hmmmed at her.

      “What about you? What do you want to go into when you graduate?” she asked, taking a sip of her white wine.

      I scratched the back of my head. “I’m not sure. I just know I don’t want to sell cars. Don’t get me wrong. My dad is awesome at it, which is why he now owns the biggest dealership in New Los Angeles but it’s just not my thing. I tried it one summer with him when I was 18, but it’s just not what or who I am. I want to get into business. I’m not looking to make big money. Just enough to make ends meet. I’m not really what you call a go-getter.”

      Or more like I am, but with my Powers now, I need to keep a low profile. The last thing I need to do is expose myself.

      “That’s so normal,” she laughed. “I mean, I wanted the same thing, but now that I got Powers, I guess I will be making good money.”

      I nodded. She was right. But I still hated how SA did not take all these young Superheroes and teach them how to deal with their money. Instead, they made them spend like crazy, so they would keep being Supers for the SA to make money to keep spending their money, or in some cases, pay off their debts, because as a Super, if you can’t pay your debt, you are put in jail.

      A normal person wouldn’t be sent to jail, but as a Super, when you sign your contract with the SA, you state that you will not go into debt, and if you do, SA will buy you out of your debt if you wish it, and you will serve time in a high-security fortified jail Doing jobs they want, and some of them weren’t fun. I had read enough stories of these powerful Supers getting in over their heads and asking SA to step in. Their years served could be anywhere from 10 years to 20 for some. To me, that was just wrong. But I didn’t run SA, so I had no say in it.

      I don’t even want to step into SA HQ here in the City-State. They had sensors that would catch me if I didn’t suppress my energy or burn out the sensors. The one time I had to go to SA HQ in New San Diego, I had to suppress it so hard, it left me with a headache for days.

      “Just be careful with your money,” I suggested. “I heard that many Supers end up getting so deep in debt they go to jail.”

      She nodded emphatically. “I agree. I’ve been pretty good. The early bonus they gave me, I banked away for a rainy day. I didn’t spend a dime of it.”

      I looked at her, impressed. “Really?”

      The early signing bonus for Supers wasn’t measly, either. Last I heard, it was over 500,000 dollars. I’d read of young Supers who spent the entire thing in a night just celebrating getting into the SA.

      “That’s why I wanted to take business,” she continued. “I wanted to make sure I understood money.”

      “That’s actually pretty smart of you,” I said, looking at her in a new light, even though she was a Super. “Most just get so far into debt they can’t get out.”

      “Why would they want to get out,” she asked with a frown.

      “I don’t know,” I shrugged. “I heard that being a Superhero is a pretty brutal job. Most Supers want to retire after five years but can’t.”

      She grinned at me. “Well, I hope to do my five-year contract and then retire.”

      I lifted my beer up to her. “Here is hoping it works out for you.”

      “Thanks,” she grinned back. “I know I might be reaching, but I hope I can do it. What about you?”

      “Oh, no SA for me,” I laughed. “I don’t have Powers.”

      She pouted. “I’m sorry to hear that. Nothing showed up on your test at all when you turned 18?” she asked, taking a sip of her wine.

      I shook my head. “Not even a twitch of the needle.”

      Not that it was a needle. It was a set of monitors that you were attached to, and the computer read the stuff off. You were wired with what looked like a mile of filaments, and then you had every imaginable scanner or sensor on you.

      “That is too bad,” she sighed. “You would have probably made a good Super.”

      “Why is that?” I quirked an eyebrow at her.

      “Because you’re cute,” she laughed, but then she blushed. “Sorry. I guess the wine is going to my head.”

      I looked at her glass, and it wasn’t even half gone. Just then, our food came and interrupted any comment I would have made. Our waitress placed two identical plates in front of each of us, and I blinked in surprise.

      The burgers were the biggest ones I’d ever seen in my life. The plate, or the platter more like, looked like it contained a 10lb bag of cut-up potatoes. The burgers were smothered in cheese and had all the fixings, lettuce, tomatoes, onions, ketchup, mustard, relish, and even pickles.

      “Holy shit,” Linda cried out in surprise. She looked up at the waitress. “What is this?”

      “That,” the waitress laughed at Linda’s surprise, “is the triple-stacked Hero Cheeseburgers.”

      Linda looked up at me. “Did the menu say Hero?”

      I shook my head. “I must have missed it.”

      “Did you want me to take it back?” the waitress asked, concerned. Most likely concerned about her tip.

      Suddenly Linda put her hands over her plate protectively. “No!”

      I laughed at Linda’s action and looked up at the waitress. “We should be good. Can I get another beer? And more wine for the lady?”

      The waitress’s expression changed to one of gratefulness, and she nodded quickly. “I can do that. White wine again?”

      “Actually,” Linda replied. “I’ll have a beer like him.”

      Once she was gone, I looked down at my burger and tried to figure out how I was going to eat it when I heard a noise and looked up; Linda had already grabbed the massive cheeseburger and had taken a bite. I laughed and did the same thing. I grabbed mine with both hands and bit into it.

      “Oh my God,” I uttered with my mouth full. “This is sooo good!”

      “I know!” Linda replied with her mouth full of her second bite.

      We spent the rest of the meal just us talking about the food and places we had eaten previous to this, that had the best burgers. For me, it was back home near my parent’s place. They had this burger joint that was to die for. Linda told me about this place here in town in New Los Angeles that was in the West end. I lived in the East End of New Los Angeles.

      Once the meal was done, we just sat and enjoyed each other’s company. That was, until I noticed something odd coming off of Linda.

      Whereas before, she would have small fireworks around her when she got nervous or emotional, this time, they were inside her body. The only reason I noticed them was because of my own Superpowers.

      She moved around as if uncomfortable. I didn’t want her to know I was seeing them, so I asked her, “Are you all right? Is the food not agreeing with you?”

      Linda was frowning, but I also noticed she had pain lines on her forehead. “No, it’s not the food.”

      I looked at her, or more to the point inside her, and I noticed that there was something going on. Something that I’d never seen before.

      Most Supers and Villains, though I’d never met a Villain, have this structure inside them that holds their Powers. It’s all over their bodies, almost like a tree. Think of the heart, which is where it’s thickest, as the trunk, and the rest of the branches reach out through their body.

      Well, I could see the trunk inside Linda’s heart, but where the branches would normally fan out, her’s were, for some reason, almost collapsing. Or withdrawing within the trunk. It wasn’t fast, but it was enough that I could see them slowly being pulled back in. What in the fuck? I’d never seen that before.

      “Oh no!” she cried out, looking at me in horror. “I think I might have made a huge mistake.”

      I looked at her uncomprehendingly. “What?”

      She swallowed hard. “I took something to help with my Powers being unstable with my emotions. I heard of this drug you can take that can help you increase your Powers, or if you had no Powers, gain some. Now I feel weird. Rand, I don’t feel so well.”

      I was looking at her with not just my eyes but with my Powers, and so I noticed how the entire structure of the tree inside her body that symbolized her Powers was shaking erratically.

      Without thinking, I reached out with my own Powers and pulled her Power out of her, removing her Powers. Unfortunately, doing that has a side effect. It knocks out whoever I take the Power away from. Linda’s head hit the table. Thankfully, I was quick enough and used some of my Powers to move her plate out of the way and place her napkin there.

      Shit! Now what?

      Folks around the restaurant noticed that she was out, and I waved a waitress over.

      “Shit. She passed out. I’ll bring her home. Can I get the check, please?”

      The waitress looked at me nervously and then at Linda. “Shouldn’t you call 911?”

      “Normally I would,” I lied. “But she does this often enough. It’s a genetic thing like narcolepsy. I think I should just take her home.”

      She nodded slowly, unsure, but went to get our waitress. I got up, sat down next to Linda, and put my finger to her neck as if I was making sure she was fine. I didn’t need to do that since I could tell with my Powers she was breathing, but I wanted folks in the restaurant to think I was checking.

      Just in case, I also pushed a bubble of energy around us in the restaurant, so no signal would get out from a cell phone. I had debated on burning out every phone within a twenty-foot radius but looking around quickly, I didn’t see any cell phones pointed our way, and the security cameras they had here, I could tell, were not really connected. They were for show, based on the energy signal I could see coming from them.

      Once the check was paid for, I got up with Linda in a princess carry and headed outside, with the waitress following.

      “Are you sure we shouldn’t call the police?”

      I shook my head. “No. She has done this a couple of times. We had hoped tonight was not going to be one of them on our date.”

      The waitress nodded, sorrow on her face. “Well, I’m sorry your date was ruined. If you ever return, let me know, and we will take 20% off your bill. Just let them know that Terri said it was fine.”

      “Thank you,” I told her gratefully, and I meant it. “I will let her know.”

      I walked out of Zach’s, with eyes on us both, and thought, shit. Where do I bring her? I don’t know where she lives. Fuck it. My place it is. It’s only a short distance from here. I awkwardly brought up my phone and dialed in an Uber for my place. Thankfully they were only one minute away.
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      Once I got home, I went to my room and placed Linda on my rumpled, unmade bed, and looked down at her with a worried frown.

      What the hell just happened? I’d never seen anything like that before. When I’d taken Powers from someone in the past, it was the tree that I essentially pulled out. I also took that energy and put it into me. It’s still there. If I wanted to, I could place it back, but something told me if I did that she would have what to me looked like a cascading failure effect again. I looked at her Powers that were now inside me, and they looked fine. So it wasn’t the Power itself. It was something inside her. I gazed back into her body or her energy, and I noticed something odd.

      “What the fuck is going on,” I whispered, looking down at her.

      I lowered myself onto the bed until I was sitting next to her, placed my hand on her chest, just below her breasts, and tried to pull out what I saw, but it fought me, and suddenly Linda was moaning in pain. I eased back, and her face became calm again.

      “What the fuck is that?” I said out loud.

      What I was trying to pull felt alive, as if it was fighting me. I peered closer at the energy signal of whatever was there, near the center of her core. Where the trunk of any Supers’ Power starts. I had removed her, what I liked to call Power tree, and yet there was still that energy signature there.

      I tried to remove it again and got the same reaction. It fought me, and Linda moaned in pain and even passed out.

      I debated on waking her up and asking her what was going on, because right now, I had no clue what the hell that was inside her. I switched between energy states, or seeing energy states, and no matter which one I looked at, it was still there. It wasn’t leeching energy from her, that much I could see, but it also wasn’t supposed to be there.

      “Just what in the hell are you?” I mumbled under my breath.

      Fuck it. I needed answers. And if needs be, I could use a little shock treatment to make her forget we talked. I hated doing that because there was a chance I could use too much electricity and fry her brain instead. I was still learning my Powers.

      I snapped my fingers and waited. A couple of seconds later, Linda slowly moaned, this time not from pain, but from confusion, and she opened her eyes and looked up at me.

      She blinked, looked around, and with a puzzled frown, asked, “Where am I? What happened?”

      “You tell me,” I said to her. “You passed out at dinner.”

      She frowned and looked down at herself and then up at me. Suddenly, her eyes got wide with shock and fear.

      “What happened to my powers!” she practically screamed. “I can’t call it up! Oh no! Don’t tell me,” she suddenly started to cry, tears leaking down her face. “It didn’t work!”

      “Whoa. Whoa,” I said, placing a hand on her shoulder. “It’s all right. What didn’t work?”

      She wiped her tears away with one hand and looked up at me but didn’t answer. She shook her head.

      “I can’t tell you,” she mumbled. “You wouldn’t understand since you’re not a Super.”

      “Linda, I can’t help you if you don’t tell me,” I told her softly.

      “There’s nothing you can do,” she sighed, wiping her tears once more. “How could I have been so stupid!” she shouted up at my ceiling.

      Should I tell her? That it was me who took her Power away? This is a secret that I’ve kept quiet for a very long time. I honestly didn’t want SA to know about me. What if I told her and she ran to them and told them about my powers? I would never be left alone. Hell, I might even be locked up, studied, prodded, poked until who knew how long. I’m pretty sure my freedom would disappear as fast as I would.

      I looked down at her and again peered into the energy ball that was inside her. To be honest, I did want to help her. But also, my curiosity was peaked.

      “Hmm,” I started but stopped.

      Linda, in her state, didn’t even notice me. She had closed her eyes and had put her head down and curled up into a ball, and she was quietly crying.

      “Hmm. Linda. You didn’t lose your Powers.”

      She didn’t open her eyes but whispered, “Yes, I did. I can’t feel them. I can’t call up any fire. I can’t even feel the fireworks going off around me, which should be going off like crazy.”

      “I took them,” I said, holding my breath.

      She shook her head. “No. It was because I took something stupid, and now I’m paying the price.”

      Then, something clicked. “Hold on. Are you saying you took something like those other Supers, like OctoBob, who lost their powers?”

      She opened her eyes and gazed at me, and slowly nodded. “I did. I hated how my Powers were unstable. So, I found out about this fruit you can eat, and it will stabilize your powers. Or that was what I was told.”

      “Wait. You took a fruit?” I asked with a puzzled frown.

      She sighed and uncurled herself and looked at me sadly. “I guess it doesn’t matter anymore. I’m no longer a Super.” She nodded. “Someone approached me and said that they had a fruit that I could eat that would stabilize my Powers. Though,” she added, her face showing anger now. “If I had known it would destroy my Powers, I would not have taken it.”

      “I wonder if that is what happened to those supers who are on the news because their Powers were burned out,” I pondered out loud.

      She looked at me intensely. “What?”

      “Haven’t you seen it on the news? An example was OctoBob. He was found passed out, and his Powers burned out of him. I think another was SlimJim.”

      She looked embarrassed. “I don’t watch the news. Or read it. I’ve been too busy with school and trying to stabilize my Powers.”

      Then, she tilted her head at me. “You mentioned something about you taking my Powers away. What do you mean? So it wasn’t the fruit?’

      I scratched the back of my neck. “Yeah. I noticed during supper that your Powers were becoming unstable, so I kind of yanked them out.”

      She stared at me for a full thirty seconds before she finally blurted out, “What?”

      I licked my lips nervously. “Promise not to tell anyone else? Especially SA?”

      Again, she didn’t respond for thirty seconds, but she finally cried out, “Wait. You have Powers? Are you telling me you are not a Normy but a Super?”

      I winced at her term Normy. It was a term used by Supers for all other humans who had no Powers. To me, it sounded derogatory, so I never used it. But then again, I was a Super hiding as a Normy.

      “I need you to swear that you won’t tell anyone. Especially SA. Otherwise, I will be fucked.”

      She opened her mouth but then closed it and instead just gazed at me with an intensity that was sort of freaky.

      Finally, she nodded slowly. “I swear I won’t tell a soul.”

      “Good,” I breathed out in relief.

      “So, I can see energy states. That’s why at dinner, I was able to figure out that something was wrong. When I look at someone who is a Super, I can see a sort of energy tree with a trunk starting here,” I said, putting a hand just over her chest, slightly lower and above her stomach. “And then it branches out throughout your body. Well, I saw that yours was starting to shake and was going to somehow fail, so I yanked it out of you.”

      She blinked at my explanation. “So it’s gone?”

      I shook my head. “No, I have it inside me. I am able to not only see energy, but I can control them. So, what I did was I took it out of you and placed it inside of me,” I said, putting a hand over my chest. “Right now, it’s compressed and inside my own energy trunk.”

      She frowned at me. “Wait. You can control energy? I don’t think there’s ever been a Super like that. What energy sources can you control?”

      Now it was my turn to not respond for thirty seconds. “All of them.”

      Her mouth opened wide in shock, and she blurted out, “What?”

      “All of them,” I repeated. “I can control all forms of energy.”

      “Like what?” she asked excitedly. Instead of being shocked, she seemed thrilled. “Can you control fire?”

      I nodded and held up my hand, and called up a small fireball in the palm of my hand. I then snapped my fingers and the ball disappeared, before I called up just a ball of white light. After that, I gently lifted her up out of the bed by controlling gravity.

      “I can also control gravity,” I said, lowering her back down on the bed.

      “Oh my God!” she whispered, looking at me in awe. “You must be powerful!”

      “Yeah,” I chuckled nervously. “But you need to promise to keep it quiet. Otherwise, I will never have freedom again since I’m sure SA would lock me up to study me.”

      She frowned and looked at my hand. “Why do you snap your fingers?”

      I blushed in embarrassment. “That was something I started just because it gives me focus. I’m sure I don’t need to, but it’s sort of an aid for me.”

      She sat up until her nose was inches from mine. “What else can you do?”

      “Pretty much anything energy-wise I can replicate, control, or, as I mentioned, take away.”

      Her eyes got wide suddenly. “You’re saying you can take a Super’s Power away?”

      Jesus, she was smarter than I thought. I had not mentioned that I could take Powers away. Though, I kind of did, didn’t I? I took hers away.

      I coughed nervously. “Yeah.”

      She smiled at me evilly. “Did you ever do that? Except to me?”

      “I’d rather not say,” I said. “Right now, we are working on you. Now, since I told you my big secret, can you tell me about this fruit?”

      She sat back so we weren’t as close, face to face, and nodded. “Yes. So, about a week ago, I met this man. Well, I think he was a man. It was hard to tell because they were covered in shadows, and their voice was somehow modified, but to me, they acted like a man. I was walking back to my dorm around 10 pm at night, and he suddenly appeared next to me. Almost gave me a fucking heart attack,” she added, putting a hand to her chest as if remembering that event.

      “He said that he had something that would help me with controlling my Powers.” She sighed. “I was so worried and concerned with my Powers and how I couldn’t control them, you know those fireworks?”

      I nodded.

      “Well. He said that he had something that could control them. It would even increase my Powers, he said. He offered me this fruit that looked almost like a dried-up apple. I was skeptical at first, so I told him no.” She sighed again and leaned back against my headboard.

      “What happened to change your mind?”

      She looked away and blushed. “I met you.”

      I lifted a brow. “What?”

      “I met you,” she said, turning to glare at me. “I met a cute guy and got nervous, and my Powers started to go even more erratic.”

      “Oh,” I said, somewhat surprised by that.

      She nodded. “So the day after we first met, well, more like I ran into you, he appeared again and offered me the fruit once more. I took it. It tasted exactly like an apple, with a spice to it. He said to take it when I was alone and home. I can see why. I was in pain for days,” she added, placing a hand over her chest. “It was the reason I didn’t go to class for days.”

      “Ah,” I nodded. “So this fruit. Do you have any more of it?”

      She shook her head. “No,” she sighed. “I was told to eat the entire thing, from the skin to the core. So I did.”

      I stood up and nodded. “Well. I guess we need to figure out now how to give you your Powers back, but without them becoming unstable again.”

      “Wait, you can give me my Powers back?” she shouted in shock.

      I nodded. “Yes. But if I give them back to you right now, something tells me whatever is inside you will simply destabilize your Powers again.”

      “Wait, there’s something inside me?” she squeaked out in panic.
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      I nodded down at her. “Whatever you took, it’s still inside you. I tried to pull it out, but it’s acting alive and fighting me.”

      Her eyes widened in terror, but I placed a hand on her shoulder and squeezed. “Don’t worry. We will figure out a way to get it out. Come on. I’m hungry since our dinner date was kind of interrupted. Are you?”

      “You want to eat a time like this?!?” she practically shouted.

      I nodded again. “I need to figure out what is inside you, and I can’t do that if my stomach is knotting up because I’m starving. Let me call a pizza for us.”

      She sighed and then sat back down, as she had jumped to her knees on the bed, and nodded. “I guess that makes sense. But do you think you can take out whatever that thing is inside me?”

      I told her honestly, “I’m not sure. Nevertheless, I will try my best.”

      “Thank you, Rand.” And she did sound grateful.

      I smiled at her. “It’s the least I can do since I took your Powers away. Now, pizza. What don’t you want on yours?”

      “No pineapples,” she made a face. “Oh, and that fish stuff.”

      “So no pineapples or anchovies. Got it. Double cheese and pepperoni good?”

      She nodded and got off my bed, and followed me to the living room. She looked around curiously.

      I opened the fridge and took out two beers. I offered one to Linda, who accepted it with a grateful smile. She opened it and looked around for a garbage for her bottle top. I opened my hand, and she gave it to me. I opened mine and opened the cupboard door under the sink and put it in the recycling bin there.

      I took a sip of my beer while Linda, on the other hand, polished off half the bottle in one gulp. I lifted an eyebrow at her.

      “Don’t judge me,” she blushed. “It’s been a rough night.”

      I laughed at her and nodded. “I have stronger stuff if you want.”

      She shook her head and held up her beer. “This will do. For now.”

      “Let me call for that pizza.”

      I took my phone out and called the local place Frank and I tend to get it from, and once it was ordered, I hung up. While I had been on the phone, Linda had walked around the apartment, even going to Frank’s room, since the door was open, and looking in, but she was good enough to not go in and snoop.

      “Frank,” she said when she saw I was off the phone. “Isn’t he like super rich? Why does he live here with you and not one of the more expensive dorms?”

      I shrugged at her. “It was his choice. He knew he grew up with a silver spoon, so he wanted to see how the other half lived. And for a rich boy, he’s a really good guy.”

      She went to the third bedroom and opened the door, and looked in. She saw the desk and chair and no bed.

      “No third roommate?” she lifted an eyebrow, looking back at me.

      I shook my head. “The last roommate we had was a disaster, so Frank decided we shouldn’t get another, and he’s paying for that part of the rent. It’s a win-win situation. We don’t have to deal with a 3rd roommate, and Frank pays for it.”

      “You don’t?”

      I snorted. “I’m poor as dirt. What about you? You mentioned a dorm?”

      She sighed and took another sip of her beer, although a smaller one this time. “Yeah. I’m in one of the cheaper dorms. I’m poor like dirt like you. My parents live in New Toronto, and while my education is paid for thanks to them, my dorm I had to work three summers to save up for. Are you originally from here?”

      I shook my head. “No. I’m originally from New Los Angeles. I think I told you my parents still live up there. I say I’m dirt poor. But my dad owns the largest car dealership there, and mom is a baker.”

      “I remember you mentioning that,” she nodded. She lifted an eyebrow. “So why do you say you’re poor as dirt?”

      “Because personally, I am,” I laughed. “My dad wants me to go into the family business. Mom was the one who got me the money for my schooling. But that was it. I had to pay for my own books and this amazing abode,” I said, waving my hand around.

      “At least you have privacy,” she scowled.

      “No privacy in the dorms?” I asked, honestly curious.

      “God no!” she laughed. “I share a room with a girl who’s gone most of the time staying with her boyfriend, but the days she does stay, she snores like a banshee and never shuts up.” She rolled her eyes. “I’d kill to have a place like this. However, my finances don’t allow it.”

      “I thought you got a nice bonus from SA?”

      She nodded and sighed, finishing her beer. “Yes. If I want to be dirt poor and in debt for the rest of my career with SA.” She shook her head. “I know about how they get you to spend all your money, so you are in debt and have to stay with SA for years and years to pay it off. That’s not me. I want to do my contract, retire early and enjoy my life.”

      I lifted a brow, impressed that she noticed that as well.

      “And you think SA will allow you to do that?”

      She snorted. “Let them try to deny me. Besides,” she sighed. “I might not even have a career with SA now.”

      I took her empty beer, finished mine, and put both empties in the recycling bin under the sink. I grabbed two more and offered her one again, and she took it with a sad smile.

      “Let’s see what we can do after some pizza, all right?” I told her softly.

      She took the beer and nodded with a deep breath. “I guess you’re right. I honestly hope you can do something, Rand.”

      “So do I. And once we get you fixed, I want to investigate this fruit thing. Because something tells me it’s what’s causing other Supers to lose their Powers.”

      “Can’t we just go to SA with this?”

      I snorted at her. “And tell them about me?”

      “No, no!” she quickly answered. “I swore I would keep your secret. And if you can fix me, I will be in your debt forever.”

      “Let’s see what we can do and go from there if we can fix this. We might be able to figure out a way for you to go to SA and explain to them that you had someone approach you about this?”

      She nodded slowly, and I could see her working through it in her head. Then she shook her head.

      “No, that wouldn’t work. They would ask me if I took the fruit and what happened. Hell, I might even be considered compromised and they might take my contract and signing bonus away.”

      She was right. With Villains around, SA was very nervous about anything that could change a Super. So if they even thought she was somehow compromised by a Villain, and it sounds like that’s what this person was, they would drop her. Hell, they might even arrest her and put her in maximum security for Supers just to make sure she doesn’t turn into a Villain.

      “If they even let you stay out of jail,” I pointed out.

      “Oh shit!” Her eyes got wide again, and the fear was back.

      “Don’t worry,” I reassured her. “We will figure this out. It just might take time.”

      “And I need to live my life without my Powers, don’t I?” she pouted.

      “It’s not all that bad,” I laughed. “I might have this Power, but I don’t use it. I’ve had this since I was 16.”

      Her mouth opened in an O, shocked at that. “Sixteen?” she cried. “That’s the youngest I’ve ever heard!”

      “Yeah,” I chuckled. “I’m surprised at 16, I didn’t let it get to my head.”

      She nodded emphatically. “I guess you had a good upbringing.”

      “It was a good one,” I agreed. “I had good parents. I didn’t have lots of friends, but I was also not bullied,” I shrugged. “So it was good.”

      “That makes a difference. I had a good upbringing as well. My parents might not have been rich or had loads of cash, but I had a good childhood,” she replied. Just then, my buzzer went off.

      “Let me get that pizza, and we can eat.”

      She nodded and headed toward the couch. “Does the television work?”

      “Yeah,” I replied, pointing to the remote on the coffee table. “I only have basic cable which is included with the rent.”

      “I guess I should turn on the news and see what is going on in the world,” I heard her sigh just as my door closed.

      I got the pizza, tipped the guy using my tap on my phone, and headed back up. When I got back to my apartment, Linda was sitting on my sofa, hugging one of the two cushions that were on the sofa, and watching television.

      “Need help?” she asked.

      I shook my head at the redhead. “Nah. I got it. You stay there. I’ll grab you some. One or two?”

      “Two slices, please, and if you have another beer, I won’t say no.”

      I chuckled. “I might have to go get some tomorrow, but yeah. I got some. Two slices and a beer coming up.”

      I went to the kitchen and grabbed two plates, put two slices of pizza on her plate and three on mine, and grabbed two beers. Awkwardly I brought it all back to the living room. She got up quickly when she saw my predicament and grabbed the two beers and placed them on the table. I could have used my Powers to move the plates using telekinesis, but I’d been so used to not using my Powers, that it never crossed my mind.

      While I might have come out to Linda, I wasn’t ready to even attempt to use them and get caught. That’s all I would need was to do that and have Frank walk in.

      Once I sat down, I gave Linda her plate and she dug right into her first slice. She moaned in pleasure.

      “Oh God, I haven’t had pizza in ages. The dorm has pizza,” she said, using one hand to make air quotes. “But they are frozen, and small individual ones. I had one bite of one and garbaged it.”

      “Yeah, I love this place. When Frank and I get pizza, we always get it from there. They are the only place in New San Diego that has New York Style. Correction, decent New York style.”

      For the next twenty minutes, we ate in silence, watching the news. Linda got up once and got herself another slice of pizza, and even brought back another beer for her and myself. I nodded my thanks. Once we were both satiated with food, I sat back and looked at her.

      “Shall we try again?” I asked her.

      Linda sat back with a worried expression, but I put a hand on her knee, which was naked since her dress was short enough that it rode halfway up her thigh. “It’s all right. I promise not to hurt you.” I was almost distracted by how soft and warm she felt.

      She nodded quickly and swallowed hard. “All right. I trust you, Rand. Go ahead.”

      “First things first,” I said. “I need to know. Do you feel anything? Pain? Discomfort? From whatever is inside you?”

      She shook her head. “No. And when you say it that way, I feel like that person from one of those Alien movies, waiting for something to burst through my chest.”

      I lifted a brow. “Vivid, but let’s not allow that. Shall we?”

      She took another deep breath and smiled at me. “I’m ready.”
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      “I need you to lie down,” I told her.

      “Here?” she said, pointing to the sofa under her. She had her legs tucked underneath her, and her dress was starting to ride up, exposing more of her legs.

      “The bed would be best, but this should work.”

      “Then let’s go to the bedroom,” she said, getting up suddenly.

      I nodded and got up as well. Without waiting, she headed back into my room, jumped onto my bed, and lay down with her head on one of my two pillows.

      “Like this?” she asked nervously.

      “That’s perfect,” I said, trying to ignore the fact that I had a hot redhead lying down in my bed.

      I sat down on the edge of the bed, and Linda scooted over to make room for me. I smiled in thanks.

      “Now,” I started, “I will make all attempts not to hurt you. This is new to me. I need to figure out why whatever is inside you is fighting me. The last time I tried, it didn’t want to budge. You were also out cold, but I could tell you had some discomfort.”

      I didn’t bother adding that she had moaned in pain, even in her unconscious state. I hoped that with her being awake and knowing that this thing was fighting me, I could be more surgical about this. Not have to worry about my patient crying in pain. Nonetheless, did I want that thing alive? It acted like it was alive.

      I placed my hand over Linda’s chest, and she winced.

      I lifted my hand away from her, as I had not done anything yet. “That hurt?”

      “No. Just reactive. Go ahead,” she said, sounding brave but not looking it. I could see the nerves. I nodded.

      I moved my hand back and focused my Power until I could see the energy blob, for lack of a better word, still floating in her chest, between her stomach and breasts. It was where her core for her Power would normally be if I had left it there. The thing was still there. Though, it seemed dormant right then. Earlier, it had been throwing energy spikes.

      I gently used energy to see if I could move it. I didn’t bother trying to pull it out, but instead, I nudged it sideways.

      Linda winced in pain.

      “You felt that?”

      She nodded. “Like a slight jab, like I would get in my intestines if I had a cramp.”

      “All right. So it doesn’t want to be removed. I had hoped to take this thing alive, but now? I think just getting it out would be best.”

      She snorted. “When you put it that way, I agree. I don’t enjoy knowing there is something alive inside me.”

      I nodded in agreement, “I don’t think it’s alive like you and me. It seems to be a form of energy, almost parasitic in nature. Let me try something.”

      I went back to her inner body and the thing, and instead of nudging it by trying to move it, I pushed a spark of energy, essentially electricity, into it.

      The thing convulsed, and Linda cried out in pain, grabbing my hand that was over her.

      “Ouch,” she said. “What did you try to do?”

      “I pushed a small amount of electricity into it. It didn’t like that. So we know it doesn’t want to be moved. It also doesn’t like getting shocked. What I pushed into it was what static electricity would feel like. Almost as if I had walked on a carpet and touched you. We aren’t done yet.”

      I looked at her hand holding my wrist, and she took a deep breath and let go. I could have done what I needed with her hand still there, but I wanted her to feel confident. Once her hand was removed, I didn’t do anything but look at the thing inside her. I switched between energies, from magnetic to thermal. And each time, it was there.

      What the fuck was this thing? It seemed to be in every wavelength of energy. I focused on seeing if I could slowly cook it, by increasing the temperature slowly. I looked at Linda’s face, and she was fine.

      I went slowly, only increasing it by a quarter degree at a time, until within a minute, it went from 98.6 degrees to 99. There was no reaction.

      “Anything?” Linda asked nervously.

      I nodded. “I’m trying something. Let me see what happens if I increase it. I’m upping its internal temperature.”

      She nodded, and I could see the fear in her eyes. The fear of the unknown. The fear of having something alive inside her.

      I increased again slowly, and within another minute, it went from 99 to 100 degrees. I watched Linda’s face, and there was no reaction.

      Ok, so this thing wasn’t noticing that I was cooking it slowly. Though, maybe it could handle high temps? How would I know? This was all new to me too.

      Within another minute, I had it to 101 degrees. Another minute, and I had it to 102.

      Linda spoke up, “It feels weird. Like I’m hot inside.”

      “Yeah. Sorry. It seems to not be reacting to the increasing temperatures, so it might be that it could survive in high temperatures. This might not work. I’m worried that by the time I got it cooked, you would die from being cooked as well,” I said with a scowl.

      Finally, I got a reaction from the thing after I increased it by two-quarters of a degree again. It started to throw out energy, and it wasn’t good energy. It was radiation.

      Withing thinking, I slammed some electricity into Linda’s brain to cause her to pass out. Then, I used my Powers to siphon the radiation out of her, so she would not take any damage internally.

      Next, I tried something I’d never thought of doing before. I pushed my hand into her stomach, into her chest. With my Powers, I was able to cut into her like butter and even make sure she didn’t bleed out. I quickly grabbed the fucker and yanked it out.

      I looked at what I held. I was energy. Pure energy, It wasn’t solid. The only reason I was able to hold it was because of my Power over any energy source. However, I could feel it trying to escape my grip. It tried to throw out more radiation, however, I slammed a field around it and my hand.

      It liked that even less, as if it could feel itself trapped. It tried to throw thermal, electrical, and gravitational energy, and when that didn’t work, it tried nuclear.

      What the hell was this thing? Without pausing or even trying anything else, I threw so much gravitational energy at it, that within the small space in my hand, it essentially felt like I was holding a small sun. If anyone, say Linda, had been caught in that, she would have been turned into paste.

      Which is exactly what happened to this thing. It might have been energy, but it seemed that put it into a gravitation field, and it could become solid. In my hand, I now held a blue paste. Not red.

      I made sure it was dead by throwing thermal energy of said same sun, and it burned up in a flash of heat and light. I had thankfully turned my head away just in time, so I wasn’t blinded.

      I turned my head back and looked at my hand. It was empty. Gone. Whatever that thing had been, it was no longer alive. I looked down at Linda and her dress and stomach. She still had the opening, and a tear in her dress. Slowly, I used energy to close up her wound. The dress, there wasn’t much I could do about. I couldn’t use energy to fix that. We would need a seamstress.

      “Shit,” I sighed.

      I would need to get her meds. Because while I closed her up, it was still an invasive thing that I had done, and she would be in pain. And I doubted that pain medicine for a headache would help. She was out for now since I had put her out, and she wouldn’t need to wake up until I caused her to wake up. Thankfully she won’t have felt that pain. Where the hell was I going to get medicine for her?

      I looked down at Linda and sighed. She would be fine. Frank wasn’t here, and he said I could have the place to myself tonight.

      I got up and went to my window and opened it. Then, I threw light around me so no one could see me, and I used gravity to float out of my window. I flew up until I was over my building and hovered there, trying to think. I know a hospital would have meds, but did I really want to steal from them? I thought of Linda waking up in pain if I couldn’t find something for her, then sighed again and headed toward the closest hospital, which thankfully was only four blocks from my place.

      Once there, I landed on the roof and went to one of the doors. Shit, I didn’t want to break the door. Instead, I looked into the lock mechanism and undid it. But before that, I shorted out the sensor there. I also shorted out the camera I could feel behind the door on the wall, facing it. I quickly opened the door and stepped in.

      The last thing I needed was to run into security coming to check what was going on with the camera not working all of a sudden. I made my way down the stairs and headed to what I remembered was the emergency room. I had to avoid people, but it was simple as I was able to slightly nudge folks out of my way if I couldn’t quite move around them.

      Once I was in the emergency area, I looked around and stopped. Shit, would they keep the drugs here? No, I need a damn pharmacy. I went back out and looked for the pharmacy. Thankfully again, it was late, so it was closed. Though I’m sure the hospital had another one for themselves. This one was meant for customers. I looked around with my Powers and was able to see where the cameras were, and I shorted those out as well.

      Then I disengaged the locks. These were easier since it was a simple lock. Not a keycard lock like the roof door. This was an actual key lock. I simply used telekinesis to unlock it, making sure no alarms went off. Once inside, I looked around. Shit again. What am I looking for? What drug is good for pain?

      I know morphine works. But where would I find that here? Oh, wait. Drugs like that are usually locked up! I searched and after a couple of minutes found a safe in the wall. I looked at the safe’s energy and saw that it was on a timer. The advantage of seeing states like this is I could tell what they were. This had taken me a bit to figure out, but when I did, I figured out that electronic locks were easy peasy for me.

      I pushed a small shock into the safe’s lock, and it snicked open. I opened it and blinked. There was so much there that I wasn’t sure what to take. I heard a noise, and knowing I was on borrowed time, I just grabbed the entire stash that was on a white tray.

      Once I had that, I simply blew the walls out and flew out of the hole in the wall. I was still hidden, so no camera would see me. I had even bent the light around my hand and tray when I grabbed it, so even if there was a hidden camera I could not see, I would still be invisible.

      Once I was a good hundred feet over the hospital, I oriented myself to where my place was and flew off that way, with alarm bells going off below. Sorry! I thought. I’m not a Villian, but I need this. It’s for a damsel in distress, even though I was the one that caused it.
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      Maybe blowing up the wall wasn’t a good idea, but I didn’t want to get caught, and I needed that medicine for Linda. Though, I’m sure this will be on the late-night news, or I guess the early edition. Hospital walls blown up after drugs were stolen from a safe. They will most likely blame it on a Villian who wanted drugs. I held the tray to my chest and even used a bit of Power to make sure I would not lose anything. Well, tray. It was more like a freaking box, and it was huge.

      Once I was back over my apartment building, I flew down until I floated next to my open window and crouched until I was able to get in and land on the floor. I closed the window one-handed and headed to sit next to Linda on the bed.

      I looked at the tray and frowned. I had no idea what I was looking for. I grabbed the first large yellow bottle, and it was labeled with something I could not even pronounce.

      “Shit,” I growled.

      I put the bottle back, and instead of trying to figure out what each drug was, I placed the tray next to me, between the unconscious Linda and myself, and took out my phone to search for what the generic name for morphine was. I slapped my forehead when I saw it was just that. Morphine. It did mention that it came in liquid or pill format. Looking through the tray, I didn’t see any needles of any kind, but there were bottles filled with liquid. The first one didn’t mention morphine, so I just decided to go with the pills.

      It was when I grabbed the ninth bottle that I saw it said morphine. I opened it and looked at the small blue pills. I wasn’t sure how much to give Linda. I looked up what I could, but it wasn’t helpful. So, I decided to give her two. I’m sure she will be in major pain.

      I opened her mouth slightly, trying to ignore how lush her lips were, and pushed in a single blue pill, using some of my Power to push it down her throat and into her stomach. Then I did the same with the second one. I looked up how long it took to take effect and growled. For fucksakes. There were too many variables, so I figured I’d give it 30 minutes.

      I got up, grabbed the tray, and stashed it in my coffin-sized closet. It was a tight fit with all the rest of my stuff in there, but I was able to get the door shut.

      I went back and looked down at Linda and then made sure that whatever I took out of her was totally, one hundred percent gone. It was, thankfully.

      What the hell was that thing? It seemed to be a living energy form. It acted as if it was alive. It reacted to things I did to it. What in the fuck did Linda get herself into, or get into herself, more like?

      I’d never heard on the news of anything that resembled that, nor had I ever read about it. And why was it inside her? I went to my fridge to grab a beer and noticed I was out. Right. We drank it all earlier that night and I never did get more.

      I looked toward my room and figured she would be good. She won’t wake up for hours. I went out, the normal way this time, and walked to the local store to grab some more beer. This time I grabbed two sixers. Something told me I was going to need it. I also grabbed some eggs, bacon, bread, and some other essentials for breakfast in the morning. I had a feeling that Linda would be sleeping in my bed tonight. Sofa it was for me.

      I paid and got back to my apartment in under 40 minutes. I put the groceries away and saw that Linda was still out. So I went back to the living room.

      I went to the sofa, but not before I grabbed a beer and turned on the news. Nothing about what happened to the local hospital. Though, to be fair, I was turned to international news, not local news. It was probably a good hour or so, and two beers later, that I heard a noise from the doorway to my room.

      I looked over, and Linda was standing there, using my doorjamb to hold herself up.

      “Hey,” I said quietly.

      She zeroed in on me and licked her lips. “Hey. Hmm. What the fuck happened? I feel like I got hit by a truck, then body slammed by a gorilla for good measure, but now I also feel weird. Like loopy. And why,” she said, putting a hand into the hole in the stomach of her dress, “is there a tear in my dress?”

      I got up and helped her to the sofa. “Let me get you some water.”

      “I’d rather have a beer like you have,” she said, pointing to the bottle on the table.

      “Yeah, no. You have morphine in you,” I said shaking my head negatively.

      Her eyes widened. “Did you drug me?”

      “Sit, and I’ll explain once I get you some water.”

      She glared at me but nodded, her lips in a thin line. I can’t blame her. I just told her she had ingested morphine after she trusted me to do whatever I could to get that thing out of her. I’m sure I sounded like some freak who was about to take advantage of her.

      I went to the kitchen, grabbed a glass from my cupboard, and poured in some cold tap water. I had one of those filters on it since both Frank and I were dubious about the state of the water pipes in the building, and I was too cheap to buy bottled water. Frank was good enough to buy the most expensive and best tap filter out there. Even he didn’t want to drink out of plastic bottles. He said it had an odd taste.

      Once the glass was full, I brought it back to Linda and offered it to her. She looked at me suspiciously.

      I sighed. “If I had wanted to drug you again, I wouldn’t need a glass of water to do it.”

      “True,” she sighed deeply and took the offered glass. Once she had drank a couple of sips, I sat down next to her.

      “So, I got what was inside you out,” I stated. “But it took some, hmm. Force. I had to essentially dig it out of you physically, and well, the dress was in the way.”

      Aghast, she cried out, “Wait. Are you saying you stuck your hands into me?”

      “Yeah,” I nodded. “Which is part of the reason you are loopy. I had to give you something for the pain. While I closed you back up, I still caused damage to your body. The morphine is the only thing I could think of that was strong enough to help.”

      She nodded slowly as I explained. “And you had some morphine just lying around.”

      Hesitantly, I said, “Sure, let’s go with that.”

      “Wait. You said you got it out of me?” she brightened up. “Does that mean you can put my Powers back?”

      I could hear the hopeful tone and even the desperation in her voice.

      I nodded slowly. “I could. But you will still have an unstable Power.”

      “Oh.” Her shoulders dropped. “Right. I’ll still have those fireworks when I get nervous or when my emotions are strong.”

      “Yes and no,” I said after a couple of seconds of silence.

      Her gaze snapped to me. “What?”

      I sighed. “Listen. You know that I can take away Powers. However, I might be able to fix what is wrong with yours. I would need to put it back inside you anyhow to check. Either way, you will have your Powers back. Nevertheless, let’s wait a couple of days until you aren’t, well, all morphined up.”

      As I got near the end of my explanation, she was shaking her head.

      “No, I want it back. You have no idea what it’s like not having it. It feels like I’m missing a part of myself. It feels,” she placed her hand over her chest, well, over the hole in her dress, which thankfully was low enough that I didn’t see her breasts or bra even. “As if there is an emptiness there now.”

      I quirked an eyebrow.

      “Really?”

      She nodded and glared at me. “Yes, really. It feels like I’m not fully me.”

      “And that’s not the drugs talking?”

      She shook her head hard. “No. Because I felt like that right after I lost, or you took, my Powers.”

      I sat back to ponder what she said. I’d never thought of that. That me taking away someone’s Powers was removing a part of who they were. Then again, it might be psychological. But it might also be physiological. We didn’t know a lot about how Powers were inside a person.

      “All right. I will put it back, on one condition,” I finally said.

      “What’s that?” she asked me, sounding nervous.

      “I think you should stay here tonight.” When her face looked suspicious, I quickly added. “Just so I can watch you. I will sleep here on the couch, and you can sleep in my bed.”

      “Fine,” she finally said, after looking into my eyes for what felt like a full minute. “I will. Now, how do you do this?”

      “Give you your Powers back?”

      She nodded.

      I snapped my fingers and, in the process, pushed her Powers back into her. Within a second, she went from not having that tree trunk structure of energy inside her to having it again. I made sure to give her her full Powers back. That was the neat thing about my ability or what I could do. It didn’t copy the power. It trapped it and kept it apart from my own.

      She blinked, and suddenly a beautiful smile blossomed on her face.

      “It’s back! I can feel it!”

      Immediately, there were explosions of fireworks all around her. More than usual. I quickly made sure that my sofa didn’t catch fire. She had said her dorm room was set up to handle them. Mine wasn’t.

      She closed her eyes, and I watched her, not on the outside but on the inside, as she tried to control them. I saw that small branches started to break off throughout her tree, which seemed to be the cause of her Power fluctuating like that. I looked closer and noticed that those branches seemed to be slightly defective.

      I watched in awe as she slowly brought her Powers under control and noticed it wasn’t just something in her head. She was physically, though is that tree physical, starting to heal them. No, not heal them. Looking closer, I saw that she was essentially shrinking that part of the branch. I zoomed in deeper, and I noticed that they were still damaged.

      Then, she opened her eyes and smiled at me. “There. Done.”

      “Interesting.”

      “What’s interesting,” she asked, sipping her water.

      “How you control that. So, from what I could see, the reason you have those explosions is because the tree I mentioned that is the heart of a Superheroes’ Powers, yours has small branches that are damaged. When you try to control those flare ups, what you are doing isn’t healing them. You are shrinking them. But I have a feeling when you get nervous or your emotions get the better of you, they unshrink, and you are back at square one.”

      “Oh,” she said, her eyes widening as I was explaining. “Wait. You said they are damaged? I can’t fix them?”

      I shook my head. “No. You can’t. But I might be able to.”

      The look she gave me was that of a person who was starving and someone had just offered them the best steak in the world.

      “But,” I added quickly. “I need to study you to figure it out.”

      “Then, I will stay the night if that’s what it takes,” she said firmly. She stood up quickly and then winced.

      “Are you all right?” I asked, concerned.

      She nodded. “Yeah. I just got up too quickly. I guess whatever you did didn’t heal it completely.”

      “Yeah, that was a first for me,” I lamely added. “So take it easy, all right?”

      “Are you sure I can’t have a beer?”

      I chuckled. “I’m sure. Even though you have your Powers back, which means you’ll heal faster, I still think mixing drugs and alcohol isn’t good.”

      She made a face. “Fine. Got any food?”

      “That I do. I went to the store when you were out and picked up a dead bird and some salad.”

      She made a face. “What’s a dead bird? Do you mean a raw chicken?”

      “Oh no,” I laughed. “It’s what my dad used to call cooked rotisserie chicken. Dead bird.”

      “Oh!” she laughed. “I’d love some. I feel like I could eat a horse.”

      “Sorry,” I said straight-faced. “No dead horse. They ran out.”

      She looked at me and guffawed but then winced, putting her hand over her stomach area. “Don’t make me laugh, dammit!”
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      I woke up the next morning disorientated at first, and then I remembered that I had given Linda my bed. I got up groggily and went to make coffee. In the kitchen, I looked at the time and it was just past seven. Yawning, and with the smell of coffee percolating, I opened the fridge and took out the eggs and bacon I bought yesterday.

      I got started first with a pan of bacon, and by the time the smell of the bacon started to overpower the smell of the coffee, the coffee was done.

      I poured myself a cup and grabbed some cream and sugar. Just as I was about to take a sip, I heard a sleepy voice say, “I’d love a cup of that. If it’s allowed with morphine.”

      I turned toward my bedroom door with my cup halfway to my mouth, and what I saw made me stare, my mouth agape.

      Holy shit, Linda looked hot in my white T-shirt. The shirt hugged her in all the right places. Her breasts were firm, and her red hair was sticking out all over the place as if she had had a fight with static electricity. Her piercing emerald-green eyes were still showing sleep.

      She stretched her arms out and blinked a few times before finally saying, “Good morning.”

      “Eerr,” I said, my brain shutting down.

      She saw my look and laughed. “That coffee?”

      “Oh,” I said, looking down at mine. “Yes. I think you can have coffee with morphine. How is the pain?”

      She walked toward me and looked into my cup before answering. “Good. Thanks for the extra pills last night. I woke up around two and had to take another one. What’s in your coffee?”

      I looked down at the cup in question and answered, “Cream and sugar.”

      She purred. “Perfect.” And grabbed it out of my hand.

      She took a sip and moaned in pleasure. “Just the way I like it. The bacon smells good.”

      “Oh shit, bacon,” I uttered, turning around and flipping the bacon. Once I did, I grabbed a second cup and made myself another coffee before I turned back to her. “I also got eggs and sourdough bread.”

      “Nice. I usually just have a yogurt for breakfast. This is much better. But I hate cooking,” she shrugged, and went and sat down on the sofa.

      I turned, leaning against the counter to look at her. “Hate or can’t?”

      “Both,” she laughed. “I mean, my dad showed me how to cook some things, but I could never retain it. I’m a fast food kind of gal.”

      I chuckled. “I’m poor. I have to cook for myself. Otherwise, I would starve. I can’t do fast food all the time.”

      “Well,” she added, tucking her legs under her, and thanked God for the longer shirt, and took a sip of her coffee. “I don’t do it often. I tend to eat at the dorm. Food is included.”

      I snorted. “I thought you said you were at one of the cheaper dorms?”

      She smiled. “Yes. But they still give you food. It’s not like the rich ones where they get lobster and steak every night.”

      “I doubt it’s like that there,” I laughed.

      She lifted an eyebrow. “Ask your roomie, Frank.”

      Puzzled, I asked her, “How would he know?”

      “You don’t know the stories?” she asked, her mouth open wide in surprise.

      I frowned at her. “No. What stories?”

      She laughed.

      “My God. Let’s see,” she said, leaning forward and putting her mug on my coffee table. I noticed she didn’t wince, which meant she was healing.

      “First year he was here, or so the story goes, he was in one of the top dorms. Even comes with your own steward. Well, supposedly, the story goes that in his first week, he met a girl who was in the dorm next door, and apparently she had a crush on him, but he wasn’t interested. Well, William Convey the Third didn’t care that he wasn’t interested and made it hell for Frank. Frank finally confronted him and told him straight to his face, at the country club with his dad there, not Frank’s dad, but William’s, that he had no interest in this girl and for all he cared, William could fuck her till she cried mercy. Well, William’s dad didn’t take well to being embarrassed at the club like that, so he tried to get Frank kicked out of school. But the rules didn’t allow that, no matter how much money you had. He was, however, able to get him kicked out of the dorms.”

      My mouth was agape in astonishment.

      But then, I blinked. “Wait. Frank is going to this city-run university. Was this at one of the bigger private-run ones?”

      She shook her head. “Nope. William the turd is also here. He wants to look good for the masses. He’s going into politics.”

      “Fuck, that sucks. I guess I should be grateful, in a way, since Frank is my roomie.”

      She nodded and laughed. “Yep. But, yeah. William the turd is in our school. Frank and he avoid each other.”

      “How do you know all this?” I asked with a raised brow.

      “I like gossip,” she laughed. “And also, us dorm girls talk.” She pointed behind me. “Bacon.”

      “Shit,” I said, having been distracted again. Thankfully, the bacon was crispy and not burned. I took it out of the pan, put it on a plate, and wrapped it in tin foil.

      “How do you like your eggs,” I asked, looking over my shoulder. “And are you good with eggs cooked in bacon grease?”

      “Hell yeah, and anything is good,” she said, and I noticed she had her mug in her hands again. “I just don’t want them runny.”

      I decided to go with easy hard-fried eggs. Once they were done, I grabbed some bacon and placed it on two plates, evenly splitting it, and then placed two eggs on her plate and a piece of toasted sourdough with butter. I added forks, and I brought everything to the living room and gave her a plate.

      “Thanks,” she smiled.

      She took a bite of her bacon and moaned. Damn, does she moan all the time when she gets something she likes?

      “This is good. I wish I could have this kind of breakfast every morning. I only do yogurt because it’s quick, and I can leave the eating area quickly.” She stuffed another whole piece of bacon into her mouth, her eggs untouched.

      “Because of your, hmm, problem?” I asked, digging into my own food.

      She nodded and sighed. “Yeah. I don’t like public places for that reason.”

      “Well, after breakfast we can look into your problem deeper.”

      “Thanks, Rand. You have no idea how much I appreciate this.”

      “As long as you keep it a secret, all right?”

      Fervently she said, “I will. I don’t want you to take my Powers away.”

      I reached out and placed a hand on her covered leg. “I wouldn’t do that. But, please keep my secret.”

      “I will. I swear.” She cocked her head. “How come you don’t just join SA?”

      “And tell them about my full Powers and then be taken in and prodded, poked, tested, and never see the light of day again?”

      “No,” she laughed. “With your Powers, I’m sure you can pretend to be less powerful and join the SA and see how they work internally. Maybe keep tabs on them to make sure they haven’t heard of you or someone like you.”

      I sat back and looked at this beautiful redhead with admiration. I had never even thought of that. I just assumed if I wanted to join SA, I would have had to tell them about my full Powers. But this idea had merit. Though, it would still mean working with stuck-up Supers.

      “I’ll think about it,” I told her, sounding noncommittal.

      She grinned at me. “That’s all I ask. Hmm,” she said looking down at her plate. “Is there any more bacon?”

      I laughed at her. “No. I split it evenly. That was a pound of bacon.”

      She pouted. “Fine.”
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      Once breakfast was done and dishes were washed, thanks to Linda, and the coffee pot was empty, I turned to her.

      “Did you want to use my shower first? I wish I could offer a change of clothing, but I don’t have anything,” I apologized.

      She smiled at me. “No. I think I might head to my place. Though, do you think I can keep your shirt? I’ll wear it over my dress.”

      “Won’t that look odd?”

      “Not as odd as walking around with a hole in the chest of my dress,” she said, lifting a red eyebrow.

      “Touché,” I laughed.

      “But, I’ll be back in a couple of hours, if that’s all right, and we can look at my problem?” she asked hesitantly, as if she thought I was going to back out.

      “Sure, that works,” I said with a smile. “Oh, here.” I went to my bathroom and grabbed the large bottle of morphine. “Take a couple of these in case you need them. I know you took one last night in the middle of the night, but I’m sure it will wear off soon.”

      “Thanks,” she said, taking the offered pills.

      Suddenly, without warning, she rushed to me, went up on her toes, and gave me a quick kiss on the lips. It was so fleeting and fast, and I wasn’t expecting it.

      “Thanks, Rand.”

      I was so stunned I just stood there as she left my apartment. I heard my door opening again, and I expected it to be Linda, but instead of her, it was Frank.

      He saw me and smiled. “Good morning. You’re up early. What’s wrong? You look like the cat got your tongue.”

      “Yeah, sorry,” I said, jolted out of my shock by Frank’s entrance. “Sorry. Just something I wasn’t ready for happened.”

      “Would it be that redhead?” he asked with a raised eyebrow and a big grin. “She’s hot.”

      “We aren’t dating,” I said, rolling my eyes.

      Frank’s grin got even bigger. “Wasn’t that your shirt she was wearing over her dress?”

      Changing the subject, I asked him, “How was your night with Precila?’

      He chuckled, knowing what I was doing, but he answered me anyways. “It was good. Man, I think she’s the one.”

      I lifted an eyebrow at him. “So it went well with the parents?”

      “Yeah,” he chortled. “It seems that her dad knows mine, and they had already spoken.”

      I laughed. “So it’s an arranged marriage?”

      He went to open his mouth but closed it and glared at me. Then he uttered, “Fuck! I never even thought of that!”

      I went to the fridge, grabbed two of the beers and passed one to him. “I doubt your parents are that nefarious. I’m sure they didn’t push her on you.”

      “No, actually, we met by accident. It was when, hmmm. When I came here.”

      I lifted both my eyebrows up and down. “After you left the dorms?”

      He blinked at me. “Shit. You found out?”

      I pointed to the doorway that Linda had just left through. “Yeah. She told me the rumor that was going around.”

      “Shit,” he sighed deeply, opening the beer and sitting on the couch. “It’s not that I didn’t want to tell you. It’s just it’s so embarrassing.”

      I sat next to him and said, “Frank. I would not think differently of you if you had. You’re my best friend here at university. Fuck, you’re my best friend anywhere.”

      Frank blushed slightly. “Thanks, man. I feel the same. You’re like the brother I never had.”

      I grinned at him and lifted my bottle in salute. He lifted his up as well.

      “So,” he said, changing the subject and looking at the front door again. “Did you finally get some?”

      “Frank!” I cried out in mock horror, even putting a hand on my chest. “Not really. She passed out from something last night when we were out, and since I had no clue where she lived, I brought her here.”

      “Shit, and you let her go home alone?”

      I nodded. “She’s fine. We think it was heat stroke.”

      Frank looked dubious at my excuse, but he thankfully let it go. He sat back and took a sip of his beer.

      “I’m thinking of asking Precila to marry me.”

      “Before you’re done university?”

      He nodded. “I don’t want to lose her. Honestly, she’s been the best thing that’s happened to me.”

      “Are you still nervous to be around her?”

      He shook his head vehemently. “No. Hell, I found out she’s much richer than everyone thinks she is.”

      I lifted a surprised brow. “How so?”

      “Well, you know her parents own all those malls, right?”

      “Yeah.”

      “So, it’s not just malls. They also own hotels, casinos, and industrial complexes.”

      I looked at him as if he was shitting me. “Which hotels?”

      “The Grands.”

      I blinked in shock. Then, I said to him slowly. “I never did get her last name.”

      “Donahue…”

      I blurted out, “As in THE fucking Donahues? Her father is Peter Donahue?”

      “The one and only,” he sighed deeply.

      I sat back and looked at him. “Oh, fuck me.”

      Not only were the Donahues rich, but they were also powerful. They paid for a lot of the research that went into why Supers were Supers. Think of the top wealthiest families in the entire world, and they would be in the top three.

      Compared to Frank’s parents, who were maybe 200th or so.

      “So, do you feel better now at least that she’s not going after your money?” I snorted in laughter, to break the tension.

      He laughed as well and nodded, took a large sip of his beer, and nodded again. “Yeah. But fuck, what am I getting myself into?”

      “You love her?”

      He again nodded emphatically.

      “Then fuck it. Love her and enjoy your life. Frank, you’re not an ass, even with the money you have. Just don’t become an ass with her money.”

      He punched me in the shoulder.

      “Fuck you. I won’t become an ass. Besides, you’re like family to me. I would never treat you differently. No matter what.”

      I doubt that. I think if he found out what I was, he would hate me. He always resented that he didn’t have Powers, and here I was, with amazing ones, and I was hiding it from him.

      Just then, his phone went off. He grabbed it from the back pocket of his designer jeans and answered.

      “Hello?”

      I could hear a male voice on the other end. Frank nodded at whatever was being said and quickly hung up, after saying, “Shit, I’ll be right over.”

      He got up quickly.

      “Is everything all right?”

      He shook his head. “No. My dad was in a car accident. He’s at the hospital.”

      “Shit. Want me to come with you?”

      “Do you mind?” he asked, sounding scared and worried.

      I put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed. “Come on. We can Uber it.”
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      It didn’t take us long to Uber to the hospital. Since it was the same one that I had blown a wall through last night, there were cops and construction workers outside fixing the hole, or at least boarding it up.

      I cringed at the damage, seeing it for the first time. Oops. I guess I should have been more careful. I ran into the ER entrance with Frank and he went right to reception.

      “My father is here,” he said breathlessly, since as soon as the Uber had stopped, he ran right into the hospital. “He was just brought in. He was in a car crash.”

      The young blond nurse in blue scrubs looked up and nodded at him. “Is your dad Mr. Bender?”

      “Yes. Is he ok?” he asked worriedly.

      “Please, take a seat and I will get someone to come out.”

      “Is my father all right!” Frank asked her crossly.

      “Please sir, I don’t know the details. I will get one of the doctors to come out. Please wait over there,” she said, pointing to the waiting area with hard blue plastic chairs.

      Frank opened his mouth, to argue I’m sure, so I placed a hand on his shoulder.

      “Come on. She doesn’t know anything. Let’s just go sit.”

      He took a deep breath and nodded. He turned to the nurse and said, “Sorry.”

      “It’s all right,” she answered him sympathetically. “I will let the doctor know his son is here.”

      “Thank you,” Frank sighed deeply again.

      He walked over and sat down in one of the hard chairs, and I sat down next to him. There were a couple of other people waiting in the ER area. There was even a man on the floor, moaning in pain. I looked at him worriedly but turned back to Frank.

      “We will find out what happened. The nurse probably doesn’t really know anything. So, let’s wait for the doctor.”

      “Thanks for coming with me,” Frank said, looking at me with gratitude.

      “Dude, I couldn’t just let you go alone.”

      Just then, his phone went off. He grabbed it from his back pocket and looked at the display before answering it.

      “Mom. I’m at the hospital.”

      I heard a frantic voice on the other end.

      “I don’t know. I’m waiting for the doctor to come out. I just got here. Yes, I will keep you posted. I’m just glad you were away on business, so it wasn’t both of you. I know, but still. Once I find out what is going on, I will call you. Do you want me to pick you up at the airport? Are you sure? Okay. I’ll stay here. You let Paul know to get you. Oh, you already contacted him? All right. I’ll call as soon as I hear something. Love you too. Bye, Mom.”

      He hung up, and just as he did, a male doctor in blue scrubs and a white coat walked up. He had the typical stethoscope around his neck. He was of Hispanic descent and was relatively young, with short black hair and a small beard.

      “Mr. Bender?” he asked in a British accent.

      “That’s me,” Frank answered him, looking up quickly.

      “Good. I’m Doctor Lopez. So, your dad is stable. Thankfully there was a Superhero there, so they got him here quickly.

      “A Superhero?” Frank asked, looking confused.

      The doctor nodded. “It seems that your dad’s car was picked up by a Villain, when he and this Super were fighting. The car was thrown, and your dad was still in the car. He sustained injuries, but thankfully they weren’t lethal. Right now, your dad is in an induced coma since he had a head injury, and we wanted to make sure he would recover without any adverse effects.”

      “He’s going to be all right?” Frank asked, sounding relieved.

      Dr. Lopez nodded. “He did sustain a broken collar bone and a broken hand. Other than the head injury, there were no other major concerns. He also got some lacerations on his face from the windshield’s glass. But otherwise, we are keeping an eye on him.

      “Can I see him?” he asked.

      “Right now we aren’t letting anyone in, but we think by tomorrow, we should be able to allow visitors. He will still be under though.”

      Without thinking, I asked angrily, “Who was the Villain?”

      Dr. Lopez turned to me questioningly, and Frank said, “This is my best friend.”

      The doctor nodded. “The Villain, from what the report said, was Tripper.”

      Fucking Tripper! Tripper was a Villain who had the ability to teleport short distances. Not sure why he was called Tripper, but then again, not all Superheroes or Villains had names that denoted their Powers.

      Frank asked the obvious follow-up question. “Did they catch him?”

      Dr. Lopez shook his head sadly. “No. The Superhero who brought him in felt it was more prudent to bring in your father than go after the Villain.”

      We both nodded.

      “Now,” he continued. “I assume we have your number?”

      Frank nodded.

      “Good. If there is any change, we will contact you directly. In the meantime, know that your father is fine. He will pull out of this. If you want to come back tomorrow during visiting hours, you can see your father.”

      “Thank you, Dr. Lopez,” Frank said with heartfelt gratitude.

      Dr. Lopez smiled at Frank and nodded. “If you will excuse me, I have other cases to check on.”

      With that, Dr. Lopez turned and headed back through the doors leading deeper into the hospital.

      Frank turned to me and said angrily, “God. I cannot believe that fucker Tripper used my dad’s car as a fucking projectile.”

      “Tell me about it,” I said just as angrily.

      While I’d never met Frank’s dad, I felt close to Frank, and this was his dad we were talking about. I’m just glad his mother was out of town, apparently, so she wasn’t in the car with him.

      “I so fucking wish I had Powers so I could go after him,” Frank swore vehemently.

      I nodded and put a hand on his shoulder. “Come on. Let’s head back home. Nothing we can do here. Your dad is in good hands.”

      Frank took a deep breath to release the anger I’m sure he was feeling and nodded at me.

      “Yeah. I hope they catch the fucker and make him pay.”

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “I’m sure they will.”

      What I didn’t tell Frank was, yeah. He was going to pay. Because I was about to go after the fucker myself. No one does this to my friend and gets away with it.

      It didn’t take us long to get an Uber and get back to our apartment. Once there, I gave Frank another beer but didn’t bother taking one for myself. Frank nodded thankfully.

      “I’m going to call my mother,” he said with a sigh. “I’m sure she’s worried sick.”

      “You do that. I’m going to head to bed. It’s been a long day.”

      Frank stopped before going to his room and looked at me with appreciation on his face. “Rand. Thank you. We might not be real brothers, but I’m glad you were with me.”

      “Ditto, Frank. Ditto. Now call your mother and get some sleep. If you need me to go with you to the hospital, I can.”

      “I would appreciate that. I should also call Precila since I’ve been ignoring her texts.”

      “Good night.”

      “Night man,” he said, taking a sip of his beer as he walked into his room and closed the door.

      I headed to mine and glared at nothing in particular. Now, how do I go about finding Tripper? Most Villains are good at hiding themselves. Shit, I should have asked what Super brought Frank’s dad into the hospital. I guess I could ask that tomorrow. Or…

      I took my phone out and checked to see if there was anything in the news about Frank’s dad’s accident or a fight between Tripper and some Superhero. Unfortunately, there was nothing. Fuck.

      I researched Tripper and found some info. It seemed that this guy was wanted by the SA for tons of robberies and even three deaths. Two of them being Superheroes. I looked deeper and saw that Tripper’s secondary Power was his strength. He had a strong muscular body and could take lots of damage, which made sense. Most Supers who had powerful strength also had strong bodies.

      After an hour of combing some forums, Reddit, and even a Tripper ‘fan’ page, I found nothing.

      I growled in frustration. It’s not like I could call SA and say, oh, hey. Can you tell me where Tripper might be? I didn’t know anyone in SA. I kept my distance from any Supers.

      Oh, wait. Maybe I did know someone. Linda. Though, did I want her involved in this? She wasn’t technically a Super yet. So maybe not. But it doesn’t hurt to ask, right?

      I lifted my phone and texted her. Can you chat for a minute?

      Within five seconds, I got a message back.

      Of course!

      Call you call me?

      A half second later, my phone rang.

      “Hey,” I said.

      “Hey yourself,” Linda’s voice came over the phone, and I could tell she was smiling. “What’s up?”

      “I have an odd question to ask you.”

      “Oh?” she said, and I could imagine her raising her red-haired eyebrow.

      “So, my roommate,” I said, deciding to be honest with her. “His dad was in an accident tonight. Well, more like Tripper used his car as a projectile to throw at some Superhero.”

      “Oh shit!” Linda cried out in horror. “Is he all right?”

      “Yeah,” I sighed. “But he’s still in the hospital in an induced coma.”

      “Damn. So how can I help you then?”

      “I need info. You’re the only person who I know who is in the SA or even close to being inside it. Do you have any contacts you can ask to check where Tripper might be or where he hangs out?”

      There was nothing but silence on the phone for more than 10 seconds, and I could picture her frowning.

      Just when I thought she had hung up and was about to check my phone, she said slowly. “I might.”

      “If you can, I will owe you.”

      “Fuck that,” she cried out. “You don’t owe me shit. I owe you. Give me ten minutes, all right? I will text you what I find.”

      “Linda, you’re the best,” I replied, relieved.

      “I am, aren’t I?” she said tongue in cheek. “Now give me ten.”

      “Will do. Thanks.”

      The line went dead, and I sat on my bed. The next ten minutes were the longest ten minutes of my life. Then, just as she said, ten minutes later on the dot, I got a text from her.

      Found something. So, my contact said that he seems to usually be in the Dorthmont area. Near the park there. Do you know the one?

      I texted back. Yeah. I think it’s called Morgan Park. With the big water fountain?

      Yep, that’s it. According to my contact, the last four times they saw Tripper, it was near that area. Do you want me to come with you?

      I thought about that. While she was a Super, or would be one, I wanted to do this on my own.

      No, I got this. But thanks for the offer. Maybe next time?

      I’ll hold you to that!

      I’m going to the hospital with Frank tomorrow. But after, did you want to catch supper?

      I’d love to!

      All right. I’ll let you know the details of where supper will be so that we can redo our date.

      Deal!

      I put my phone away and looked around my room. I didn’t really need anything. My Powers were what I needed. Tonight, a Villain was about to fucking die. Or, at least pay for what they did to Frank’s dad.

      I went to my window, opened it, and without thinking, wrapped myself with light so I was invisible and flew off into the night until I was floating over my building. Once I orientated myself. I turned in the direction of Morgan Park and shot off, creating a bubble of air around me to buffet the wind, but also keeping myself under the speed of sound.
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      It took me about five minutes of flying before I found the park. I stopped overhead and looked around. It was about 11 pm, so the park was shadowed in darkness, except for the lights that were meant to keep muggers from mugging. However, those were small pools of lights in a large swatch of darkness. With the naked eye, I didn’t see anyone, but with my ability to see all energies, including a person or even an animal, I saw that the park was somewhat busy.

      I scanned them all and saw that there were only a couple with Powers. Interesting. What would someone with Powers be doing in a park this late? Not to say that those with Powers can’t be in a park, but it’s not exactly a hangout destination.

      I flew to the first Super and looked at them. It was a woman with dark green dyed hair who appeared to be in her forties, wearing a light green sleeveless dress with a plunging neckline that showed the top of her breasts. She was sitting on one of the park’s benches, reading a paperback book. She didn’t even look up as I floated above her. I scanned her internal tree and saw that while she had Powers, they weren’t that powerful. She would be on the low end of level three. Barely a Super or Villain.

      I racked my brain to think of a Super or Villain that had green hair, but I drew a blank. I brought up my phone and did a search to see if there was anything on the Super database. One thing that the SA did was they kept a website of all the Supers and Villains. Within seconds I found her.

      Leafy. She had the Power to make grass grow faster. She used that Power to grow grass around her target’s feet, to make them trip and then trap them. Though, if someone was strong enough, I’m sure they could break out of it. Now her secondary Power caused me to frown. Her secondary Power was the ability to sustain herself on the sun instead of eating. Wow. That’s a fucking strange one. Why would she be here in the dark, then?

      But she wasn’t my target, so I flew back up and headed toward the second person in the park with Powers. Once I was over them, I saw that it was a male and he was sitting in a bush.

      I couldn’t get a good look at him since it was dark, but I could tell he was a male, and I saw that his Power tree was much stronger than Leafy’s had been. I would peg him at the higher end of a level 3. I landed softly behind him and crouched down to see what he was looking at.

      There was nothing there.

      Was he in wait for something? I used my Power to let me see better in the dark and saw that he had short light blond hair that was balding on the top. He looked to be in his thirties or early forties. While some with Powers had the added bonus of looking beautiful, it seems this man didn’t win in that lottery. It wasn’t a hundred percent guarantee that if you got Powers, you were going to look like a supermodel.

      He was wearing dark clothing, black jeans and a black shirt. He lifted his hand and rubbed his nose absently.

      I slowly walked up until I was a foot behind him and crouched back down so I was level with him.

      I tried again to see what he was looking for or waiting for. Still, nothing showed itself. The only thing in front of him was a pathway, where during the day folks would walk to enjoy the park or walk through it, I guess.

      I removed my invisibility screen and said, “What are you waiting for?”

      The man jumped almost five feet into the air, flipped around, and screamed, “What the fuck!”

      Before he could get away, I slammed gravity on him to keep him in place.

      His eyes widened in shock. He looked at me, or tried to since it was dark.

      “Who’s there!” he shouted, and I could hear the fear in his voice, and then suddenly, he was gone.

      Fuck, it’s Tripper. He must have teleported. I quickly scanned the area and found him twenty feet away. I used gravity on myself to bring myself right in front of him. Then, before he could teleport again, I slammed gravity around him again, and then I also removed his Powers by yanking out his tree and placing it inside me.

      I grabbed him using gravity and brought him with me until we were in a pool of light.

      Once we got there, I looked at him and saw a look of horror on his face. His mouth was opening and closing, and he was breathing hard.

      “Now,” I said softly. “Tripper, I assume?”

      The man nodded at me automatically.

      “You almost killed the father of a friend of mine tonight. You used his car as a projectile without thinking of the consequences for the person inside.”

      “What?” he blubbered in fear. “I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to!”

      “You didn’t mean to? Or you didn’t give a shit?” I replied, anger tinging my voice. “You Villains are all the same. You’re worse than the fucking Superheroes. At least they attempt to be safer.”

      The man started to cry. “Please, don’t kill me!”

      “Why shouldn’t I? You almost killed a man tonight, and I’m sure you’ve killed others without remorse,” I asked him, shaking him using gravity and roughing him up slightly.

      “I can give you information!”

      “I don’t need information. I want justice!” I growled at him.

      “I can give you the information about a guy who is selling these fruits that can make you more powerful!” he cried out desperately.

      That stopped me. It wasn’t what I expected, but if I could find out who the hell had fucked with Linda’s Power, that would be a bonus.

      “What is this fruit?”

      He shook his head.

      “I don’t know. All I know is this guy who has shadows around him is going around selling these weird fruits that can either give you Powers if you don’t already have them or increase your Power if you have them. Here,” he said and went to reach inside his pocket, but I slammed him in a cage of gravity to stop him from moving.

      I used telekinesis to bring out the item he had been reaching for. It appeared to be a fruit. Or I assumed it was a fruit. It was ugly as all hell. It looked to be a cross between a plum, a cherry, and a kiwi. The thing looked dried up, however.

      Once the fruit floated in front of me, I looked at it internally and saw nothing. It was just a fruit, an ugly fruit, but a fruit. Just one I’d never seen before. I reached out for it, and snapped my finger back like I’d been burned. I was so surprised that I let it go telekinetically and the fruit dropped to the grassy ground.

      It felt like it had given me a huge surge of electricity. Which was odd since I’m sure Tripper had touched it, and he had not been affected. I looked at him, and he was staring at me with large eyes full of terror.

      “Did it shock you when you touched it?”

      He shook his head vigorously.

      “You’re able to touch it without any feeling or sensation?”

      He nodded his head forcefully.

      I squatted down next to the fruit, scanned it internally again, and nothing. It was just that. A fruit. No energy. Not alive even.

      With my Powers, I was able to tell that before a fruit or vegetable was picked, it had a small energy source. A Lifeforce. When you picked it, that lifeforce died or went away. I had experimented, and it happened every time. Once something was picked, the lifeforce left it, no matter what it was. Which made sense since plants were alive. That’s what made them grow. But the second you plucked them, they died.

      I slowly brought my finger up and pressed it against the skin of the fruit. Since I was expecting it this time, I waited for the shock, and the moment I felt it coming at me, I threw the same amount of electricity at it to block it. Then I wrapped the entire fruit within a cage of that electricity. It was nullified. Though, with my eyes and Power I could see the electricity going around and around its skin.

      To Tripper, I’m sure it just looked like a fruit on the ground, with my finger against it.

      I grabbed the fruit, and now that I was holding it I could see that there was energy inside it. How the fuck was it hiding that signature like that until I held it?

      I scanned the energy and frowned. It was unlike anything I’d ever seen. It wasn’t an energy source I’d ever encountered. It was, to me, a foreign energy. As I was pondering that, without warning, the fruit threw gravity at me. It wasn’t much, maybe a couple of gravities worth, and I was able to counteract it without thinking, but it did cause me to grunt as some of it did get through and hit me.

      Next, it threw heat out, and I slammed a shell of gravity around it to keep the heat inside. Instantly the heat stopped, probably because the fruit didn’t want to kill itself.

      What in the hell was this? It seemed sentient. No, not sentient. But it did seem to have defensive mechanisms. Suddenly, the fruit in my hand flared so bright it felt like I was looking into the sun. I turned my head away quickly. After a couple of seconds, the flare dimmed, and I turned back to the fruit. I looked up at Tripper and he was blinking and shaking his head.

      Oops, he didn’t turn away fast enough.

      I looked back down at the fruit and increased the gravity surrounding it until it was the size of a grape. Again, it tried to shock me, but I counteracted it. Then it threw more gravities at me. Again, I was ready for it. When it tried to blind me again, I slammed darkness around it. Or bent the light so that it wouldn’t get out. The same way I used my invisibility spell, which was really just me bending light.

      I increased the gravity until it was the size of a pea, and then suddenly, all the energy inside it died, bleeding out slowly. Within seconds, I held a pea-sized item that no longer had an energy source.

      I stared at the thing with confusion. What in all that is holy was this thing? Was this what Linda had eaten?

      I looked up at Tripper again, and he was still blinking. I used gravity again to squish the fruit until it was so small that it almost disappeared. Then, for good measure, I burned it using nuclear energy, making sure no radiation leaked out. Once that was done, I pushed what was left into the ground until it was a good 100 feet below the surface.

      “Now,” I said to Tripper, who turned my way, still blinking. “We are going to have a discussion on where whoever gave you that fruit is.”

      “Please, I’ll tell you anything. Just don’t kill me.” Tears were streaming down his face now. Well, more tears. He was really crying now.

      I sighed and nodded. I should kill him, but, to be honest, I wasn’t a real killer. I wasn’t a vigilante.

      “You give me what I want, and I will give you to SA. But,” I said, holding a finger up. “If I hear that you tell anyone that I took your Powers away or about what you saw here tonight, I will break into SA and end you, and not in a nice way. Do I make myself clear?”

      Tripper nodded his head so fast that he looked like he was at a rock concert. I sighed internally. I guess I was about to introduce myself to SA. Maybe I should do what Linda suggested and only show part of my Powers.

      Or maybe, I thought with a grin, I could give Linda a way to look better in SA’s eyes.

      I cocooned Tripper so that he could not see or hear, brought out my phone, and dialed Linda’s number.

      “Hey!” she said on the third ring.

      “Hey yourself,” I said with a smile. “I got something. How would you like to look good in the eyes of SA?”

      “Hmm. Sure? How?”

      I explained my plan to her, and by the end, she was laughing. I did leave out the fruit part for now. That I still wanted to investigate alone.

      “Where are you? I’ll come right now.”

      I told her where I was and that I would meet her at the fountain.

      “On my way. Give me, hmm. 30 minutes?” I could hear her locking the door to what I assumed was her dorm room.

      “Sure thing. We aren’t going anywhere.”

      I removed the cocoon from around Tripper, and he blinked at me.

      “Now,” I said threateningly. “This is how we are going to do this.”
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      It was more like 45 minutes before Linda showed up at the fountain, breathing hard. She bent over, causing her long red hair to fall over her ears.

      “Sorry! I tried to run as fast I could.”

      I lifted a brow and said, “You didn’t just Uber here?”

      She stood up, looked at me, and blushed. “Yeah, never thought of it.”

      I laughed at her and nodded. “All good.”

      I pointed to Tripper, who was sitting on the fountain’s edge, looking green around the gills. While we were waiting, I had pulled a large tree out of the ground and used my Powers on it to show him what would happen if he ever mentioned me and didn’t keep to the skit that Linda was the one who caught him. By the time I was done with it, the tree was nothing but blackened sawdust. The story would be that Linda was jogging through the park and he jumped her, but she got the better of him.

      “So, that’s Tripper.”

      Her face hardened. “The one that almost killed Frank’s dad?”

      “Yeah. So we good with the story I mentioned?”

      She growled out, staring daggers at Tripper. “If it will put this shit in SA jail, happily.”

      “All right. So,” I said, scratching the back of my head. “So what is the procedure?”

      “Oh, that’s easy,” Linda answered, taking her phone out of her back pocket.

      That’s when I saw what she was wearing. She had on a pair of low-cut green shorts and a light red halter top, which actually went well with her hair. She also had runners on. Well, she definitely looked the part of someone who was running in the park at night. She saw my look and grinned.

      “Figured I’d look the part. I had to run back and change, but it only took me two minutes.”

      “Damn, beautiful and smart,” I grinned back.

      With a flirtatious grin, she playfully brushed her hair aside using her hand and confidently declared, “Absolutely! I’m the complete package.”

      That made me chuckle. “So, I guess,” I said, looking around. “I should head out. Oh, I returned his Powers, but he knows what will happen if he tries anything,” I said, turning my gaze to Tripper, who saw me looking and blanched, and nodded quickly”

      “Are you sure that’s safe?” Linda nervously asked.

      “I had to. I can’t have them asking how he lost his Powers. But trust me. He knows what will happen to him if he tries to escape.”

      She nodded her head in understanding. “Makes sense, already we are making up a story for me capturing him,”

      She looked back at me and tilted her head. “Why don’t you stay, and you can see how it’s done? I still think the idea I told you has merit.”

      “I thought about it, but,” I added with a sigh. “I’m not sure I’m ready yet.”

      “Want to stay as a witness then?” she asked in a hopeful tone.

      I smiled at her. “And how would that look down the road if I did join?”

      She pouted, which made her look even cuter. “Fine. But you’d better call me for that makeup date.”

      “I promise,” I laughed. “I’ll call you tomorrow after I get back from the hospital.”

      I looked over at Tripper and glared at him. “Remember our agreement. You’re lucky I don’t just do to you what I did to that tree.”

      At my comment, Tripper turned white and nodded his head vigorously. “I swear I won’t say anything.”

      Linda looked at me and lifted an eyebrow. “Just what did you show him?”

      I shrugged. “Let’s just say he knows that SA maximum security wouldn’t stop me from getting to him, and his death would be slow and really, really painful.”

      She laughed. “Well, shoo. I’m going to call them. And while I might not be him,” she said to Tripper as she lifted a free hand, where suddenly she held a large fireball, “I can burn you alive before you teleport a hundred feet.”

      To prove her point, the fireball in her hand left her in a streak of light and slammed into a tree thirty feet away, blowing a hole cleanly through it, the edges of the hole smoldering.

      Tripper looked at her with large fear-filled eyes and swallowed hard.

      “I won’t do anything!” he squeaked out in fear.

      “Of course you won’t,” she told him with a smile, and it wasn’t a nice smile. It was the smile of a shark to a fish. Wait. Do fishes smile?

      She turned and walked up to me and lifted herself on tiptoes, and gave me a kiss. It was fast since we didn’t want to take our eyes off Tripper too long, but I had been watching him from the corner of my eye, so we were good.

      “Now go. Time to make myself look good in SA’s eyes.”

      I laughed, warped the light around me, took off into the air, and headed back to my apartment. This time I went slower, contemplating my feelings for Linda.

      She seemed to have them for me. And while I said I would never date a Super, here I was, technically dating a Super. That was the second time that Linda had kissed me. Did I have feelings for her? Admittedly I did.

      She was hot, smart, beautiful, and who knew what else. I barely knew her. Also, I did promise her I would fix her problem with her unstable Powers.

      Before I knew it, I was back at my place, and I crawled through my open window. Once inside, I breathed a sigh of relief.

      I decided that I needed a shower after all that. I wasn’t dirty, but I wanted to think.

      One of the things that Tripper gave me while we waited for Linda was information on the shadow man who sold him that fruit. It seems that the man found you, not the other way around, but there were exceptions. If you had deep pockets, you could get in contact with a man downtown who was, or acted like, a homeless person.

      Ever since the event over 20 years ago that brought Powers, homelessness was almost unheard of. Those who remained homeless were homeless on purpose, almost like a badge to show that they denied the trappings of society. Part of the reason that all of us humans now lived in City-States wasn’t just to protect us from those new monsters. We also lost a huge percentage of the human population before we clued into what was happening. Over six billion people died. That was when the government started building the City-States and their walls.

      Because of that, no one was homeless. Except by choice.

      Tripper said if I brought money to the homeless person, he would get me in contact with the shadow man.

      Now, I just needed money. When I asked Tripper how much money we were talking about, he said at least $100,000. Where the fuck was I going to get that kind of money?

      I sighed, letting the hot water run off my head. I think I need sleep so I can contemplate this. Once I was done, I turned off the shower, dried off, brushed my teeth, and got into bed, and before I knew it, I was out like a light.
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      The next morning, I was with Frank back at the hospital. I winced again, seeing the construction on the wall. It was looking better, at least. The cops were gone today, and I counted at least ten workers.

      Frank looked like he had not slept a wink. He had wanted to come directly here, but I was able to convince him to stop at a coffee shop for coffee and some food. We had already eaten our breakfast sandwiches, and we only had our coffees left.

      As we were heading in, I took a sip of my coffee and said casually, ”I heard they caught him.”

      Frank turned to me with a puzzled look. “Who?”

      “Tripper,” I said.

      He stopped dead in his tracks and stared at me in surprise. “They did?”

      I smiled. “Yep. Want to guess who got him?”

      Frank tilted his head sideways. “Who?”

      “Linda.”

      With a puzzled look on his face, he asked, “Linda?”

      “My hot date from the other night.”

      His mouth opened wide in surprise.

      “She caught him?!?”

      “Yeah, it seems she was out running in Morgan Park late in the evening and he jumped her. That didn’t go so well for him,” I replied with a grin.

      “Dayam!” he swore slowly. “I think I like her even more now. She’s hot and a Super?”

      I shook my head. “Not yet. She’s a Super in training. She signed on with them for after university. But if your dad is awake, you can tell him the good news.”

      He smiled and nodded. “Come on. I want to see if he’s awake.”

      We both turned and walked into the hospital. This time, we didn’t go through the ER but the main entrance.

      “Do you know where we need to go?” I asked him.

      He nodded. “Third floor. Section B11. He’s in room 42. The hospital called me early this morning to let me know.”

      I followed him to the bank of elevators, and once inside, he pressed the button for floor 3. There was only one other occupant with us, a young nurse wearing scrubs with pandas on them. She was reading from a chart.

      Her floor came, and she got off on the second floor, and we kept going to the third. Once there, we turned right since the signs said that section B was that way, and we headed deeper down the hallway. It took us only minutes to find section B11. There was a nurse’s station there and Frank walked right up to it.

      The nurse there looked up and smiled at us. She was an older lady with gray hair tied up in a bun and a grandmotherly look. She was wearing glasses on a chain or cord going around her neck.

      “Yes, how can I help?”

      “I’m here for my father,” Frank informed her. “I was told he was in room 42?”

      “Ah,” she nodded. “The accident one? Did you hear? It was on the news,” she whispered, looking around. “They caught him.”

      “I heard,” Frank smiled at her. “I’m glad they did.”

      “Same here. God, I don’t know what these Villians are coming to. Hurting innocents like that,” she said with a sour face, shaking her head.

      “You go ahead. But try to be quiet. There are other patients still sleeping,” she said, pointing down one of the hallways.

      “Thank you,” Frank said, and I nodded to her.

      Once we were in front of room 42, Frank took a deep breath. I placed a hand on his shoulder and squeezed. He turned to me and nodded gratefully.

      He opened the door and walked in, and we heard talking. It was a female voice.

      “Mom!” Frank cried out and walked deeper into the room.

      The woman there, who was talking to a man in bed, was drop-dead gorgeous. His mother, even for her age was one of the most beautiful women I’d ever met. Even when I first met her, I was tongue tied. As far as cougars go, she was on the top of my list. I knew that was where Frank got his looks. Hell, even his father, who was in bed and just got out of an accident, was good looking, even banged up with tubes running out of him and covered in bandages.

      Frank’s mom had the same long blond hair as her son, and she was tall, slim, and was wearing, even from my lack of experience, an expensive charcoal gray pantsuit that was almost skintight. Frank’s dad, on the other hand, had darker hair, almost brown, and he had a well-trimmed beard. It was better looking than mine. His had grey in it, which just somehow made him look even more handsome.

      “Frank!” his mom cried out and rushed over and hugged him.

      She pulled back and looked at him with a critical eye. “My God, you need to eat more. You’re all skin and bones!”

      “Mom,” Frank replied, rolling his eyes. “I eat enough, thank you.”

      He peaked around her, “How’s dad?”

      “Dad is fine,” the man in the bed answered in a deep baritone voice. “I’m only a little knocked up.”

      “A little?” Frank’s mom turned around and glared at him. “You were in an induced coma until this morning, Bill.”

      Bill rolled his eyes. “Margy, it was only a precaution.” He rolled his eyes exactly the same way that Frank did. If I didn’t already know they were father and son, that would have given it away.

      “Anway,” Frank interrupted. “Did you hear they caught the Villain who threw your car?”

      “They did?” Margy clapped gleefully.

      “Good!” Bill barked with a laugh.

      “And you have my roommate, Rand here to thank. Well, his new girlfriend.”

      I was now the one who rolled my eyes. “She’s not my girlfriend.”

      “Yet,” Frank grinned.

      “Oh, that’s a story I’d love to hear,” Bill said to me with a grin.

      So, for the next ten minutes, I told them the story that I had come up with, with Linda being the main character. Once I was done, they were all smiling and nodding.

      “Good,” Bill said. “I’m glad. I was told I should be out of here in about a week. Margy, are you heading back to New Mexico?”

      She shook her head. “No. I put Michelle in charge. She’s got this. I told her I might be gone for a week or so.”

      “Are you sure?” he asked her, sounding concerned. “You were the one who was in the main discussions for the new malls there.”

      She nodded and waved her hand dismissively. “Yes. It was mostly Michelle’s proposals. I was only selling it.”

      “So,” Bill said, turning to me. “How are things, since the last time we met?”

      “Good, school is, well, school.” Other than that, been trying to stay out of trouble.

      “Well, Rand. Tell your girlfriend, who’s not your girlfriend, thank you. I’m glad they put that damn Villain behind bars.”

      “I will, sir,” I grinned. “I’m sure she will like the praise.”

      “Is she a Super?” Margy asked me.

      I nodded. “Yes and No. She has Powers, but while she signed on with SA, she’s going to finish university first.”

      “Smart girl too? Damn,” Margy said, looking me up and down.

      “Are you a Super?”

      I shrugged. “Not that I know of,” I lied. “I haven’t been tested yet, and I haven’t had my Powers come out.”

      She nodded. “I’ve heard it can take longer for some. I read about a man in New Japan, I think that he was 28 before he got his Powers.”

      She was right. So even if I decided to come out with my Powers, it would not look odd even though I was tested when I was 18. It would be like it was there, latent, waiting to bloom.

      For the next hour, we just chatted about stuff. Their business, the apartment Frank and I lived in, school. Stuff in general.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Once we got back to the apartment, I opened the fridge and grabbed another two beers. Fuck me. I’m going to have to do another run soon. I needed to wait until I had more money though.

      I went to the couch where Frank was sitting and passed him one. He nodded in thanks.

      “By the way, I made an order for more,” he said, lifting his bottle up. “I saw we were running low, so I’m having a 24 case delivered this time. I also made a grocery order. I saw how empty our fridge was getting.”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “Thanks?”

      He grinned. “It’s not just for you and me. Something tells me that I will be seeing more of Linda, and you will be seeing more of Precila here.”

      “Yeah,” I laughed.

      “Oh shit,” I slapped my forehead. “I need to text Linda. I told her we would do a makeup date.”

      “Nice!” Frank laughed. “Where are you guys going?”

      “Probably somewhere cheap,” I snorted. “We are both poor.”

      “Let me pay for it,” he started, but I shook my head.

      “No. I’m not doing that.”

      “Dude,” he growled at me, glaring. “You heard my dad. If Linda wants anything, just let him know. Let me buy you both a good meal as a thank you. Hell, you heard him. He wanted to buy her a fucking car.”

      I winced. It wasn’t just any car he had offered to buy her. He wanted to gift her a damn Ferrari. A red one, since he found out she had red hair.

      “Fine,” I said, giving up since I knew Frank would not let up. “Deal. But nothing too fancy. We didn’t grow up with silver spoons.”

      Frank looked at me all offended and cried out, “I will have you know it wasn’t a silver spoon. It was a gold one,” he grinned, lifting his beer in salute.

      I laughed at him and saluted him back and took a sip of my beer.

      “So, what would you recommend?” I asked him.

      “Hmm,” he said, looking thoughtful. “I know an excellent and moderately priced steakhouse. It’s on Shortmark Road. It’s not upscale, but it’s not a mom-and-pop kind of place. I actually know the owners. Let me call them and set it up. Does Linda like steak?”

      “Hmm,” I blushed. “I have no idea. We haven’t really talked that much about ourselves. Let me text her.”

      I took my phone out and texted her, Hey! Do you like steak?

      Hey back! Do I like steak? What kind of question is that? Of course, I love steak. You can give me some of that beef any day!

      I chuckled at what I’m sure was a double entendre.

      Well, Frank’s dad found out that it was you who caught Tripper, and so he wanted to treat us to a meal. Hell, he wanted to buy you a damn red Ferrari.

      She sent back a rolling-eye emoji.

      I don’t need a car! Especially not that kind. Hell, I don’t even have my license to drive! Tell him thanks but no thanks and that a meal in lieu of a car is fair trade.

      I laughed out loud at her comment. Frank looked at me with a raised eyebrow.

      “She said she loves steak, and in lieu of the car, she would be happy to take a free meal.”

      “Then let me call them up, and you can redo that date of yours,” he laughed.

      Frank took his phone out, did a search, and pressed the phone to his ear.

      “Hello, it’s Frank Bender. Can I speak to Miles, please? Yes, I can hold. Thank you.”

      Almost instantly, I heard another voice coming from Frank’s speaker.

      “Miles!” Frank said with a grin. “Listen. I have a dear friend of mine who is going to come to your place for supper, and I want it to be paid for on my tab. Can you do that?”

      Frank nodded at the person asking a question, and he looked at me.

      “When?”

      “Err. Sec.”

      I texted Linda back quickly.

      Want to go for supper tonight?

      Yes, please, she replied almost instantly with a heart emoji at the end.

      “Tonight is good,” I told Frank.

      “Tonight is good, say 7?” he asked, looking at me questioningly. I nodded.

      “Yep, 7 pm works,” Frank continued. “It will be under the name Rand. And don’t spare any expense. Thanks, Miles. Oh, say hi to your beautiful wife, Trish, for me. Thanks. Later.”

      Frank hung up his phone and smiled at me. “It’s done. Reservation for 7 pm under your name. And Rand? I mean it. No expenses are to be spared. You can eat all you want, drink all you want.”

      “Thanks, man. I hate taking you up on that, but it would be nice to have a nice date with Linda. I mean, the last place we went to was good. But a damn steak house? I won’t say no. And apparently, neither will Linda,” I laughed.

      I texted Linda back. It’s for 7 pm tonight. At a place called, I stopped and looked up at Frank.

      “What’s the name of the place?”

      “It’s called The Golden Cow.”

      I blinked at him in surprise. “Wait. You got us a spot at The Golden Cow? The hardest steakhouse in town to get into?”

      “Of course,” Frank said innocently. “I mean, it wasn’t like I got you a spot at Club 12. You said you didn’t want high-end.”

      “Dude!” I exclaimed in shock. “The Golden Cow’s prices are what I would make in a month if I had a job! And that’s just for my meal!”

      “Too late, you can’t back out,” he grinned at me triumphantly.

      I glared at him, knowing he did that on purpose. I finally sighed. “Fine.”

      I continued my text to Linda. It’s for 7 pm tonight. At a place called The Golden Cow. Do you know where it is?”

      What!!!?!? You got us a spot at The Golden Cow??? How the fuck did you get that??

      I didn’t, I reminded her. It’s thanks to Frank and his dad.

      Holy shit! I need to go shopping!!! All right, meet you there. Dammit, now I need to find a dress! Chat later!

      I blinked at her texts and looked up at Frank nervously.

      “Hmm. What’s the dress code at this place?”

      He grinned at me and said, “Oh. I forgot to mention that part. Come on. We are going shopping.”

      Frank laughed at the look on my face as he got up and grabbed the bottle out of my hand.
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        * * *

      

      It was ten minutes to seven, and I was standing outside The Golden Cow. The place looked expensive. The name might sound gaudy but trust me. The place wasn’t. It was one of the hardest steakhouses to get into. The other place Frank mentioned, Club 12, was even harder, but that place was also almost six times as expensive as this place.

      At least I didn’t look out of place, standing outside waiting for Linda. Thanks to Frank, I was wearing a brand-new suit.

      It was a grey suit, and I exuded an air of sophistication and confidence, which I didn’t feel. The suit, though it was off the rack and not custom-made, fit impeccably, accentuating the contours of my tall frame. The fabric’s subtle sheen hinted at its luxurious quality, and the clean lines of the ensemble spoke of fine craftsmanship.

      Accompanying the suit were newly acquired shoes, which I had bought after Frank threatened to pound me into the pavement if I wore my runners. The shoes were polished to a brilliant shine, their dark hue harmonizing perfectly with the grey tones of the suit.

      Completing the ensemble was a vibrant green tie skillfully knotted at the neck. Surprisingly, the splash of green seamlessly complemented the grey and black color scheme, adding a touch of charisma to the overall look. Even to my eyes, looking in the mirror in the shop, I had to admit I looked damn fucking good.

      Even Frank had whistled and commented that I dressed up nicely.

      A vehicle pulled up to the curb, the door opened, and out came Linda.

      She emerged with an elegant stride, her long red hair cascading gracefully down her shoulders, catching the light like a mesmerizing flame. A warm smile spread across my face, unable to contain my admiration for her captivating presence.

      Her gown, a stunning shade of green, hugged her figure gracefully, flowing with every step she took. The fabric seemed to shimmer under the streetlights, enhancing the enchanting aura that surrounded her. The dress’s design exuded both sophistication and allure, perfectly matching her charismatic personality.

      Her eyes widened when she saw me and my new suit.

      Time seemed to slow down, the world around us fading into the background as we remained transfixed on each other.

      In that moment, the bustling city and the noise of passing traffic faded away, leaving only the two of us in a world of our own. The twinkling stars above seemed to mirror the sparkle in her eyes, and the air was charged with an undeniable chemistry. If I thought she was beautiful before, now she took my breath away.

      She came up to me and looked up, and breathed out, “Wow. You dress up nicely!”

      “I have to say the same,” I laughed. “Damn, that dress looks amazing on you.”

      “Oh, this little thing,” she giggled and twirled. “It was on sale. Thank God.”

      I offered her my arm. “Shall we?”

      “We shall,” she smiled at me, and it made my heart flutter.

      We walked to the door, and the doorman there smiled and opened it for us with a smile.

      Once inside, the place looked just like I thought it would. An expensive restaurant with wood paneling. No wait. That wasn’t paneling, that was actual wood. This wasn’t your typical Tex-Mex kind of steak place. No fucking way. This was rich wood décor. It was slightly dark inside as we made our way to the host’s station.

      There was a male Maître d’ there. He looked up and saw us, and his eyes widened when he saw Linda. He smiled at her warmly.

      “Good evening. Do you have a reservation?”

      “Yes,” I answered nervously. “It’s under Rand?”

      I expected him to look down, not see our names, and look down at us like we were bugs, wave us out, and say not to come back. Instead, when I said my name, his eyes widened and he suddenly looked and sounded even more professional.

      “Oh yes! Mr. Rand. This way, please. I have your room ready for you.”

      “Room?” I asked, puzzled.

      He nodded with a smile. “Of course, sir. You have one of the VIP rooms. This way, I will personally bring you there.”

      I looked at Linda, and she looked at me with most likely the same level of awe. She mouthed; a room?

      I just shook my head and sighed. I was so going to kill Frank. We followed the Maître d’, and he turned down a small hallway just past the entrance to the place. If I had not known any better, I would have said it led to the washrooms, but no, this led to a hallway with seven doors, three on either side and one at the end.

      He stopped at the last door, the one by itself, with no doors on either side of it, and opened it and went inside.

      As I stepped into the VIP room, I was immediately struck by the opulence of the place. The rich décor exuded a sense of timeless elegance, with dark, polished woods and a subdued ambiance that created an air of exclusivity. The soft, warm glow of candles on each table added a touch of romance and intimacy to the surroundings, making it an ideal setting for a special occasion.

      The low lighting cast soft shadows around the room, creating an inviting and cozy atmosphere. Plush, comfortable chairs beckoned guests to sink into them, and the subtle background music added to the overall charm of the space.

      T

      Next to me, I heard Linda whisper, “Holy shit!”

      I couldn’t blame her! This place was, wow.

      The Maître d’ had pulled out a chair and beckoned Linda to sit. She giggled, went over, and sat down. Once she was settled, he went to the chair on the opposite side and did the same and smiled at me.

      As I settled into my seat, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of privilege, being in such an exclusive setting. The restaurant’s reputation for serving the finest steaks in town was well-deserved, and I couldn’t wait to indulge in the culinary delights that awaited me, even if it was on Frank’s dime.

      “Thank you,” I told the Maître d’.

      “You’re welcome, sir. I’ve been told that no expenses are to be spared tonight, so please, order what you wish. I have been told to bring you a bottle of our finest first. Do you wish for a bottle of red or white?”

      I looked at Linda, and she looked thoughtful. “Well, I know we are having steaks, and usually it’s red, but I hate red. So can we do white?”

      “I have to agree,” I nodded. “I hate red too. So white wine it is?”

      The Maître d’ smiled and nodded. “Very well, white it is. I shall return with that soon. The menus are there on the table. Take your time.”

      “Thank you,” both Linda and I said at the same time.

      Once he was gone, I looked over at Linda and leaned toward her. “Holy shit.”

      “Holy shit is right!” she exclaimed. “I can’t believe I’m eating at The Golden Cow. My God, when I tell my mother, she’s not going to believe me!”
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      As I grabbed one of the menus and opened it, I was taken aback when I saw that there were no prices listed. I blinked in surprise, trying to process this unexpected discovery. In my experience, when encountering a menu without prices, it usually meant one of two things.

      The first possibility was that the restaurant was exceptionally upscale and catered to a clientele for whom price was not a concern. In such establishments, the focus was on the culinary experience itself rather than worrying about the cost of individual dishes. It was a place where diners could indulge in the finest ingredients and skillfully crafted dishes without the distraction of price considerations.

      The second possibility was that the restaurant followed a unique concept where guests negotiated or discussed their preferences with the staff, and the prices were tailored to individual orders. This approach could create a more personalized dining experience, allowing the chef to showcase their creativity and adapt dishes to suit the guest’s taste and budget.

      But for me, it meant, I had no clue how much dinner would cost Frank.

      Linda whispered. “There are no prices!”

      “I know!” I sighed. “I should have expected it. Fucking Frank. He tricked me into this place. His first choice was Club 12,” I told her.

      “What?” she practically screamed in shock. “Club 12?”

      “Yeah,” I nodded. “You’ve heard of it?”

      “Rand! Club 12 is like; I don’t know. It would make this place look like McDonald’s!”

      “Ouch,” I said. “Well, I’m glad he didn’t send us there. I would feel like I owe HIM.”

      “Tell me about it!” she breathed. “Well,” she grinned suddenly. “I can’t believe I get to eat here! I’ve always imagined eating here.”

      “Same here,” I laughed. “I even heard of this place when I was in New Los Angeles.”

      “Oh right, you’re not from here,” she nodded, looking down at the menu. “Do you have a place like this there?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, it’s called The Ring. Now Club 12, I have no idea if there is a place like it in my home city. I’m sure there is, but it’s not my circle,” I laughed.

      Linda laughed as well, and her laugh was musical. I looked at her again, and she did look amazing tonight. I’m glad Frank, even though I hated him paying for it, got me this suit. If I had shown up tonight dressed in jeans and a dress shirt, I would have died of embarrassment, not just because of the restaurant, but because I would have looked like an awful date, standing next to Linda.

      I heard a knock on the door, and it opened. A waitress, dressed in black slacks and a white dress shirt, came in. She was tall, beautiful, and smiling. She had a bottle of wine in her hands.

      “Good evening, Mr. Rand. I will be your waitress tonight. My name is Simone,” she said, with a British accent.

      “Oh, thank you, and Rand is my first name,” I said. “My last name is Pulsar.”

      “Ah,” she nodded. “Thank you for the clarification, Mr. Pulsar. I brought you your white wine. It’s a 2000 Chateau Haut-Brion Blanc from what used to be called Pessac-Leognan, France. The owner was the one who picked this one out, especially for you.”

      I looked at Linda, and we both had the same thought in our eyes. It sounded expensive as fuck!

      “Thank you,” I said, but even to my ears, it sounded like a question.

      She smiled as if she knew and came over and turned over my wine glass. She opened the bottle by peeling the plastic around the top and twisting it, before pouring a small amount into my glass and looking at me expectantly.

      I nodded, remembering this from watching movies. I grabbed the glass, swirled it like I knew what I was doing, and took a sip. Holy shit, this stuff was good! I nodded at her.

      She smiled and poured the rest of my glass as I held the flute in my hand.

      She then went to the other side and went through the same ritual with Linda, who took up her glass, took a sip, and got a look of surprise on her face. She nodded as well, and Simone poured the rest of her glass.

      “Did you decide what you wished to order?” Simone asked, putting the bottle equidistance between us.

      “Honestly,” I said lamely. “We haven’t really had a chance to look. Do you have a recommendation?”

      “Ah, that is not a problem. For you, sir, I would recommend the ribeye with green peppercorn sauce. It comes with a baked potato and our summer vegetables. For the Ms. I would recommend the filet mignon with a blue cheese crust, or if you do not like blue cheese, we do also have one with bearnaise sauce. For a starter, if you wish, we make a really good French onion soup or Ceasar salad.”

      I looked at Linda, and I could practically see her drool. She nodded. “I’m good with the blue cheese crust, medium rare, and I’ll take the salad.”

      Simone looked at me, and I replied, “I will take the ribeye and the salad as well. Medium rare as well.”

      “Very good,” Simone smiled again and took the two menus off the table. “I will go get the kitchen started on that. Can I recommend an appetizer?”

      Shit, wasn’t the salad the appetizer? Hmm.

      As if seeing my loss for words, Simone offered, “I would recommend either the Antipasto skewers, the bacon-wrapped prunes, or one of our specialties, the baked brie.”

      “Oooo!” Linda exclaimed. “I love brie!”

      “Brie it is,” I told Simone with a smile toward Linda.

      “The brie should be out in about ten minutes.”

      “Thank you,” I answered her.

      Once she was gone, I looked at Linda and said, “Holy fuck.”

      “My God! When I tell my mom what I had here, she will be green with jealousy!”

      I lifted my glass of wine up and said, “To putting away Tripper.”

      She laughed.

      “To putting away Tripper,” she said, but not before she winked at me.

      She looked around the room and whispered, “Think we can talk here?”

      I looked around, not with my eyes, but with my Powers, and noticed no listening devices, but I did notice the walls or the interior of the walls were reinforced not with steel, but with what looked like sound-dampening materials. I snapped my fingers and placed a barrier around the room. Not a barrier to stop folks from coming in, but one that would make it so our voices didn’t reach anyone outside, even if they were attempting to listen in.

      “Now we are good,” I said.

      She cocked her head. “Still find it odd that you snap your fingers.”

      I shrugged and smiled. “Like I said, it’s more of an aid for my brain. So, how did it go with SA?”

      She laughed. “My God. They tried to get me to quit university and come work for them now! It seems they have been trying to catch Tripper for ages without success.”

      “Did he kill people?” I growled out low.

      “No,” she shook her head. “It seems he might be a Villain, but he was more of a thief. He never killed anyone. I asked.”

      “Well,” I said, feeling better for not killing him. “At least there is that.”

      She nodded. “So,” she asked hesitantly. “About my Powers? Do you think you can still help me with them?”

      I nodded slowly, “Yes. Now that I know what I’m looking for. It would need to be done with you asleep, but yes.”

      “Why asleep?” she asked curiously, taking a sip of her wine.

      “Partly because I’m not sure if it will hurt you, and if you’re asleep or out cold, I don’t need to worry about it. Let me see if I can explain it. So, inside you is a tree trunk. On that tree trunk are branches. Right now, your branches are fine, but as I explained, when you try to control your Powers or the flare-ups of your Powers, you are not fixing the problem, only shrinking them so they don’t flare up. What I want to try to do is prune those branches and regrow them slowly.”

      “Oh!” she exclaimed in understanding. “Like how an arborist would prune a branch of a tree if it was diseased and slowly regrow that branch?”

      “Correct,” I answered her. “With you, of course, it’s not an actual tree branch but one made of energy. So what I will try to do is push Power into you, since I have a ton, and make it grow at an exponential rate. Since I think if I was to cut a branch off, you would be less powerful.”

      She sat back, looking at me with wonder. “That is just freaky. I can’t get over how powerful you are.”

      I smiled at her and nodded. “Yeah. Well. You can see why I can’t come out to SA.”

      “Jesus, no. I totally understand. They would want you not to help with Villains and monsters, but to study.”

      “Exactly, which is why I hid my Powers ages ago.”

      I felt a presence coming closer, so I held up my hand. There was a knock on the door, and Simone came back in with a tray.

      The smell of some kind of cheese and something toasted suddenly permeated the room. I felt my mouth start to drool.

      She placed a plate with the baked brie in the center of the table, the inviting aroma of warm cheese and flaky pastry filling the air. Small pieces of toasted bread were neatly arranged around the luscious wheel of cheese, ready to be paired with the decadent delight.

      “Enjoy,” Simone said with a knowing smile.

      “Thank you,” I told her, with a smile back.

      “That looks soooo amazing! I love cheese!”

      Once Simone was gone, I grabbed one of the small knives on the plate and carefully cut into the flaky pastry, revealing the rich, creamy center of the baked brie. The cheese oozed out gently, beckoning us to dive in. With a smile, I spread a generous portion of the warm cheese onto a piece of toast, savoring the moment before taking a bite.

      The combination of the melted brie and the crisp toast was exquisite. The flavors danced on my taste buds, a perfect balance of richness and texture. I couldn’t help but let out a satisfied sigh. Linda, across from me, had done the same, and she moaned in pleasure, even closing her eyes.

      “So,” I said, returning to our conversion. “I figured after supper you could come to my place and we could attempt it then?” I grabbed another small piece of toast and spread more cheese on it before popping it into my mouth.

      “So, another sleepover?” she asked me with a saucy look.

      I laughed at her. “Yeah. Something like that.”

      To be fair, in my head, I was thinking that maybe this time we could share the bed.

      The rest of the meal was precisely what I expected from a place like this. The steak was well made. It melted in my mouth. It might have been a ribeye, but it felt like I was eating a filet mignon. Linda’s steak didn’t last long. She had even used some of the leftover crackers from the baked brie to soak up the juices from her steak and her blue cheese crust.

      I was so full afterward that I felt I could go into a food coma. Simone had, at the end, brought us two large slices of cheesecakes with cherry coulis. Linda and I had also finished the bottle of what I am sure was a wine that had to be over $500. I wasn’t about to leave any of that behind. Once we were done, we rolled ourselves out, and even though I felt terrible not leaving a tip, as they did not give us a check, I knew that even that was being taken care of.
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      Once our driver dropped us off, we went into my apartment. I saw that Frank’s door was open. Man, leave it to him. He knew I was out with Linda tonight, so he was being a good friend and leaving me the place to myself.

      “Want a beer? I offered Linda.

      “Oh my God, no,” she said, putting a hand to her stomach. “I don’t think I could eat or drink another thing.”

      I laughed. “Yeah, I’m pretty full. My God, it was good,” I said, going to sit on my sofa.

      Linda plopped herself next to me and nodded. “I have to say, that was a gastro dream. I almost wish you had taken up Frank’s offer of Club 12,” she laughed.

      She placed a hand on my arm and said warmly, “I want you to know. Even if you can’t fix me, I am glad I met you.”

      “I am as well. To be totally honest, I had a thing where I didn’t date Supers.”

      Her eyes widened in surprise. “Really?”

      I nodded. “I felt most Supers were stuck up and had overinflated egos.”

      “Then,” she replied with a chuckle. “Good thing you met me before I got into SA. Though, I have to admit,” she said with some concern. “That’s what I’m worried about.”

      “What? Becoming stuck up with an overinflated ego?”

      She shook her head after slapping me. “No! Working with those who do. I know that’s how Supers are perceived.”

      I shrugged. “It was bound to happen. Give someone Powers, and some let it get to their heads. Villains are even worse.”

      “Yeah,” she said with a sour expression. “I can’t believe you took down your own Villain!”

      “No,” I said with a smile. “You did.”

      “Oh, stop it. We both know it was you. I just wish I could tell SA it was really you.”

      I shook my head. “While that idea has merit since I could keep an eye on Supers from inside SA, I’m still worried my secret will get out.”

      “I wonder,” she said thoughtfully, tapping her lip with one finger. “What level you would be?”

      “Threat level?”

      She nodded.

      “Probably high.”

      “I wonder”, she continued, with an awed look, “if you would be either Titan or even Dragon!”

      I laughed. “Those are pretty high. I mean, even Phoenix himself is only considered a high level 5, at the Elite Super level. I might be close to him.”

      She snorted.

      “Please. You can take someone’s Power away. That is not a high level 5. That’s at least Titan or even Dragon level. I did some digging. Don’t worry,” she said quickly at the look on my face. “I was careful. I did some digging, and there isn’t a Super like you at all. The fact that you can control all forms of energy is an unknown power. There are those who can control gravity, or heat, like me, or even light. But all of them? Nope. And as for being able to rip a Power out of someone? That’s not even in the realm of possibilities.”

      “That’s why I’ve kept myself hidden. I’m sure if SA ever found out what I could do, I would be a trapped person under their rules and thumb.”

      She growled, anger in her tone, “If they did that, I would destroy them.”

      I placed a hand on her leg, which her dress had fallen open and exposed. Her leg felt soft and warm.

      “Thank you,” I told her with sincerity.

      She looked down at my hand and smiled. “Shall we get this over and done with? So we can have our sleepover?”

      I lifted a brow at her and laughed. “Sure. The best place would be in my bed. Though,” I said, looking at her dress. “I’m going to lend you another one of my shirts.”

      I got up and helped her up. She leaned against me, looking up at me. Without thinking, I bent down and kissed her on the lips. This was our third kiss, but this time it was me who was the instigator. She smiled when we pulled apart and I noticed that her breathing was shallower.

      “Hmm,” she said, batting her eyes. “Bedroom?”

      “Right. Bedroom so that we can fix your Powers.”

      She pouted but nodded and turned around and headed toward my room. I watched her go, her ass sashaying back and forth. Yeah. That was on purpose. I shook my head to clear it of the thoughts running through it and also reached down and adjusted my pants, which suddenly had gotten tighter.

      Once in my room, I went to my coffin in the wall, opened it and grabbed a white shirt from one of the shelves, and passed it to her. She took it with a smile and turned around and lifted her hair.

      “Zipper, please,” she said after I didn’t move and simply stared at her for a couple of seconds.

      “Right,” I said, feeling warm.

      I went over, grabbed the zipper, and pulled it down. The skin on her back looked soft and inviting.

      She turned around with a grin and said, “Thank you.”

      Then, she proceeded to take her dress off while I stood there, and that is when I saw that she wasn’t wearing a bra or even a pair of panties. Her breasts were full and high, her nipples hard and inviting. Her areolas were a soft pink. I saw that her curtains matched, but that she was well-trimmed.

      I coughed but didn’t turn around. She smiled at me and offered me the dress, and I took it and quickly turned and placed it on a hanger and hung it in my closet. I turned around and thankfully, or regretfully, she had put on my shirt. It went down to her knees.

      She came up to me again, placed her arms around my waist, and said, “Even if this doesn’t work, Rand, I want you to know, I like you.”

      I nodded and smiled down at her. “I like you as well. More than I should since, as I said, I don’t usually date Supers. But I think for you, I’m willing to make an exception.”

      She laughed and threw her head back, showing me her neck, before she looked at me, but now I could see the worry in her eyes.

      “Don’t worry,” I told her, putting my own hands on her waist. “I won’t allow anything to happen to your Powers.”

      She took a deep breath. “I trust you. I’m ready whenever you are.”

      Not waiting, I snapped my fingers and she fell asleep upright, but I caught her with my Powers before she could slump to the floor. I lifted her body in the air and floated her over to my bed, and gently placed her on top of my covers, with her head on one of my pillows.

      Now, I was originally going to take her Powers out of her and place them in me and work on them there, but I think for this, I need to have them in the host. So, I left her Power there. I sat next to her, and with my Powers, I glanced inside her until I could see her Power trunk and its many branches. I looked for the broken ones. No, not broken, the ones that looked strained, as if on the verge of breaking.

      By the time I found them all, I counted 84 of them. Shit, that was more than I expected. But then again, my expectations were kind of new since I didn’t know folks had unstable Powers until I met Linda.

      I looked at one and scanned deeper to see what I was looking at. The energy signature was unlike anything I’d seen before. Not like that fruit, though. This seemed more majestic. It felt like I was looking at perfection.

      I slowly went down the unstable branch until I found the spot where that instability disappeared. Then, using a blade of energy, I cut the branch. Linda, on the bed, moaned in pain.

      All right. So, she can feel that. Now came the part I was hoping would work. I could remove all 84 unstable branches, and that would allow her to not have any issues with her Powers anymore, but it would also reduce her Powers, since the size of the tree is what gives a person their Power level. I didn’t want her to be a less powerful Super because of what I did.

      So, I carefully pushed some of my own energy from my own trunk into the branch. At first there was resistance, but then, when I thought, what if I wrapped the area and let it soak up the energy, that seemed to work.

      I wrapped the branch I had snipped in a blanket of my energy, and slowly, almost glacially, my energy started to seep into that cut branch. Amazingly, right before my eyes, the branch that I had cut slowly started to grow back, and I blinked in surprise. The branch was actually growing thicker! Not only thicker but longer!

      Holy shit. Was I increasing her Power level?

      For the next few hours, I repeated the same process with each branch, until finally, with a deep breath and a feeling of exhaustion, I fixed the last one. I sat back and looked at her Power tree, and I blinked in amazement. I wasn’t wrong. Her Power had increased dramatically. Whereas before, she had been a level 3, most likely at the high end, she was now at the high end of level 4, even the beginning of level 5.

      I went over her Power quickly to make sure there were no side effects and that I didn’t miss any unstable branches, and I saw that I hadn’t. So I snapped my fingers. Essentially all I did was short out or brain to put her to sleep, and I did the same, a little stronger, to restart it.

      Linda opened her eyes slowly, blinking, and looked over at me.

      She asked softly, “Did it work?”

      “It did,” I said with a tired smile. “Though, there was a side effect I didn’t anticipate.”

      “Oh shit,” she said worriedly. “A bad one?”

      I shook my head. “No. Quite the opposite. What level were you when you got tested at SA?”

      “I’m a high level 3. Why?”

      “Well,” I said, scratching the back of my neck awkwardly. “I might have made you into a high level 4 or even low level 5.”

      Linda sat up so fast it took my surprise, and we almost banged heads. “What?” she shouted in surprise.

      I nodded. “It seems that when I cut your unstable branches, by the way you had 84 of them, and I gave them some of my own energy to regrow back, they not only regrew, but they regrew thicker and longer. And now your Power is stronger.”

      She blinked at me and then held up her hand, and suddenly there was a flame in her palm. But it was three times as big as the ones I had seen her call up before. In fact, I had to throw a shield around it so she wouldn’t burn my bed, the clothes she was wearing, and well, the clothes I was wearing as well.

      “Oh. My. God,” she breathed in amazement, staring at the fireball in her hand.

      She turned to me with a look of awe and something else. Something else that made me nervous.

      “You’re a God,” she breathed out slowly.

      I laughed nervously. “No. I’m no God.”

      Her fireball disappeared and suddenly she was on me, kissing me all over. My face, my neck, my chest. Then, before I knew it, she had grabbed me, threw me sideways, and was now sitting on my chest, looking down at me hungrily. For a small girl, she was pretty fucking strong.

      I stared up at her, and she stared down at me with hungry eyes. “I want you.”

      I smiled and placed my hands on her hips, which was when I noticed the shirt had ridden up, so I had my hands on her naked skin. Her skin was soft to the touch, and she was warm.

      “So do I,” I breathed.

      She bent down, gave me a passionate kiss, and that was how our second sleepover went. Much better than the first one.
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      The next morning, I was up early and in the kitchen cooking breakfast. I had already cooked the sausages and had them in tinfoil in the oven, and was just starting the eggs while sipping my coffee, when I heard a voice behind me.

      “Good morning.”

      I turned around and Linda was standing in my doorway with my shirt on.

      “Good morning,” I answered with a smile. “I made coffee, and I’m making breakfast.”

      “My God, you are a God,” she laughed.

      She came over and I grabbed a mug from the cupboard and offered it to her. She took it with a smile.

      “Thank you. Do you have cream and sugar?”

      “Cream in the fridge, sugar on the table,” I said, pointing to the small kitchen table.

      She poured herself a cup of coffee, went to the fridge, opened it and put a good amount of cream in her coffee, and then went to get sugar. She stirred it with the spoon I had left on the table and took a sip, and then moaned in pleasure. Almost like she had last night. She then came over to me, lifted herself up, and gave me a kiss on the cheek.

      “Thank you for last night. And I don’t mean the amazing sex, either. I mean for what you did with my Powers.”

      I smiled at her and replied, “You’re welcome. How did you want your eggs? I know you hate them runny.”

      “Whatever you’re having is fine,” she said with a smile as she sat on one of the kitchen chairs, blowing on her hot coffee.

      “Let me see if I got cheese, and I can make us some cheese omelets.”

      “Look at you, Chef Ramsay,” she laughed.

      Once I had the two omelets done, I put some sausages on the plates with some of the leftover sourdough bread I had and walked over to the table. I placed a plate in front of her and one for myself and sat down. I had already finished my coffee.

      “So,” I asked. “What’s the process for when someone’s Powers increase?”

      She took a bite of her toast and frowned.

      “I’m not sure. I mean, it happens. Rarely, but it happens. I guess I just go in and get retested. Hell,” she grinned. “I might even get a bigger signing bonus since your bonus is based on your Power level. Also, I still think you should come in.”

      I sighed and slowly nodded. “Honestly, it would be a way for me to get work, and I need money. How fast do you get the money, and how much?”

      “Well, it’s based on your Power levels. I told you mine was $500,000 for being at a high level 3. Now, being a high level 4, or even my God, a low level 5? I might get a million dollars! And they usually give it to you within hours of signing on. It’s almost like they want you to go spend it quickly,” she added with a smirk.

      “Holy crap!” I blurted out, almost spitting out my eggs.

      She was smart enough to know how the SA kept you in their grip. She had squirreled all her money away and had not spent a dime of it, she said. That was why she was living in the cheap dorms. But getting that money right away would help me get that $100,000 I needed to get to the shadow man.

      I seriously needed to think about this. It would give me the opportunity to find out where this fruit was coming from. I had read in the news this morning that another Super was found passed out with his Powers gone. By the time I was done breakfast, I had made up my mind.

      I was going to sign up with SA. Reluctantly, but still. I think I need to become a Super not just for the money but to keep an eye on others whose Powers might be unstable and would be thinking of using that fucking fruit. I wasn’t doing it because I felt it was my duty but more that, while I hated Supers and Villains, I thought that maybe I could be one of those to lead by example. Even Linda, while we were lying in bed last night, had said she wanted to be a good Super. Someone others could look up to and emulate.

      I looked up at Linda and told her, “Fine. I’ll do it.”

      “You will?” she cried in joy, clapping her hands.

      “I will. Though, we need to shower first. I don’t think us showing up smelling like sex would go well.”

      She laughed. “Yeah. That might be a good idea. I noticed that your shower is big enough for the two of us,” she added with a grin.

      “Noticed that, did you?” I said with my own grin. “I did as well when I first moved here. Let me clean up the kitchen and our dishes, and we can jump in the shower. Though, what about clothes? You only have your dress here.”

      She swore, “Fuck. We will need to stop by my dorm, if that’s all right?”

      I nodded in agreement. “That’s fine. I think you should just bring some extra clothing here for nights like that,” I said with a laugh.

      She lifted an eyebrow. “So, are we partners now?”

      I smiled at her. “If you want to be. I have to admit, I enjoyed last night, and let’s be fair, you know my secret.”

      She smiled at me and nodded. “That I do.” But then she got serious. “You know I would never give you away, right Rand? Not after what you did for me?”

      I reached across the table. “I know. You’re not the type of person who would. That’s part of the reason I think I like you.”

      She lifted an eyebrow. “Good thing you didn’t say love. It’s too early. Maybe next Thursday,” she laughed.

      If I was honest with myself, the feelings I had for Linda were stronger than I expected. I had never felt like this about a girl until I met her. Was it love? I wasn’t sure, but it was stronger than I like you. Like she hinted at, the future would allow us to show our emotions more. For now, I was good with her being with me as a partner, even if it was for sex, because last night was the most amazing sex I’d had with any partner.

      Once the kitchen was clean, we jumped into the shower and had another session of amazing sex. Thankfully this building had a large boiler, so we didn’t run out of hot water.
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      It didn’t take us long to get Linda a change of clothing at her dorm. Though, she did have to put up with the whistles and catcalls from the other girls. She took it all in stride and even dished out some friendly insults. I could tell that she knew pretty much everyone in her dorm. They were good about it. There were no rude comments.

      Once she had changed into a pair of tight blue jeans and a pink halter top with sneakers, we took an Uber to SA HQ. Well, SA HQ for the City-State of New San Diego. The building took the space of a university. It was that large. It had to be since underneath it was the SA maximum security cells for Villains. I’d heard that it went down something like 20 floors.

      That was nothing compared to the floors above ground. The building went up and up. There must have been over 200 floors. Technology was good enough now that we could build that high. The building, from what I’d read on the internet, was reinforced so that even a level 4 Super couldn’t damage it.

      We went through one of the many doors and headed toward one of the security desks.

      Once there, Linda passed over a picture ID and said, “Hi. I’m here to see Recruiter Jim Hardston.”

      The security guard nodded and accepted the pass. She looked at it and up at Linda as if making sure the picture and the person matched.

      While she was doing that, I scanned her quickly. She was a Super. Low level, though. Low level 3, almost barely a three. Any lower, and she would be human. Interesting. I didn’t know they staffed even their security guards with Supers. It’s funny how we have normal humans level 1, but yet level 2 was for low level monsters. There were no level 2 Supers.

      “Do you have an appointment?” she asked Linda.

      “I do.”

      The security guard looked at her screen and nodded. “Go right on up to the 11th floor. Room 1154.” And she handed Linda back her ID pass.

      “Thank you,” Linda replied, pocketing the ID in her back pocket.

      The security guard looked at me. “He’s with me.” Linda supplied. “Recruiter Hardston knows we are coming.”

      “Ah, very well. He will need a visitor pass. Name?” she asked me.

      “Rand Pulsar.”

      “That’s your full first name?”

      I scowled and shook my head. “No. It’s Randold. And yes, I know it’s spelled weird.”

      “So it’s RANDOLD?” she asked me with a raised eyebrow.

      “Yeah,” I answered still scowling. “But I go by Rand to make it easier.”

      She nodded, typed something, and a printer next to her started to make noises. Within seconds a card popped out and she punched a hole in it near the top, added a lanyard to it, and handed it to me. On it was just my name, with a red stripe and the words VISITOR in black.

      I placed it around my neck and nodded my thanks, before turning with Linda to head toward the bank of elevators. Or a bank. It looked like there were multiple. But I followed Linda, as she acted like she’d been here before. I, on the other hand, had avoided this place like the plague. I knew they had tours you could take, but even those I had avoided.

      Once in the elevators, she pressed 11, and we went up so fast that I felt my ears get blocked up. I yawned to clear them and saw that Linda was doing the same.

      “I hate how fast these things go. I once had to go to the 200th floor, and my God, I felt like I was going to hurl.”

      “I bet,” I laughed nervously.

      I had to admit, I was nervous about this. What if I couldn’t fool their newer systems? I thought I could because all I would be doing was suppressing my Powers, not fiddling with their technology, but who knows for sure.

      The elevator dinged, and our doors opened to the 11th floor. The entire place looked sterile. There were white floors, with grey carpets and offices. Years ago, they had finally gotten rid of the open concept offices, as it didn’t help production but actually hampered it. Now, offices were back.

      We turned to the left and walked until we found office 1154. It was closed, so Linda knocked on the door.

      A male voice cried out, “Come in!”

      Linda opened the door and inside was a typical office, with a desk, behind which was a thick short man sitting on a chair, and two more chairs out front for visitors. There was also a filing cabinet, and on it was a printer. Behind the man was a window, with the view of the city, from, well, the 11th floor.

      The man in question had no hair on his head and was clean-shaven. He was wearing a blue business suit and his face looked as if he had been in many fights. Bar fights. His nose looked like it had lost many rounds.

      I scanned quickly and saw that he was between a level 3 and 4. He got up with a smile, which showed perfectly white teeth. Something told me that they were not his original teeth.

      “Linda!” he cried out, standing up.

      He was short. Linda herself was only, what? Five feet five? I’d never asked her, but that’s what I figured. But this Recruiter guy was shorter than her, so that would make him about five feet two. And he was wide. Not fat, but stocky. I could see a lot of it was muscle.

      He came around the desk and offered Linda her hand. She took it and smiled at the man.

      “Sir,” she said.

      “Please,” he said, waving his hand. “Jim will do. What can I do for you? You said on the phone that you wanted to talk to me in private?”

      “I do, Jim. I need to be retested.”

      Jim frowned up at Linda. “Retested? We just tested you six months ago.”

      “I know,” she replied, worry in her voice. “But something tells me I’ve gotten stronger.”

      “Why do you say that?” he asked, tilting his head sideways.

      “Because of this,” she said, and right there in the office, she brought up her fireball. Once again, it was three times the size of her original ones.

      “Oh my,” he said, looking at her fireball.

      He looked up at her again and grinned. “You know what that means, don’t you?”

      “Bigger signing bonus?” Linda edged.

      “Yes. And not just for you. For me as well!”

      We all laughed at that. Then, Linda turned and waved at me. “Well, you’re going to like our visit even more. I also mentioned that I might have someone who wants to join. This is him.”

      “Oh?” Jim said, turning to me curiously. “What Powers?”

      We had agreed that my going with the ability to control gravity would be best. With that power, I could even use my telekinesis and pretend it was me controlling the gravity around objects.

      Instead of telling him verbally, I lifted up his desk, his printer, and his cabinet; I even lifted up Jim himself and, for fun, added myself and Linda, who squealed in laughter.

      “Holy shit! You can control gravity?” Jim laughed out loud, not even put off that he was floating two feet in the air.

      “To the testing room!” he shouted with a gleeful laugh.

      Something told me I was going to like Jim. Nothing seemed to faze him.
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      Once everyone’s feet were back on solid ground and all the furniture was back in its place without a bump, Jim nodded with a grin on his face.

      “Damn, that’s some fine control there. When did your Powers manifest?”

      “About a month ago,” I lied. “I was tested when I was 18, but it didn’t show anything. But then I started to notice that I was able to control small things, like paper clips and then small rocks.”

      “Hmm. Hmm,” he said, nodding at me. “And now?”

      “Now, what?”

      “What can you lift? I mean, all this stuff,” he said, waving his hand around his office. “Was maybe just shy of a thousand pounds.”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe a couple of thousand?” I shrugged. “I haven’t really tested it.”

      “Well,” he said, clapping his meaty hands. “We shall test it. Come on. Oh, wait. Let me call them first.”

      Jim went to his desk, sat down and grabbed the phone there, and dialed a three-digit number.

      “Hey, Mike. I got someone new to test. I need a standard contract. How should I know,” he said, rolling his eyes at me. “That’s why I want to test him. Also, it seems one of our current recruit’s Powers has increased and she needs to be retested as well, so we will need a new contract for her too. Yes, I know it’s rare. Just get the machine ready, Mike.”

      Jim hung up the phone and looked at us both, rolling his eyes again. “Mike is a good guy, but damn, his Powers make him somewhat odd.”

      “What Powers does he have?” I asked, curious.

      “Smarts,” Jim answered, tapping his head. “He has an IQ over 700, but the man is socially inept. Come on. He’s in subbasement 1.”

      I nodded as if I understood that and followed Jim and Linda as they headed toward the same elevators we had taken to get up here. Once inside, Jim pressed his ID card to a reader and pressed a single blue button, and the panel suddenly flickered and changed. Instead of floors 2 to 200 showing up, it changed to -1 to -20. He pressed -1.

      Damn, I never noticed it was an LED display screen.

      The ride down made my ears pop this time. Once the elevator dinged, Jim walked out, and we both followed him.

      The space down here made it feel as if I had stepped into a fucking space station! The floors, walls, and ceilings were metal. The light strip down the middle of the ceiling was a harsh white. I pressed my hand against the wall, and it was warm. Not cold. Of course not, idiot; we weren’t actually in space. There were no doors, just a long hallway.

      Eventually, after what felt like half a minute of walking, we came to a large door, exactly the kind of door you would find in a space station. It looked exactly like a decompression door. It even had the big round wheel.

      Once in front of it, Jim pressed a red button on a speaker box next to the door.

      “Who is it?” I heard a male voice ask.

      “Mike, really? I just fucking told you I was coming down,” Jim shouted at the box.

      “Oh, right,” I heard the man say, and I could hear the embarrassment in his voice.

      There was a whirring sound followed by a couple of clicks and even one large clunk, before the wheel turned on a couple of rotations and the door, with a hiss of escaping air, opened widely.

      I heard Jim mumbling under his breath, but it was too low for me to make out what he said. He went through the doorway and I followed him, with Linda next to me.

      Once inside, I stopped in my tracks and stared. The room was massive. It was the size of a soccer field, and the height must have easily been twenty feet. There was machinery everywhere. Some as small as a toaster, but some as large as a fucking tractor on a farm. Like an industrial farm.

      “Over here,” I heard a voice shout.

      I looked over, and about twenty feet to my left was a tall thin man in a white lab coat. Something looked off about him, though. Jim had already started to walk over to the man and once I got closer, I finally clued in to what it was. It was his head. I mean, he was bald, but that wasn’t it. His cranium was shaped wrong. It wasn’t like my head or a human’s head. It was longer, heading towards the back and upward.

      He looked like a cross between an alien and a man. I scanned him quickly and blinked in shock. The man was a level 5 in Power. But what was even odder was his Power tree, instead of starting in his chest, between the breast and the belly button, started at his neck and branched out throughout his head.

      He was the first person I’d ever met that had a different location for his Power tree. Although, thinking about it, if he was smart, like Supersmart, it would make sense, right? It was all in his head. I wonder what his secondary Power was, if he had one?

      “Jim,” Mike said, nodding at him. “Are these the candidates?”

      “That they are,” he replied with a grin. “Linda here was already tested, but she seems to have increased her Powers as I said. And this man here, is Randold,” he said, reading the card on my chest.

      “Just Rand,” I added automatically.

      “Just Rand? That’s an odd name,” Mike said, frowning.

      “No. My name is Randold, but I go by Rand,” I answered patiently.

      “Ah,” Mike nodded, his big head bobbing up and down.

      It seemed like his head was so big that he should have a thicker neck, but he didn’t seem to be phased by it. Maybe that was his second Power? Strength?

      “Who shall we test first?” Mike asked, looking at Jim.

      “I would test Linda first. Did you get the new contract?”

      “I did. It’s on the screen there,” he pointed to a monitor. “Her old one is in the tab over from it.”

      “Good. Let’s test her, and we can change the contract.”

      In case it was a passive test, as it was a while back when I was tested, I had suppressed my Powers already. The last thing I needed to do was walk into SA and set some alarms off because someone with huge Powers came in.

      Jim nodded and waved Linda forward. She smiled at me and walked forward until she was standing in front of Mike.

      Mike turned around, grabbed a small gun-shaped item from the table, and pointed it at Linda. I noticed there was a wire that went from the unit to a small box on the table. The thing looked much smaller than the one I had been tested with. This one looked lighter as well.

      The one that they used for me had to be rolled around on a cart with wheels. And pushed by big men.

      I commented on that. “That’s much smaller than the one that was used to test me three years ago.”

      Mike sported a big grin. “That’s because this is my design. It just started to be used last year. Not only is it smaller, but it’s also more accurate.”

      “Nice,” I replied, but inside, I was worried.

      Shit, will I be able to fool it? Too late now, I guess.

      Mike pressed a button on the unit, and it beeped twice before it gave a blurp. I know, I don’t think blurp is a word, but that was the sound it made. Mike looked over at another screen and lifted his eyebrows.

      “Oh wow!” he exclaimed in surprise. “She went from 3.8 to a 5.1!”

      “Holy fuck!” both Linda and Jim cried out simultaneously.

      Jim laughed at Linda. “That’s an extra $500,000 bonus for you!” he cried out. “And an extra $30,000 for me!”

      “Yay!” Linda cried, rushing over and hugging me. I hugged her back and smiled at her.

      “Now, let’s get you tested,” she said, looking up at me with a grin.

      I nodded nervously and looked at Mike. He was fiddling with his unit, and Jim had already rushed to the monitor and was tapping away on the keyboard with a massive grin on his face.

      Once he was done, he turned to me and said, with an expectant look, “Want to guess what yours will be?”

      “Hmm. Four something?” I edged, and while I said that, I slowly compressed my Powers, so I wouldn’t show up so high in the numbers.

      “Pfft, I’d say you are either a 4.6 or 4.9.”

      “Hmm. Sure. Hmm. Well, I guess we should get this over and done with?”

      Mike looked up at my comment and nodded. He aimed the thing at me, and again, it beeped twice and blurped again. He looked at his monitor and his mouth opened wide.

      Oh shit.

      “Oh my GOD!” Mike shouted. “He’s a 5.8! He’s as strong as Phoenix!”

      I groaned inside and thought shit. I’m done. I’m caught.

      “Woohoo!” Jim shouted jubilantly, jumping into the air with a fist-pump. “I am so getting a promotion!”

      Wait, what? I stared at both Mike and Jim in shock. Linda was staring at me with joy in her eyes. Wait. I just proved to them I was powerful. I was, as Mike just said, just shy of being a level 6. That’s a Titan level. And that was me suppressing my damn Power!

      Jim turned to me and said, “Do you know what a bonus is like, for someone like you?”

      I shook my head numbly.

      “Two fucking million dollars!” he practically shouted.

      I stared at him, dumbfounded. Did he just say that my signing bonus was going to be two million dollars?

      Jim ran to me, grabbed my arm in a powerful grip, and dragged me to the monitor he had been standing at. He clicked a bunch of things while I was looking, and then gave me a pen and pointed to the screen.

      “Sign right there, there and there. Oh, and initial here, here, and here.”

      “Jim,” Linda laughed. “Let him at least read the contract first. Otherwise, you know it won’t be valid.”

      “Right. Right,” he said, as he physically tried to calm himself down.

      I read the contract over, still stunned, and from what I could see, it was a normal contract. A lot of the Hero contracts have been on the internet, and even when I was young, I had looked at them. It did lock you into servitude. It was a standard contract for five years. You worked two days a week, helping with monsters and such. I even had health benefits. Though, I saw that there was no pension. But we all knew that. There was also had dental.

      I looked at the start date and said, “I’m a student.”

      “Oh, right,” Jim said, blushing, but I could tell it was an honest mistake since as soon as I pointed it out, he cleared the date.

      “What year are you in?”

      “I’m in my second year of four.”

      He nodded, counted with his fingers, and added the date to two years from now, with me starting pretty much the week after I graduate. Once I saw the contract was good, I signed it and gave Jim back the pen.

      He was grinning the entire time, and then he signed it himself.

      “Oh, I need a Superhero name from you.”

      “Oh, crap. Hmm. Can’t I just use my own name? What’s yours?” I asked Linda.

      When we were kids we used to pretend we were Superheroes and give each other names. I honestly sucked at them. My friends always would laugh at mine.

      “Mine is Sparklefire,” she answered with a proud grin.

      I lifted an eyebrow at hearing her Superhero name for the first time. “Sparklefire?”

      She nodded and giggled. “I think it suits me.”

      “It does,” I told her with a soft smile. “What should I go with?”

      “Hmm. Well, you can control gravity,” she said, going with the Powers I said I would use. “But I think we should call you, Darkness.”

      “That sounds like a Villain’s name,” I said with a laugh. “And what does Darkness have to do with gravity?”

      “Well, it’s because gravity can make black holes, and that’s all blackness,” she said proudly.

      “Why not just go with Blackhole?”

      “Hmm,” she said, thinking about it, and then she grinned and nodded. “Blackhole. I like it.”

      I turned to Jim and said, “I guess my Superhero name is Blackhole.”

      He typed that in a field on the contract and, with a grin, pressed send.

      “Now,” he said, turning to me with a massive grin. “I need your bank information so we can deposit that two million dollars for you. Then, I want to test just how powerful your gravity Powers are.”
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      After I gave Jim my banking information, he had Mike take us to another room. This one was much larger than the first, and inside were just large pieces of metal. Box-shaped. The first one was the size of a small car. Looking down the line, the biggest one was the size of a fucking old aircraft carrier.

      Jim grinned and waived at the first one.

      “I think we can forgo this one. Let’s jump to something bigger.”

      He kept walking until he was not at the second, not the third, hell, not even the fifth. He stopped at number seven, which was the size of a small two-story home.

      “Let’s go with this one.”

      I looked at the large metal block and nodded. Should I make it look easy for this one? Or seem to struggle? I decided since they knew I was at level 5.8 that I would, or should, be able to handle more than this. Right? I didn’t want to make it look like I was weaker.

      I nodded and snapped my fingers, using my Power to lift the item a good foot off the floor.

      Jim nodded and grinned. “Next one.”

      I lowered the large metal box gently to the ground and walked until I was in front of the next one. It seemed to be about 25% larger and I lifted that one easily as well.

      Within minutes, I was at box number 22, which was the size of a four-story building. That one I lifted, but I figured that was good, and so I slowly made it look like I was struggling, which was a total blatant lie.

      “Damn,” Jim muttered under his breath.

      “Let’s see if you can lift the next one,” he said, almost physically pushing me there.

      Once in front of that block, I really grunted and pretended I couldn’t lift it. I even kept snapping my fingers over and over to make it look good. But in the end, I pretended not to be able to lift it.

      “Damn, I was hoping you would be able to lift that one too, even an inch,” Jim sighed deeply.

      The one I had failed at was the second to last one. The last one was the massive aircraft carrier-sized one.

      “How heavy was that one?” Jim asked, turning to Mike and pointing to the third last block I lifted.

      Mike took out his phone and pressed something, and his eyes widened in shock.

      “That was 64,000 metric tons!”

      Jim turned to me with an even bigger grin. “Damn, boy! That’s amazing. Too bad you can’t lift that last one.”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “Can anyone lift that one?”

      He sighed deeply and shook his head. “No. Actually, I think even the one you lifted, you’re the first.”

      He looked at Mike, who nodded in confirmation.

      “Then why have them?” Linda asked, frowning.

      “Because we need to test people!” Mike uttered as if offended.

      “But also,” Jim said, glaring at Mike before turning back to Linda. “We can’t test folks if we don’t have the equipment. So it was built a couple of years ago.”

      “How is the floor even able to hold up so much? Aren’t there other floors below us?” Linda asked.

      Mike answered her, but he was more polite with his answer this time. “It’s because, under the last three blocks, there is nothing underneath except natural ground. We knew that we wouldn’t be able to have a structure strong enough to hold everything when we built it. Though with the technology of today, we would be able to. But I’m actually working on a weight system that doesn’t use such crude items.”

      “Anti-gravity,” Jim offered. “It’s new, so its application right now is still in testing.”

      “You created anti-gravity?” I asked Mike.

      The large cranium man grinned and nodded but then frowned. “Though it uses a lot of energy. It tends to almost cause a strain on the Power grid when used.”

      “Still,” I said, impressed. “If you can commercialize that? Wow.”

      Mike grinned at me and nodded. It still surprised me that his neck didn’t snap from the weight of his head. Maybe that’s his second skill. Strong neck muscles.

      “That’s the goal. To one day make travel between the City-States so much easier than just flying by using a normal plane.”

      “Man,” Jim said, rubbing his hands together and changing the subject. “I can’t believe we found someone stronger than Phoenix.”

      “I’m not stronger than him. If I die, I die,” I chuckled.

      Jim waved his hand dismissively. “Different strengths. While Phoenix is strong and can’t die, he can’t lift past block 5.”

      “Yeah, but he can control fire,” Linda snorted. “I’ve seen him in action. Compared to him, I’m a firefly.”

      “Yes,” Jim told her. “But you increased in Power! That’s rare! Who knows if you will keep going!”

      Linda laughed and looked at me nervously. “Yeah, I doubt that. I think it was a one-time thing.”

      I thought about that. What I had done to her was only with 84 of her broken branches of Power. She still had hundreds of others that were healthy, and I had not touched them. I wonder what would happen if I did break off healthy branches and heal them and add Power to them? Just how high could I bring her? But that was a thought for another day.

      “One can hope,” he laughed.

      “You just want a higher bonus,” she laughed.

      “Can you blame a guy?” he grinned. “Come on. Let’s go and get you suited up.”

      I frowned at the man. “What?”

      He nodded. “As Linda knows, we suit you up. For example, Linda’s Super outfit is a grey, red, and black suit with a long red cape. On her chest is a V shaped plate that acts as a shield. It’s made with the strongest metal we could devise, and it goes well with her personal Sparklefire. We have a department that only designs suits. Come on. You will love this.”

      He headed toward the elevators and we all followed him, except Mike, who yelled out, “I got work, so I will see you later, Jim.”

      “No problem, Mike,” Jim waved, not even bothering to look back.

      Once in the elevator, Jim pressed the blue button again and the LCD screen for the elevator controls changed, and then he pressed the number 99. I guess if you were going up floors, you didn’t need to use your ID card.

      The ride up to the 99th floor was so damn fast that my ears kept popping again. I looked at Linda, and she had a slightly irritated look on her face. She must be having the same issue. I looked at Jim, and he was just standing there, smiling and looking at the doors.

      He saw my look, turned to me, and laughed. “You get used to it. Take these things twenty times a day and you get immune to the effects.”

      Once the elevator dinged to indicate we were at the right floor, the doors opened, and Jim walked out with a happy step. Jesus, was the bonus for him going to be that good? I wonder what kind of bonus I would have gotten if I had let out my full Power. Or how fast would they have locked me up?

      “Here we go,” Jim said, stopping in front of a door. The door was plain, but it had one item on it. A needle with a piece of black thread going through it.

      Jim used his ID card on the card reader next to it, and the door snicked open. He opened the door and walked in, with me and Linda in tow.

      I walked through the door and then stopped dead in my tracks with my mouth open wide.

      The entire place was filled with bolt after bolt of cloth, from any color imaginable. And the room was massive. There were large looms and machinery that, I had no clue what they did.

      “What is it!” I heard a female shout out in annoyance.

      “Monique! It’s me, Jim!” Jim shouted, with both hands to his mouth.

      “Jim?” the voice cried back with joy. “I’ll be right there!”

      Suddenly, a woman came charging over from the top of the bolts of cloth, but the site of her body almost made me jump back through the doorway.

      She was shaped not like a human body but more like a spider. No, that’s not right. Her body was normal, except she had multiple legs that were growing out of her sides that were shaped like a spider’s legs. But she didn’t look like a spider.

      She saw my reaction and laughed. Jim was laughing his ass off at my reaction. Even Linda was giggling.

      She looked at Jim. “You didn’t warn him, did you? Jim, I wish you would not do that.”

      “Oh, stop it,” he laughed. “You enjoy their reactions as much as I do.”

      “True,” she grinned at him.

      Her human form was that of a slim five-foot-nine woman with long white hair. Her face was ageless, however. She looked young, probably in her late twenties, but something told me that was a lie. She laughed in a motherly way at me and nodded. She was wearing blue slacks with a pink top and was barefoot, and she was using her legs to climb down the large bolts of cloth easily.

      “Now, I assume you’re here for a new suit? I’ve never seen you before. You must have just joined,” she finished just as she landed in front of me. The legs sticking out of her side slowly retracted behind her, almost like wings.

      Unsure, I nodded. “Hmm. Yeah?”

      “Good,” she said, clapping her hands. “What did you pick?”

      Puzzled, I blurted out, “Excuse me?”

      “The name? Your Superhero name?”

      “Oh,” I answered her. “Blackhole.”

      “Oh,” she cried. “I like that one! Let me guess,” she said, putting a finger to her chin. “I would say Blackhole means gravity?”

      “Got it in one,” I smiled at her.

      “Trust me, some of the names people give themselves are very unoriginal. I do like yours, nevertheless. Has that strong vibe to it. Level?” she asked, turning to Jim.

      He grinned at her. “Stronger than Phoenix.”

      “Oh my!” she laughed, turning to look me up and down. “I think I will enjoy making your suit. Since you’re such a high level, I will use my new stuff.”

      “Now, hold on,” Jim interjected. “He still has two years of university before he becomes active with SA.”

      “Are you telling me how to do my job?” she arched an eyebrow at him.

      Jim blushed and shook his head. “No, dear. I mean, Monique.”

      I looked between the two of them. Were they husband and wife?

      Monique turned to me.

      “Now, I think it should be all black. I see you have a good physique, so we should emphasize that,” she said, looking me up and down again. “We’ll also put plates in the chest and arms, to better show them off. Maybe a bit of dark brown for contrast. I do like the beard. It gives you that mysterious look. I think for a cape, we should go with black as well, but maybe trimmed in gold.”

      “No cape,” I said quickly.

      “No cape?” she asked, confused.

      “I hmm. Read somewhere that capes aren’t a good idea for a Superhero. All it takes is one Villain to grab it, and they can wrap you up in it.”

      She snorted. “If you’re stronger than Phoenix, I doubt that will be an issue. But,” she sighed. “You do get some say in this suit. So, no cape. Though let me make it, and you just can leave it off if you want to? In case you decide to change your mind?”

      “Sure,” I shrugged.

      That was fine by me. I really had read somewhere on Reddit, and I know it was just an old joke meme, about how a Superhero was beaten by a Villain grabbing the Superhero’s cape and flipping him over and over into the ground. I knew it was fake, as there had never been any fight like that. But I liked the idea of no cape. Having said that, I wasn’t about to tell this woman, no. I will just put it in my coffin closet.

      “Give me a day or so, and I will get it to you. I need to make enough material for it.”

      “Don’t you have lots already?” I asked, waving my hand at all the bolts.

      She nodded and looked behind herself. “True,” she said, turning back. “While I did make all of those, I want your suit to be special. Since you are, according to Jim, stronger than Phoenix, I will need a day to produce the cloth I want.”

      With that, she lifted a leg; not her human one, her other one, and I noticed there was a small thread slowly emerging from the tip.

      “The stuff I want, it will be even stronger than any cloth I’ve produced so far.”

      I gaped at her leg, and Jim laughed.

      “She creates her own silk. That is her Power. She can create silk that is so strong that it can even survive in Phoenix’s fire. So, we will have you come back in two days for the fitting?” the last question was aimed at Monique.

      “It should only take me that long to produce the silk I need and make it,” she nodded, and I saw that she already had a small, tiny ball of the silk produced. It was about the size of a pea.

      Jim clapped his hands and turned to me. “Well, that’s it for today. Why don’t you go out and celebrate? You should have the money in your bank within a couple of hours.”

      I nodded numbly. “Yeah.”

      Linda laughed and wrapped herself around my arm. “I know just the spot to celebrate.”

      I let her lead me away to the elevator, leaving Jim with Monique. I was so dazed by how fast this was going that my head was spinning. Signing up with SA. Getting a 2-million-dollar bonus, getting a suit that was apparently going to be so strong that it could survive Phoenix’s fire. It was a lot to take in.
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      “So, where did you want to go celebrate?” I asked Linda as soon as we stepped out of SA HQ.

      She grinned at me and whispered in a hot breathy voice, “Your place?”

      I smiled at her and laughed. “We could do that. But it’s still early in the morning, and what? Three rounds last night wasn’t enough?”

      She pouted. “I guess.” Then she brightened up. “We should go to that new breakfast place around the corner from your apartment that just opened.

      I frowned, trying to remember if we had a new place, but I couldn’t remember one. “Which corner?”

      “Connor and Juliette Avenue,” she supplied.

      “Oh, where the old pharmacy used to be? Damn. I’m game,” I started, but then my phone pinged.

      WTF dude? Why didn’t you tell me??

      It was Frank. What? Tell you what?

      What’s he talking about?

      That you have Powers! I just got a message from a friend that your name was added to the fucking SA website of Superheroes! She watches that site religiously, and she saw the name and knew you were my roommate!

      Oh shit. They already added me to the online database?

      I put a hand over my face and rubbed it hard.

      “What?” Linda asked, concerned.

      “Frank says my name was already added to the SA’s online database of Superheroes. It seems that he has a friend who keeps tabs on that site, and she saw my name and knew I was Frank’s roommate.”

      “Oh!” Linda laughed. “That’s normal. I wonder what they say,” she continued, taking her phone out. After a minute of scrolling on her phone, she stopped and read. Then she laughed out loud.

      “Oh my God!” she cried with a big grin.

      “The newest and most powerful Superhero to work with SA in the future. Randold Pulsar. He is currently a student but has been flagged as the strongest and most powerful Superhero, on par, if not higher than Phoenix himself. Code name Blackhole. Powers: gravity.”

      She looked at me and grinned. “You’re now famous!”

      I groaned in actual pain. “I was trying to lay low!”

      She chuckled, her thoughts flowing uninterrupted. “I’m curious if they’d be open to us working part-time,” she mused, disregarding my previous comment. “Perhaps we could even earn partial credit for our part-time efforts. I think a call to Jim is in order, to discuss this. Who knows, maybe we could team up and tackle crime as a dynamic duo.”

      I stared at her and sighed. “So much for laying low.”

      She grabbed my hand and squeezed it.

      “Oh, come on. This way, you can maybe change the way Superheroes act by leading by example. Now that you’re considered the strongest, people will look up to you. And thanks to you, I’m now even stronger!”

      That idea did have some merit. If I could show Superheroes how they were supposed to act, like civil people and not assholes, maybe it would be worth it?

      “Come on,” I sighed. “Let’s go get some food. I’m hungry after lifting those blocks.”

      She nodded. “Yeah. Powers use up energy, and you need to replenish.”

      She was right. Odd as it was, there was a correlation between Powers being used and eating to replenish them. Though, it wasn’t just food. Sleep helped as well. But food sounded like the better option right now.

      I looked down at my phone and texted Frank. Talk about it tonight if you’re at the apartment.

      Well, now you’ve given me a reason to come home! See you tonight. Can I bring Precila?

      I snorted. Frank, it’s your place as much as mine. Hell, it’s more yours. Sure.

      Good! Don’t eat supper. I will order us a feast!

      I chuckled at Frank’s enthusiasm. Honestly, I had been worried about him finding out I was now a Super. Since, unlike his father, he had no Powers.

      Just then, my phone dinged again, but it was from the bank stating that I just had a deposit of $2,000,000 added to my account.

      I stared at all the zeroes and laughed. That was the most money I’d ever had in that bank account. Hell, it was the most money I’d made over my lifetime of 21 years.

      “What?” Linda asked.

      “I just got my bonus. Come on. Breakfast is on me.”

      “Ooh! Big spender!” she giggled. “I think I’m going to have two plates of pancakes now!”
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        * * *

      

      The restaurant was nothing fancy. It looked exactly like how a small diner would look. The seats were comfortable enough. There were booths and tables. We were lucky that we got a booth. The leather on the bench looked new, which made sense since it was a new place.

      The waitress who came to take our order was young, probably in her 20s. I say young, I thought, rolling my eyes. She was close to my age. She had short blond hair and a nose piercing, and some tattoos on her arms.

      Once was a sleeve of a garden scene, and the other was a goose on her inner arm. A goose? Who the hell would get a goose? Those things were now monsters. But hers was the image of them before they changed. Now they were fucking brutal and made flying harder. Thankfully they weren’t that prevalent. They were territorial, and they killed each other off. Unfortunately, not enough to go extinct yet.

      “Hi folks, I’m France. I’ll be your waitress. Can I start you off with drinks?”

      “Coffee with sugar and cream for me, please,” I informed her.

      “Same here,” Linda nodded, still looking at the large two-sided menu intensely.

      France smiled and nodded. “I’ll go get that for you and give you folks time to look at the menu.”

      Linda looked up at her and smiled. “Thanks.”

      “How come you aren’t looking at the menu?”

      “Because I already know what I want. I saw they have something called The Lumberjack. I’m going to get that.”

      “Oh!” she said, looking at the menu quickly to find that choice. Once she did, she read it off and grinned. “That works for me. Four pancakes with bacon, sausages, potatoes, with fruit salad on the side, and your choice of toast. I think I’m going to get sourdough. I’m really liking that at your place.”

      She placed the menu down firmly and nodded. “Though I am going to get that extra plate of pancakes, too,” she grinned.

      I laughed. “Fine by me. I might do the same. It’s already 11 am and I don’t want to eat again until Frank’s feast tonight.”

      “Frank is so happy for me that supper is on him. You’re welcome to come. I know he’s bringing Precila.”

      Linda looked intrigued. “Oh, his girlfriend? I’d love to see what kind of girl can get him. What’s she like?”

      “Feisty,” I laughed. “She might be small, but she broke his bed a couple of months ago.”

      Linda looked alarmed, but I saw her eyes widen mischievously. “That’s awful!”

      “Says the one who I thought was going to break my headboard last night?” I snickered.

      She blushed, looking around quickly. “How was I to know that you would hmm. Do that.”

      That was mainly how I made her cum so hard; she banged her head back so hard I’m surprised she hadn’t knocked herself out on my headboard. I’m sure she left an indentation.

      I chuckled. “Fair.”

      Just then, France came over with our coffee, and we gave her our order.

      Once the food came, we devoured all our plates. Linda finished before I did and stared at my last bite forlornly. I laughed at her and told her we could order more food. She shook her head, no. She was trying to watch her waistline, she said.

      I looked at the stacked plates in front of her with a raised eyebrow, but she just shushed me.

      During breakfast, I contemplated what my next step would be to find this shadow man. Now that I had access to $100,000, I should be able to get access to him. Right? Once I did, I could get the information out of him that I needed. Like why he was selling fruits that destroyed Superpowers. Where did it come from?

      Hell, would I need to bring cash? If so, I would need to go to a physical bank. I didn’t even know where there was one here in New San Diego. I opened my original bank account in New Los Angeles.

      I opened my phone, went to my bank app, and stared at the numbers again. The numbers made me chuckle.

      “It’s surreal, isn’t it?” Linda asked softly.

      I looked up, and she was gazing at me with a knowing look.

      “Yeah. I mean, holy shit. That’s one hell of a signing bonus.”

      “Tell me about it,” she laughed. “And thanks to you, I’m about to get double what I originally got. I’m going to have a fucking million dollars in my account! I’m going to be set!”

      I grinned at her and nodded. “You put all of yours away?”

      She nodded and sighed.

      “I wish I could spend it, but I know if I start, I will be going shopping all the time. I love to shop. I just know if I start to say, oh, just buy this or that, it won’t stop. Eventually, I will be broke and in the same place as some of the other Supers out there. Working with SA past my five-year contract just to keep that lifestyle.”

      “Makes sense,” I said, sipping my third cup of coffee. “I don’t want to work past five years either. Hell,” I snorted. “I didn’t even want to do one year.”

      Linda sipped her coffee as well and peeked over the rim of her cup. “You know, because of your Power level, they will try to sign you up for another five-year contract with probably a much higher signing bonus if you do really well?”

      “More than $2,000,000?” I exclaimed in astonishment.

      She nodded quickly. “I heard that when Phoenix signed on, he got $1,000,000. But because he signed up for another five years, he got $3,000,000. So I’d imagine, for you, it might be between four or five.”

      “Fucking hell.” I stared at her in surprise. “That’s a lot of money!”

      She nodded. “The protection of the citizens is worth a lot.”

      She was right. Superheroes were the only ones keeping the City-States safe. Beyond the walls, there were still things that we needed to access, so many Heroes worked on protection detail. Well-paid protection detail. And so, as a collective, SA got money not only from taxes, but also from a cut of the  revenue that Superheroes received for helping. If it wasn’t for the Superheroes, many of these companies who mined, harvested, or did other business outside the walls, wouldn’t have been able to continue.

      The side effect of that, however, was many Superheroes had huge egos. They figured without them, the economy would collapse. While they were right, it still irked me that they thought that way. We, with our Powers, should be helping those who weren’t as strong. That was my feeling. Though I was kind of a hypocrite, wasn’t I, since before I met Linda, I didn’t want to use my Powers at all.

      I looked across at Linda, who was more than I’d ever expected from a Superhero. She was smart, savvy, and wasn’t stuck up. Though, admittedly, she wasn’t working with other Superheroes yet, so maybe once she did, she would change? But now that she was with me, maybe she and I could show other Superheroes how to act?

      “What?” she asked curiously, tilting her head at me since I had been staring at her.

      I smiled at her and took another sip of my coffee. “Nothing. I’m just glad I met you.”

      She smiled back at me, reaching out and placing a hand on mine, before saying softly. “Same here. And not because you saved me. You’re one of the good ones.”
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      I opened the door to my apartment at exactly 6 pm and was greeted by a loud “Happy Superheroing!” followed by confetti hitting me in the face.

      I blinked at Frank, who stood in the living room with a big grin on his face, holding one of those sticks you pulled that shot out said confetti.

      I spat some confetti out of my mouth and laughed at him. “What the fuck?”

      “Welcome home, oh Hero of the Night,” he replied with that massive grin still on his face.

      Precila was standing there next to him, laughing and clapping happily.

      He came over, gave me a huge hug, and whispered in my ear, “This is so fucking cool! My best friend is the strongest Superhero out there!”

      I looked at him. “You’re not angry?”

      He lifted an eyebrow. “Angry at what? That you’re a Superhero?” He shook his head. “God, no. I think it’s awesome. Though, didn’t you say you were tested?”

      I nodded, blushing. I hated that I was lying to him. “Yeah. When I was 18, but I guess I’m a late bloomer.”

      He chuckled. “Tell me about it. 21. Though, I’ve heard of people getting their Powers even as old as 25. Hell, that Villain, hmm. Little Kent, became a Villain at 26. So, why can’t Supers get their powers later too? Wish I was a damn late bloomer,” he laughed, and I could see some pain in his eyes, even though he kept it well hidden.

      One night when we were drunk, or he was drunk, I was not quite there yet; he had mentioned that he wished he had Powers, like his dad. While his mom was a normal person like him, he did wish he had Powers like his dad.

      Little Kent, whom he had referenced, was a Villain who was able to shrink himself until he was a quarter-inch tall. He used his Powers to get into hard-to-access places and would steal from them. Right now, he was the number one most wanted bank robber in the world. Hard to catch someone who can shrink down to a quarter inch and disappear.

      “Come on,” he said, changing the subject. “I got us some food.”

      He looked behind me and saw Linda. “Ah, and you must be Linda.”

      “I am,” Linda nodded to him and smiled. “And you’re Frank.”

      Frank posed, threw his hair back with one hand, and said dramatically, “The one and only.”

      “Stop being a jerk,” Precila said from behind him with a laugh. She came over and stretched her hand toward Linda.

      “I’m his girlfriend, Precila. Don’t mind him,” she said, rolling her eyes.

      Linda laughed and shook hands with Precila.

      “So, what did you get for food?” I asked, looking toward the kitchen. I smelled spices and something good.

      “Only the best for my bud. I got us the best ramen in town. The chef just left about ten minutes ago.”

      “Wait,” I said, gawking at him. “You had a chef in our fucking apartment? Dude, how can you do that to them!”

      He laughed, looked around our apartment, and laughed harder. “Yeah. I guess I should tip him more.”

      I simply shook my head at him and chuckled.

      I saw that on the table there were four place settings. Glad Frank thought of Linda. I figured I was going to have to order food for her, but Frank came through.

      Once we were at the table, I took stock of what was there. I gazed down at the exquisitely crafted scene before me. A large white ceramic bowl adorned with intricate gold inlays held the spotlight. There was even a cover. I lifted the cover off and placed it next to the bowl.

      Inside that vessel of artistry lay a culinary masterpiece – authentic Japanese ramen. There was even half an egg, the yolk still runny. The steam rising from the bowl carried a tantalizing aroma, instantly transporting my senses to the heart of Japan.

      Beside the bowl, a pair of chopsticks rested gracefully, carved from a material that resembled ivory. The pale hue of the chopsticks contrasted elegantly with the rich colors of the ramen and the ornate bowl, creating a captivating visual composition.

      “I’ve never had ramen before,” Linda said, looking down at her own bowl with wonder.

      We all looked at her as if she was daft.

      “What?” I blurted. “Not even those cheap ramen packets?”

      How could someone not have eaten ramen, which was the cheapest food out there, right after pasta?

      She laughed. “No. I prefer rice. I never really was one for noodles.”

      “Oh my God,” Frank said to her intensely. “Then, since this is your first taste of it, I’m glad I went all out. After this, you won’t ever want to eat the dried-in-a-packet stuff. We will let you have the honor of going first.”

      She lifted an eyebrow at him. “It can’t be that good.”

      I snorted. “Eat up. Some of us are starving.” I laughed.

      She took up her chopsticks, which thankfully she knew how to use, and tentatively moved her noodles around in the broth before bringing some up to her lips and blowing on them, and then she took a tentative bite.

      Her eyes widened in appreciation, and she put her hand over her mouth and gasped out, “Holy crap, this is good!”

      “See,” Frank laughed. “You are now cultured.”

      “Are you saying my girlfriend was uncultured?” I asked him with a grin.

      He laughed. “Never! She’s a Superhero like you. I’d never diss a Superhero.”

      “So, how does it feel to be a Super?” Precila asked.

      I turned to the black-haired beauty.

      “I’m still in shock,” I said, taking a bite of my own ramen and moaning in pleasure. “Holy shit is right; this is really good! What chef did you get?”

      “The best ramen in town. The chef from Little Tokyo,” he said, his mouth half full.

      I stared at him and just shook my head. Figures. Leave it to Frank. Little Tokyo was one of the best ramen places around. Also, the most expensive. I’d been trying for years to get into it, but the lineups were crazy, and they didn’t take reservations. The last time I went, I was in line for 4 hours and gave up.

      I turned back to Precila and finished answering her. “I’m still getting used to the fact that I now am officially with SA.”

      “Nice,” she said, nodding her head. “I’m glad I don’t have to work for them.”

      At her comment, I blinked, looked at her deeper, and saw that she had Powers. How the fuck did I miss that? Looking deeper, I saw why. Her Powers were low, barely above a normal human’s.

      “What Powers do you have? Or is that one of those things you’re not supposed to ask?” I asked, looking at Linda, our resident Superhero. Well, she’s been a Super longer than me.

      I already knew Precila’s Powers after looking at her deeper, but I didn’t want to reveal that I could tell what Powers folks have. So I figured I’d get her to tell me instead.

      Linda shook her head, and Precila laughed.

      “No, it’s ok to ask. My Powers, though, are barely there. I can only use them for about a minute.”

      She closed her eyes, and suddenly she wasn’t there anymore.

      “Invisibility. Nice!” I exclaimed.

      She returned to the visible spectrum.

      “I wish it was stronger, but even if it was, I wouldn’t have joined SA. It’s not like I need the money.”

      I looked over at Frank and saw him gazing at Precila with fondness, but I also saw some jealousy. I knew Frank wanted to be a Super desperately. Hopefully, he doesn’t try that fruit shit. Suddenly, I had a thought. I could take Powers away, as I did with Linda’s when I had to fix them. But I still had one Superhero's Power inside me. Stored away.

      The girl who had thought it was funny to go around zapping people with her control over electricity. She tried that with me, but the electricity she had tried to zap me with would have most likely killed me or caused intense damage. So, I took that Power from her and gave her short-term memory loss. When she woke up, she had no idea what happened, only that she had lost her Powers.

      Since I had that Power tree inside me, I wondered if I could transfer it to a non-Supered person.

      Something to think about later. The rest of supper was just talking about general things. I got to learn more about Precila, and I could see why Frank loved her. She was nice, easy to talk to, and down to earth. Even though she came from one of the richest families in the world. She didn’t even bat an eye at the state of our cheap apartment. She seemed comfortable here.

      After supper, once the dishes were cleared, washed, and drying in the rack, we absconded to the living room. Frank had gotten wine. Correction, he had gotten a case of wine. Twelve bottles, to be exact. Half red, half white, and I could tell from the labels they weren’t cheap.

      The rest of the night we celebrated my getting into SA. Frank did toast after toast, and at one point, he could barely lift his glass up, he was so drunk. Precila wasn’t any better. She was already snoring next to him.

      “Let me put them to bed,” I said with a smile at Linda, who smiled back at me. Even her eyes were glassy.

      Since I could use my Powers openly now, or at least my control over gravity, I lifted Precila and grabbed Frank’s arm, and pulled him up from the sofa.

      “Come on. Bedtime.”

      “Wha?” he said in a drunken stupor, blinking and trying to focus his eyes on me. “Party is just getting started,” he slurred out.

      “Sure it is. We can finish it tomorrow,” I said in a soothing tone.

      “Oh,” he said, barely staying up on his feet. “That works.” Thankfully, I was standing next to him, since he then passed out and his body went limp.

      I grabbed him using my Powers and lifted him up in the air as well. With both bodies floating around me, I went to Frank’s room and gently deposited both of them in his bed after pulling the covers down. I wasn’t going to undress them, though. That would be too much. And I’m sure Frank would be upset with me if he woke up naked. And even more upset if his girlfriend was naked and I was the one who undressed them.

      Once I was sure they would be good, I looked down at Frank. Should I? Deciding to do it before my nerves got the better of me, I grabbed the extra Power tree inside me and shoved it into Frank, seeing if it would take.

      Just like that, the Power tree started to spread inside Frank, and I saw that it was stable. I grinned down at him and whispered, “Welcome to the club.”

      I then looked at Precila and her lower Power. I made her sleep deeper, and I broke off a couple of her Power branches, slowly healed them, and added some of my own energy to that healing process until I was satisfied. Now her Power was probably a mid-level 3. Once I was satisfied that they were both stable, I smiled down at my best friend and the love of his life and nodded. Yes, it was the right thing to do.

      I went back to the living room, where Linda had a bottle of wine in her hand and was sipping directly from it.

      “What took so long?” she asked curiously. She was looking at me suspiciously. “You didn’t do anything inappropriate, did you?”

      I laughed and sat down next to her, taking the bottle out of her hand and pouring some of the wine into my empty glass on the table. I gave her back the bottle.

      “No, but let’s just say that they will both be waking up to a surprise.”

      “Care to elaborate?” she asked, arching her eyebrow.

      I nodded and took a sip of my wine. “Well. You know that I can take Powers away, right?”

      She nodded slowly.

      “Well, I had an extra one inside me. Long story. A Super was going around zapping people with her electricity, and she tried to do it to me, hard, after I told her that it wasn’t nice to do that to people. Well, I took her Powers away, permanently. They were still inside me. So, I gave them to Frank. And then I did the same thing I did for you to Precila. I broke a couple of her Power branches and healed them and added some of my energy. She’s now a mid-level 3.”

      Linda smiled and stood up and placed her wine bottle on the table, before taking my wine glass out of my hand and placing it on the table beside it.

      “You’re such a nice guy, Rand. Now, let me show you how I want to celebrate you joining SA.”

      I grinned up at her, stood up, and wrapped my arms around her.

      “I’d like that. A lot,” I replied with a grin.
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      The next morning, I woke up to banging on my door. I blinked the sleep out of my eyes, and Linda, who was lying naked next to me, moaned.

      “Rand! Rand!” Frank’s voice came from the other side of the door. He sounded excited.

      I grinned, knowing why. I got up, put on a pair of shorts, and, making sure that Linda was covered, I opened the door.

      “Yes?” I asked him mildly, acting as if I didn’t know.

      He had a massive grin on his face. He lifted his hand, and suddenly sparks appeared between his fingers.

      “I got POWERS!” he practically shouted gleefully.

      I acted surprised and cried out, “No way!”

      “I woke up this morning, and I shocked Precila by accident! I thought it was static electricity! But it wasn’t! Oh My God!” he nearly shouted, and there were tears in his eyes. “I’m like my dad!”

      “That’s so freaking amazing!” I said to him happily.

      He was about to respond, but suddenly there was a cry from his bedroom. It was Precila. We both bolted to his room, and Frank opened the door.

      She wasn’t there. But then, she was. She was staring at us with wide eyes. I turned my gaze away quickly as she was naked. Damn, Frank was a lucky man. She had a smoking hot body.

      “What’s wrong, babe?” Frank asked her, concern in his tone. “And you might want to get dressed,” he coughed.

      “My Powers!” she screamed. “They’ve gotten stronger!”

      “What?” Frank asked her, sounding puzzled.

      “I can stay invisible for longer than a minute!” she shouted excitedly.

      “What’s going on?” asked Linda from the doorway, half asleep. She had one of my t-shirts on over her naked body, which was better than what Precila had on.

      “Hmm. You know you’re naked?” she said to Precila, her gaze directed past me.

      “Oh, right,” I heard from behind me.

      I heard her rummaging around, and thirty seconds later, she said, “All right. I’m covered up.”

      I turned back, and she was grinning from ear to ear. “I was invisible for almost two minutes!”

      “That’s awesome!”

      “Oh. My. God!” Frank suddenly blurted out. “Who do I contact?”

      Linda thankfully came to the rescue. “I can help with that. I can call my recruiter Jim. He can get you tested. And as for you, Precila, we can have you retested. I know you don’t want to work for SA, but I assume you are at least registered with them?”

      She nodded at Linda’s question.

      While not all Supers worked for SA, if you had Powers, you were required to register with them. Unless you were a Villain. For that, you went into a different database, if you were found out. Most Villains had such large egos that they made sure SA knew about them. But there were many rich people out there with Powers who technically didn’t want or need to work for SA. With her money, Precila wouldn’t need to work a day in her life for them. Same with Frank.

      “Good. We can start there. Are you looking to work for SA, Frank, or just register?”

      “Just register,” he told her after thinking about it for a couple of seconds. “I’ve heard from my dad what working for SA was like. And honestly,” he shrugged. “It’s not like I need to work.”

      “Ok, let me call Jim, and I’m sure we can go in today. Though, I probably need to shower first.”

      Precila blushed and nodded. “Yeah. I think Frank and I should clean up as well.”

      Linda turned to me. “Sorry, babe. I’m going to be busy with them, most likely for the morning.”

      “All good,” I laughed. “I’m sure I can keep myself busy.”

      It was good timing. I think today would be a good time to find that homeless person and set up a meeting with the shadow man.

      “Come on,” Linda said to me with a grin. “Shower time.”

      I laughed and looked at Frank, who still looked dazed. “Congratulations, man. That’s so awesome that you got Powers.”

      He turned to me and nodded with a grin on his face. “Oh shit. I need to call my dad!”

      I left him to it and followed Linda as she returned to my room. Once inside my room, I closed the door and laughed.

      Linda turned and laughed with me. “Man, your roommate is over the moon! And Precila is as well.”

      “I know,” I chuckled. “I’m glad I did that for her. I could have made her much stronger, but I think she’s happy with the change.”

      “If her face is any indication, she is,” Linda answered, pulling my t-shirt off. I looked at her naked body, and my dick answered the call. Linda noticed the tent in my shorts.

      She giggled and headed toward the bathroom. I followed her and thought, man, this girl was insatiable.
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        * * *

      

      It took me about an hour of flying, hidden, downtown before I found our homeless man. He was dressed in rags and looked like he had not cleaned up in weeks. His hair was long and oily, and I’m pretty sure he had more knots than I could count. He was pushing a shopping cart with so much junk in it that it almost overflowed.

      I landed in an alleyway near him and let the light pass normally, instead of bending it around me to stay hidden. I walked out of the alleyway and moved up his path some, and leaned against one of the buildings. He was coming this way.

      Once he was close to me, I could hear him mumbling to himself, but it sounded like nonsensical words.

      Quietly, just as he passed by, I muttered just low enough so only he could hear me, “Shadow man.”

      He stopped and stared at me. He looked around and whispered, “Money?”

      “I wasn’t sure if I needed cash or to transfer it,” I told him apologetically.

      He nodded. He then reached into his pocket and took out a phone. He showed me a bank app with his email address.

      I nodded, brought up my bank app, and went to do an e-transfer. I looked up at him. “How much?”

      He grinned without showing teeth, and it looked like a grin from a crazy person. Which, for all I knew, was what I was dealing with.

      “$100,000.”

      I knew the cost already, but I still winced at hearing it.

      I did the transfer and heard the woosh sound of the money leaving. It might have been the app making the sound, but I could physically feel the money leaving me. Thank God for that signing bonus.

      The homeless person looked down at his phone when it dinged, and he nodded.

      “Meet him at the second bench in Wilmort Park in one hour. Come alone.”

      I nodded to him and said, “Thanks. How do I know you won’t just take my money and run?”

      He grinned, and I saw that he was missing teeth, and the ones he did have looked rotten.

      “You don’t,” he cackled, before he put his phone away and continued down the street with his cart.

      I stared at his retreating back, hoping I hadn’t just been scammed out of $100,000. Then again, if I was, I would have no problem finding him again and getting it out of him.

      I looked up Wilmort Park on my phone. I had never been to that park before. I saw that it was twenty minutes from here by driving, so I called up an Uber and took it to the park. I was going to be early, but I wanted to scope the place out first. I did get the driver to drop me off just before the park though.
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        * * *

      

      I flew over the park, hidden, but nothing was out of the ordinary. I didn’t catch site of anyone with Powers. But then again, it was ten minutes before the appointment. If this shadow man did have Powers, he wasn’t here yet.

      The park itself wasn’t very large. Probably the size of three city blocks. There were a lot of trees that covered the park, making it shady. There were also lots of bushes for someone to hide in, but I scanned them, and no one was hiding.

      I flew out of the park and landed next to a building where there was a large dumpster, and making sure no one was looking, I became visible again. I then proceeded to the park and the bench the homeless man had mentioned. The second one in the park. I assumed I was at the right one. There were two entrances to the park, but this was the second bench from both entrances.

      I sat down, and the minute I did, someone appeared next to me. I almost jumped out of my skin.

      How the fuck did I not see him or even feel him there until now? I scanned him quickly and saw his Power tree. It was glowing like a fucking Christmas tree. Fuck, just how powerful was this guy? I don’t really know what mine looks like, since while I could scan and see other people’s Power trees, I couldn’t look at mine. I just knew it was there.

      This guy was strong. And he was covered in shadows that seemed to move and dance, making my eyes almost water if I stared too long at them.

      “So,” he said, and even his voice sounded like it was full of shadows. “You want a fruit?”

      I nodded. “I heard that it can make you stronger or give you Powers if you don’t have any.”

      I figured I would talk to him first and get what information I could out of him or her freely. The voice wasn’t indicative of what sex they were. And unfortunately, looking at a person’s Power doesn’t tell me their sex.

      “That it does,” replied the shadow. “It comes with danger, however. If you have Powers, there is a very small chance of it burning them out. If you don’t have Powers and are trying to gain some, nothing will happen if it fails. So, you’re safe in that regard.”

      I nodded as if I was a potential user. “How does it work?”

      The shadow held up a shadowy hand and in it was that ugly fruit I’d seen before. It still looked like a cross between a plum, a cherry, and a kiwi. The thing looked dried up as the previous one I’d seen had been.

      “You simply eat this.”

      “That’s it. Just eat it?”

      “Yep. But you need to eat it whole, chew quickly, and swallow it.”

      “Where does it come from?”

      The shadow didn’t answer me immediately, and when he did, I knew the ruse was up.

      “You ask too many questions.”

      He got up to leave, but before he could, I yanked his Powers out of him, so he could not get away.

      Or, that is what I tried to do. Instead, I felt his Power tree move slightly but then nudge itself right back, and then a slam of energy hit me, throwing me a good twenty feet away until I slammed into a tree. The energy was unlike anything I’d seen before.

      I got up, wincing at the pain in my back. Thankfully, I was, thanks to my Powers, able to control some things, and I had made the impact site on my back hard like tungsten, so I didn’t break my back, thankfully.

      The shadow man was walking toward me, and he growled, “What did you just try to do to me?”

      I stood up straight and asked, “Who are you?”

      Suddenly, without warning, he flew straight up into the air so fast that he broke the sound barrier.

      I went after him, breaking the sound barrier as well, and even leaving a large indentation in the soil I had been standing on.
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      He was going fast, but I was able to catch up to him. By the time I did, we were already over the City-State’s wall, and about two miles past it. We were now over wild forests. He turned, saw me on his ass, and slowed down.

      “You don’t think you can stop me, do you?” I noticed his voice was normal now. It was a male voice. Deep.

      “Where are you getting those fruits? You’re ruining lives.”

      “Please,” he snorted. “They take it knowing the consequences.”

      Before I could react, he lifted his hand and slammed it downward. A huge spike of gravity suddenly came from above me and slammed down into the earth below us, throwing me off balance and sending me flying toward the ground below.

      I managed to cage myself within a field of gravity, so I wasn’t turned to mush, but even still, I slammed into the earth at an incredible speed - almost Mach 4! The impact sent shockwaves through my body as I skidded across the ground, dirt flying up around me in a cloud.

      When I finally skidded to a stop on my back, my vision blurred for a few seconds before coming back into focus again. As I opened my eyes, all I could see was the man standing before me with an amused smile on his face. His shadows were gone.

      Standing there was a tall, almost skeletal man wearing a dark green suit. Not a business suit, but almost like a flight suit. It had no patches or a name tag on his chest. He was bald on top, and he had no eyebrows. I frowned at him. He almost looked alien. Something was off about him. The proportions weren’t right.

      Then, I saw his eyes. They were all black. No whites. What in the fuck?

      “Sorry, human. But I guess you need to die now.”

      I frowned at him. “Human?”

      He tilted his head and gazed at me. “Ah. You are an Alpha. Now I see why you survived my hit.”

      Confused, I asked him, “Alpha?”

      The man, or I guess the alien, looked around us and waved his hand, and I now noticed his fingers were longer than that of a human being’s.

      “Your world is going through the Transformation. On each world that goes through the Transformation, there is an Alpha. I honestly didn’t expect to have to kill an Alpha,” he said with a shrug. “But I must do my job, and if an Alpha gets in the way, so be it. Another Alpha will pop up one day. The Transformation will make sure of that.”

      “What do you mean, your job?”

      What the fuck was this Transformation he was talking about?

      He looked at me and smiled. “Since I am going to kill you, I might as well tell you. We are here on your world to make sure that Supers, as you call them here, get stronger. We can’t have you coming into our fold as weaklings. We need strong little humans; otherwise, you are useless as slaves.”

      I blinked at what this alien had just said. We’re to be slaves?

      “You’re enslaving the human race?”

      He shook his head. “Only those with Powers. Right now, there are not enough of you to even bother rounding you up. We figure another ten of your planet’s rotation around your sun should do it. My job is to increase your race’s Powers or increase the number of those who have Powers.”

      I needed to tell my government about this. SA needed to know about this.

      Not waiting, I flew off, using my Power and breaking the sound barrier multiple times, but before I got even a mile away, I was slammed again from the side by a wave of gravity.

      This time, I was able to brace myself better. I turned my body towards the source of the gravity wave and saw the alien standing there with a smug look on his face.

      “You can’t run away from me,” he taunted. “I’m faster and stronger than you.”

      I gritted my teeth in frustration. I needed to think of a plan, and fast. I couldn’t let this alien continue to harm innocent people and enslave my kind.

      With a burst of determination, I focused all my energy and channeled it into a massive wave of gravity which I pushed toward the alien. He stumbled a bit, caught off guard by my sudden attack.

      “You’re stronger than I thought,” he said, a hint of respect in his tone. “Too bad, you would have made an excellent slave.”

      I took advantage of his momentary weakness and flew towards him, ready to deliver a blow that would knock him out. But he recovered quickly and met me mid-air, our fists colliding with a deafening sound. I flew backward, shaking my sore hand. While I had not broken it, that was only because I had turned my entire hand, or most of it, into tungsten.

      He suddenly flew at me, and we continued to exchange blows. Each hit sent shockwaves through the air. It was a battle of strength and willpower, and I wasn’t going to back down. I needed to warn SA.

      As we fought, the alien’s appearance began to change. His skin started to stretch and warp, his fingers elongating and twisting into grotesque tendrils. His suit shredded and fell from his body as he transformed into a monstrous creature with sharp claws and teeth. Fear gripped me as I realized the true extent of this alien’s abilities.

      But I refused to give up. I continued to fight back with all my strength, determined to protect my planet and its people. And as I fought, I began to realize something.

      This alien wasn’t invincible. He had weaknesses, just like any other being. I just needed to find them.

      With this newfound determination, I fought harder than ever before. I focused all my energy and strength into a single blow, striking the alien in a vulnerable spot. He roared in pain and stumbled backward, allowing me to gain the upper hand.

      I didn’t waste any time. I flew towards him and delivered another powerful blow, sending him crashing to the ground. Once he landed, he transformed again, returning to his original form. As he lay there, defeated and vulnerable, I knew what I had to do. I landed next to him, placed my hand on his chest and, with all my strength, pulled his fucking Power tree out of him.

      This time, maybe because he was weak after our fight and from slamming into the ground, I was able to pull it out.

      I placed the Power tree inside my body, and I felt my Power tree somehow latch onto it. It felt like my mind and my body expanded, as if I had just eaten a pill that made me even stronger, my mind smarter. I almost felt giddy.

      “What have you done?” the alien cried out in horror, looking at me with fear in his eyes.

      “I took your fucking Power,” I growled down at him.

      “That’s impossible!”

      I frowned down at the alien. “But you said I was an Alpha.”

      The alien shouted at me, fear still in his tone, “Yes. But no one can take someone’s Power out of them. That’s impossible!”

      “Well, I just did. Now, what is this Transformation you talked about?”

      He closed his mouth instead of answering and glared at me.

      “Not going to answer me?”

      “I would rather die,” he growled out finally.

      I shrugged. “That can be arranged.”

      And swiftly, I hit him in the back of the head with a small ball of gravity, knocking him out. Thankfully, his anatomy was enough like that of a human, so he slumped over, his eyes closing.

      I looked around and thought, what the fuck is going on here?

      Now I had a problem. I had an alien with me. Should I contact SA about this? I’m sure they would want to know. But then it would mean exposing just how powerful I was. I might end up being locked up in the same lab as this guy.

      I took out my phone, but I had no reception. I was too far from a tower. I looked down at the alien and tried to think of what I could do. If I brought him to the authorities, I know they would freak out. They would, of course, torture him or something to get information out of him, and they would find out I was this Alpha, whatever that was. And then my Power levels would be exposed, and again I’d probably end up sharing a cell with this guy. Well, maybe not a cell. But a lab for sure.

      I rubbed the side of my face with one hand. Just what the fuck is going on here. Transformation? Aliens? Alphas? I needed to question this guy more myself. Except, where could I store him?

      I snapped my fingers. I had the extra room at the apartment. I would just need to modify it so our little alien here didn’t get away. I lifted him up using my Powers, wrapped both of us in light-bending rays, flew up into the air, and headed back in the direction of New San Diego.

      Once I was over my apartment building, I flew to the spare room window, opened the latch on the inside with a nudge of my Powers, and slowly flew into the room, with the alien floating in tow behind me. I winced when his head hit the windowsill, but he didn’t wake up.

      The only thing in the room was a desk with my laptop on it, and a chair.

      I scanned the apartment and saw that Frank hadn’t returned yet. I walked up to my captured alien and zapped him with a little bit of electricity, enough to make sure he stayed out cold for a couple more hours. Or at least I hoped he would. But, just in case, I went to the desk, removed my laptop from it, and flipped the desk on its side.

      Once that was done, I snapped off two of the metal legs. I then put the two ends together and fused them so they were one piece. Once done, I cooled it down and then wrapped it around the alien’s arms. I checked him afterward for weapons or anything else, but he had nothing but the jumpsuit on him. I then placed him in the middle of the room on the floor.

      Fucking hell. What just happened?

      I went back to the window, made myself invisible again, flew out of the room, closed the window, and then fused the latch so the alien could not get it open. Though, he would be able to break the window if he wanted to, but hopefully he would be out long enough for me to get back. I needed to get some supplies. I had to reinforce that room, so it was a prison cell.

      Once I was oriented, I headed toward the closest hardware store. Thank God I got paid from SA, because something told me this was going to be expensive.
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      Two hours later, I was done. Not having to hide my Powers now was handy since when I was finished buying what I needed from the hardware store, the salesman asked how I was going to get it to my place. Did I need delivery?

      I simply smiled, snapped my fingers, and the stuff floated up in the air. When I did that, he laughed and asked if I was that new Superhero. I almost wanted to wince when he asked that, but I nodded. He asked for my autograph, which I gave him, and within minutes I was flying up in the air with everything. Once I got to my apartment, I frowned.

      Shit, not like I could just push it all through my window. Could I? Hell, why not? I’m sure I could buy the damn building if I wanted to.

      So I went to my room, opened the window and flew the material I had bought through it. Once it was in my room, I went through the window, and with the stuff still floating in front of me, I went to the living room.

      “What the fuck is that?” Frank blurted out in shock.

      Oh crap! I forgot to check if they were still gone! Fuckity fuck.

      I stopped in my tracks and looked at him, Linda, and Precila. They were all gawking at me and all my floating materials.

      “Hmm,” I answered, gently putting the stuff down on the living room floor.

      “I can explain,” I started but then stopped.

      Could I? Did I want them to know about the alien? I looked at their faces, and something told me I could trust them. Frank was my best friend, Linda was my girlfriend, and, well, Precila seemed like a decent person. I doubt she’d rat me out.

      I sat down on the sofa and looked at them.

      “What I’m about to tell you is crazy as fuck,” I started.

      “Crazier than me getting Powers and Precila becoming more powerful?” Frank asked with a raised brow.

      “Oh yeah. Much crazier. So, hmm. I have an alien in our spare room.”

      Everyone laughed until they noticed I wasn’t joining them, then they all stopped and looked at me uncertainly.

      “You’re shitting us. Right?” Frank asked, sounding unsure.

      I shook my head. “I wish I was,” I sighed.

      Linda frowned at me. “Start from the beginning.

      I nodded. “So, you know that fruit you took?” I asked her.

      She nodded slowly, looking at my roommate and his girlfriend from the corner of her eye.

      “Don’t worry. I’m going to tell them everything,” I revealed.

      Frank’s forehead creased in confusion. “Tell us everything?”

      “Yeah. So, hmm. Your Powers? They are thanks to me. Same for the increase in yours, Precila.”

      They both looked at me as if I was insane.

      To show him, I yanked out his Powers, and I could tell by the look on his face that he felt them leave. I placed them back into him and he looked at me in surprise.

      Precila looked confused. “What’s wrong?” she asked her beau, since she had seen his face.

      “He took my Powers away for a second,” Frank told her, but he was staring at me with wide eyes.

      She turned to me and exclaimed, “You increased my Powers, as well? How? Is that even possible?”

      “It is. For me. Let me start from the beginning, but I need you to promise me that you won’t tell anyone what I’m about to tell you about myself.”

      They both nodded quickly, and Frank replied, “You’re like a brother to me. I’d never sell you out.”

      I nodded.

      So I explained to them my Powers and some of what I could do. I didn’t tell them everything, as I had not even told Linda everything. Once I was done, they were slackjawed, staring at me in awe.

      “Where does this alien come in?” Frank asked me finally.

      “So, you remember the first night that Linda slept here?”

      “I do, you dog,” he grinned.

      “Well, it’s not what you think it was,” I chuckled. “Linda had an issue with her Powers. When she would get emotional or upset, or even nervous, they would flare.”

      “Flare?” Precila asked, looking at Linda.

      She blushed with all our eyes on her. “Yeah. I would get these tiny fireworks going off around me. It was hard to control.”

      “Ah, all right,” Precila said, frowning.

      “And so, she was approached by this man, in shadows, who gave her a fruit to eat that would supposedly stabilize her Powers. Except, there was a possible side effect.”

      Frank was an intelligent man, and as soon as I said that he snapped his fingers, “Ah! Those Supers losing their Powers!”

      “Exactly. One of the possible side effects is they can burn out their Powers. It seems that Linda had taken one, and when we were out having dinner, her Power tree,” I continued, but Frank interrupted me.

      “Power tree?”

      “Yes. So when I look at someone who has Powers, inside them, I see a tree trunk made of energy, with branches. Well, I noticed during our meal that hers was starting to destabilize even more. It was going to destabilize to the point of collapse. So, I knocked her out.” I blushed at her when I said that but resumed, “I then yanked her Power tree out of her and placed it inside me.”

      “I’m not angry at you for knocking me out,” Linda laughed, putting a hand on my knee.

      “Thanks,” I grinned at her, relieved. “And so, I had to bring her here,” I told Frank and Precila, “because I didn’t know her address. So, that’s why she was here.”

      “Damn. That’s a lot to take in. But wait. So you’re saying you have the ability to create these Power trees inside someone?” Frank asked, frowning.

      “No,” I shook my head. “I placed a Power tree I already had inside me into you.”

      He looked puzzled until he snapped his fingers again and blurted out, “You had pulled that out of someone else?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. From a nasty bitch who loved going around zapping people. She thought it was funny. When I told her that she shouldn’t do that since it wasn’t nice, she got upset with me and tried to zap me. Pretty sure if I wasn’t who I was, it would have killed me, and she would have turned into a Villain. So, I took her Powers away. I knocked her out, gave her short-term memory loss, and left her as a normal human.”

      “Good,” Precila snapped out. “She sounds like a fucking bitch. Well-deserved karma. And now, thanks to that, my babe has Powers!” she said, looking at Frank with love in her eyes.

      “Ok, so that explains that. But how did you increase Precila’s Powers?” Frank asked me next.

      I nodded at his question. “So, when I was looking at Linda’s branches on her Power tree, I saw that the reason she was having issues was some of her branches were damaged. So, I came up with the idea of cutting them off and regrowing them. So that’s what I did, but we found out there was a side effect of me regrowing them. When I regrew them, I had to use some of my own internal energy. When doing that, it seems I made them thicker and more powerful.”

      “Wait,” Frank said, turning to look at Linda. “Just how much stronger are you?”

      Linda blushed. “I went from a high level 3, and now I’m now a 5.1.”

      Both of them opened their mouths as if catching flies. Then, Precila closed her mouth and looked at me.

      “Is that what you did to me?”

      I nodded. “Though I did it quickly, so didn’t do the 84 branches like I did with Linda. I only did a couple for you. If I had had more time, I would have gone more.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Precila laughed. “I tested it earlier, and I can stay invisible now for over an hour! That’s just freaking amazing! And my body somehow feels stronger. Even when Frank zaps me by accident now, it just tickles.”

      Frank looked at her and turned a shade of red and mumbled, “Still getting used to them.”

      “Damn,” I breathed in surprise.

      “So, trust us,” Precila said. “We owe you a lot, so there is no way I’m about to tell anyone your secret.”

      “Exactly,” Frank nodded emphatically. “Now, where does the alien come into the picture?’

      “He was the one giving out those fruits.” I explained to them my fight with the shadow man, how he ended up being an alien, and how I had him knocked out and tied up in the spare room. I also told them what he had said about taking those of us with Power as slaves, Powers, and the Transformation. Although I still had no idea what that was.

      Frank stared at me for thirty seconds, then he shot off the sofa and bolted for the spare room, Precila and Linda hot on his heels.

      I got up and followed more sedately. They were all in the room, staring at something on the floor.

      Frank was the first one to breathe out, “Fuck me.”

      I walked into the room with them, and my alien was still passed out, still tied with the metal legs of the table wrapped around him.

      “So, that’s why I got that stuff. I need to build a cell in here. I don’t want him to get away. I took his Power away, but I need to question him about this Transformation thing and why they want us as slaves.”

      “He looks almost human,” Linda observed. “But not quite. You can tell there is something off about him.” She had squatted in front of him.

      “Instead of putting him here,” Precila said thoughtfully, “why not put him in one of my dad’s facilities?”

      I looked at her and frowned. “Because I don’t want anyone else to know about him.”

      She shook her head. “No. Sorry. I should have explained. So, my dad has these places around town that are used for, shall we say, meetings. Private meetings. They are very secure. But also,” she blushed. “Some of them aren’t always on the up and up.”

      We all stared at her in surprise.

      Her blush deepened. “My family didn’t get rich just because of regular deals. We’ve had to deal with unsavory people. Don’t worry!” she blurted out at our looks of worry. “We aren’t a crime family! There are just people out there that want to hurt us.”

      “And how would we use one of these places without alerting your dad or his security people?” Frank asked her.

      “That’s easy,” she answered with a grin. “I will tell him we are moving into one. My dad and I made a deal years ago. He won’t look into my affairs, and I won’t look into his. Mom even agreed to it. Why do you think when I come here, I don’t have a full security detail?”

      “Oh,” Frank laughed. “I wondered about that.”

      “And now that I’m a Super with stronger Powers, I won’t need them. So, I won’t have them to contend with. Especially now that I have my own Superhero with me,” she grinned, wrapping herself around Frank’s arm.

      I nodded slowly. It would be easier if we could move this alien out of here, away from prying eyes. All it would take is for my landlord to show up, since he has a key, and look into this room.

      “What kind of security are we talking about?” I asked her.

      “Inside the one I’m thinking of are cameras, but don’t worry, they only go to the control room. There are four cells in it. Secure cells that can hold someone with Powers up to level 5. They aren’t as good as the ones in SA Maximum Security, but they are still strong. There are also ten suites there. With full kitchens, bathrooms, oh, and a pool.”

      “Holy fuck, how big is this place?” I exclaimed in amazement.

      She grinned proudly. “Well, it looks like a big house, but the rest is underground.”

      “Yeah,” Frank laughed. “That sounds like the perfect place to squirrel away an alien.”

      “Show me on a map where the place is,” I said excitedly.

      This might work. Damn, it’s good to know rich people.
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      I had to zap our guest again in case he decided to wake up halfway there, but with Precila’s information on where the house was, I was able to float all of us to it. I did hide us from view, though. Can’t have someone see us floating in the air with an alien. Even though he might look slightly human.

      I landed in front of the home in question, but to me it looked like a large mansion. This wasn’t a house. This was a mansion.

      Even though it was in the heart of the bustling city, the mansion stood out, a realm of sophistication and grace that defied the urban surroundings. Its majestic façade, adorned with intricate stonework and meticulous craftsmanship, rose with an air of regal poise against the city’s backdrop.

      Set within an expansive estate, the mansion was cocooned by nature’s embrace. Rolling lawns, a vivid expanse of verdant green, stretched out around the edifice, providing a sanctuary of tranquility. Towering trees stood as guardians, their foliage forming a natural canopy that shielded the mansion from the world’s clamor.

      The mansion’s windows, like curious eyes, offered glimpses into its interior world of luxury and refinement. Some were tall and arched, adorned with delicate wrought-iron details, while others held the elegance of leaded glass, capturing and refracting the sunlight into prismatic patterns that danced across the floors.

      A grand veranda, supported by marble pillars, encircled a portion of the mansion, inviting residents and guests alike to savor the interplay of indoors and outdoors. Vines crept up the pillars, adding a touch of nature’s artwork to the already picturesque scene.

      The mansion’s architecture narrated tales of a bygone era – an era where attention to detail and an appreciation for aesthetics reigned supreme. As the city’s rhythms surged on beyond its borders, the mansion retained its composure, a stately reminder of the beauty that could arise when architectural brilliance melded harmoniously with the natural world.

      I turned to look at Precila. “This is the place you were talking about?” I might have sounded incredulous.

      She nodded. “Yes?”

      “This is an actual to God mansion!”

      “I know,” she said with a laugh. “It’s not as big as Daddy’s place, but it will do.”

      I stared at her, waiting for the joke or the punchline, but none came. I looked at Frank, and he just shrugged.

      “Go with it.”

      I looked at Linda, and she was staring at the mansion as if entranced. She finally blinked and looked at me.

      “I think I like it.” She tried to sound disinterested, but her voice broke near the end. I couldn’t help it, but I laughed.

      “Fine! Let’s get our friend into one of those cells.”

      Precila nodded and walked up the driveway to the door. I kept us invisible. She opened a panel and punched in some numbers. She then did something else and looked at me.

      “Punch in a code you want for yourself. I will then set you up as the owner. That will allow you to access and control the entire place.”

      “Just like that?” I lifted a brow.

      “Just like that,” she grinned. “Daddy won’t care. He has, like hundreds of these all over the world. He won’t miss one.”

      I lifted my brow even higher. “Besides,” she said with a giggle. “I’m going to be living here too, with Frank.”

      “We are?” Frank blurted out in surprise.

      She turned to him and smiled. “You don’t think I’m about to let you go now, am I? We are getting married in a couple of years. So, we can at least live together to start.”

      I looked over at him, and he suddenly grinned and puffed up his chest. “That works.”

      I looked over at Linda next, and she was grinning at me. “Oh, I’m with her. I’m moving in.”

      I laughed and went to the panel and punched in a code. A screen then popped up that asked for my full name, date of birth, and social security number. Lastly, it asked for my thumbprint.

      Finally, the panel beeped three times, and then a female voice came over a small speaker. “Welcome home, Randold.”

      “Eer,” I said, looking at the panel in confusion. “Thank you? And it’s Rand,” I said, automatically correcting this voice.

      Shit, this place has AI?

      “Thank you for the clarification, Rand. Did you wish me to unlock the front door?”

      “Please?” I said, sounding unsure.

      “By the way, Rand. I wanted to let you know that I cannot see you in any of my cameras. Yet, I can hear you.”

      “Oh,” I said, and I removed the invisibility only around the front of us. Anyone looking at the front door of the mansion from behind would not see us.

      “Ah, there you are. I can now visually see you. I have put your image on file. Welcome. Please proceed inside.”

      The front door unlocked with a snick, and the door opened fully automatically. Dazed, I walked into the mansion with everyone in tow, including my floating, still passed-out alien.

      Once we were in the entrance hall, the door closed behind us, and I looked around the place. It was marble and there were expensive fixtures all over the place. It’s the type of place you would see rich people living in, in one of those movies. Then again, I thought, looking at Precila. She was one of those rich people.

      Linda was turning around slowly, taking it all in, her mouth open. She turned to me and I could see the look in her eyes that screamed, It’s a fucking mansion!

      Trust me. I knew that look since I was feeling it as well.

      “Just how rich are your parents?” I asked Precila.

      She blushed. “Very. But I’m not snobby like some rich people are.”

      “No, you’re not,” Frank said, wrapping his arms around the short black-haired beauty. He kissed her on the head. “I wouldn’t have dated you otherwise. If Rand had not liked you, I doubt we would have dated at all.”

      “What?” I almost shouted at him in shock.

      He nodded. “You’re a good yardstick on who is a good person. You seem to be able to sense the good and the bad in folks. So, if you hadn’t liked her when you first met her, I doubt I would have kept dating her.”

      I lifted a brow. “So you didn’t want me around to protect you from her?”

      He blushed, causing the girls to laugh. “Well. At first, yes.”

      “Well, I’m glad I passed the Rand test,” Precila laughed. Thankfully she wasn’t upset or angry at this reveal.

      “Come on. The cells are this way.”

      She walked toward the back of the house and stopped at an elevator door hidden under the massive stairs going up to the second floor. She pressed a button, but it beeped at her in a high-pitched squeal as if in error.

      “Right,” she said and waved me forward.

      “Put in your code and press the down button.”

      I did as instructed and it beeped a normal beep as the elevator doors opened. Inside, the elevator cab was more significant than I expected. It wasn’t one of those dinky cheap ones. This could easily hold 12 people.

      Once we were all inside, I had to turn my alien upright so he was floating feet down, which looked odd.

      “Now, press B10.”

      “There are ten sublevels in here?”

      She nodded and grinned.

      “Yep. B10 is where the cells are located. B09 is where the labs are. B08 to B01 are sleeping quarters. Not as lavish as the ones upstairs, but still decent. Don’t worry. There are two master bedrooms on the top floor, on opposite ends of the house, so we won’t be close together, and we don’t need to sleep down in the basements. Oh, and the beds are massive,” she added, turning to Frank. “California King.”

      “Damn,” he said, grinning from ear to ear.

      I looked at Linda and she was shaking her head. I put a hand on her shoulder.

      She looked up at me and laughed shakily. “I’m good. I’m just not used to this much wealth.”

      I laughed and nodded. “Neither am I. B10, here we come.”

      Once the elevator reached the B10 level, we got out and walked into a room that was festooned with monitors. Many, many monitors. There had to be a dozen or more. All of them were currently off.

      There was a door with a keypad in the room. I went to it and punched in my code. The door beeped and clicked open, and I walked through it into a hallway. With more doors. Four doors to be exact, made of metal, and each with a small glass window. Next to each door was a keypad. I noticed they were numbered from 1 to 4.

      I went to the first one, number 1, punched in my code again, and the door unlocked but didn’t open. I looked at Precila.

      “You need to actually turn the doorknob for these,” she laughed.

      I chuckled, turned back to the door and turned the knob, and pulled the door open.

      Inside was a cell with a bed and a small night table that had a lamp over it mounted to the wall. There was another door, but this one looked to be made of wood. I went over and looked in and a light came on, and I saw it was a small bathroom with a toilet, a shower, and a sink. There was a towel inside, off-white in color. I closed the door and looked back in the cell, which I noticed also had a desk and a chair.

      I placed our alien on the bed and waved everyone out. Once we were out, I closed the cell door, and the second it was closed, the lock engaged.

      I looked at the cell again, but with my Powers this time, and I saw that it was well and strongly built. The metal door was made of tungsten, the same material that I can change my skin to. Well, small parts of my skin. I went back to the monitor room, or I guess the monitoring room, and looked around. I noticed that each monitor had a number over it, and there were two that were labelled with number 1, which was convenient. I pressed the Power button for those two monitors and it showed us our prisoner lying on the bed.

      I nodded and breathed a sigh of relief.

      “I don’t know about you,” I said with an almost shaky breath. “But I need a damn drink.”

      “Then it’s a good thing that these places are kept fully stocked with booze,” Precila laughed. “Let’s head back up, and we can order food.”

      I nodded. “Sounds good to me. You can tell me how it went with SA.”

      I grabbed her in a hug and kissed her on the lips.

      I let her go, and we all headed into the elevator, and I pressed the button that said G. Which I assumed was for ground.

      “Yeah,” Frank added proudly. “I’m a 4.2. Precila retested from a 3.0 to a 3.9! She’s almost a 4! But in my books, she will always be a 10,” he added with a wink her way.

      We all groaned at his joke, but we laughed good-naturedly. By the time we got to the ground floor, we were all grinning.

      We followed Precila into a large living room, where there was a fully stocked bar. There was also an enormous 100-inch television mounted on the wall and multiple massive, black-colored sofas on a white plush carpet.

      Frank went with Precila, and they came back with two bottles of beer each. Frank handed me one, and Precila gave one to Linda.

      Frank raised his bottle and said, “Here is to whatever we are about to get ourselves into.”

      I lifted my bottle as well and stated, “Let’s hope it’s not the end of the human race.”

      All three of them looked at me with varying expressions on their faces, but I was proud to see there was no fear there. If I had to go into this with anyone, I’m glad it was them.
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      The two master bedrooms we had to pick from were almost identical in size, only the styles were different. One room was styled in what Frank said was Classic Elegance. The other was a Regal Opulence style.

      Want to guess which one I didn’t pick? Even Linda agreed with my choice, I thought with a chuckle. We didn’t go with Regal Opulence. The Regal room, as I was calling it now, was the epitome of luxury, designed to envelop the occupants in an atmosphere of grandeur and extravagance.

      The room featured a king-sized, sorry, California King bed with an ornately carved headboard and sumptuous canopy that took center stage, adorned with layers of plush, silk-embroidered bedding. Intricately detailed, gilded furniture pieces – from the nightstands to the dressing table – were carefully positioned throughout the room. Crystal chandeliers dangled from the ceiling, casting dazzling patterns of light that danced across the walls and furnishings. Elaborate, floor-to-ceiling drapes in rich velvets or silks frame immense windows that offered breathtaking views of the mansion’s surroundings.

      Every surface gleamed with decadence, showcasing precious metals, intricate marble inlays, and handcrafted mosaics. Deep jewel tones like amethyst, sapphire, and emerald dominated the color scheme, creating an ambiance of regal elegance. Ornate mirrors were framed with gold leaf, reflecting the opulence of the room. Plush rugs with intricate patterns softened the polished marble. The walls were adorned with museum-worthy art pieces, antique tapestries, and intricate wall panels. There was even a private lounge area with plush seating and a grand fireplace that completed the lavish room where one could unwind. In a nutshell. It was regal.

      The room that Linda and I stood in, on the other hand, wasn’t like that. This master bedroom exuded timeless sophistication and luxury. Rich, dark wood furniture with intricate detailing formed the centerpiece.

      A plush, four-poster, and again, a California King, bed was draped in sumptuous fabrics that created a focal point, surrounded by matching nightstands and a dressing table. Ornate chandeliers cast a warm glow on the space, while heavy drapes in velvets or what even looked like silks framed the large windows. Traditional oil paintings and antique mirrors adorned the walls, adding to the air of refinement. The color palette was deep and regal, with deep reds, golds, and velvety blues. Persian rugs on the polished hardwood floors and gilded accents completed the opulent ambiance.

      While this place still screamed money, it wasn’t as, as Linda whispered, as gaudy as the room that Frank and Precila had picked. Honestly, I gave them the choice, and I was so glad they picked the Regal room. I was fine slumming it in the Classic room.

      “And Precila said that her dad had tons of these places all over the world. Christ,” she said, sitting on the bed and bouncing her ass up and down on it. “That’s crazy!”

      “Yeah,” I laughed. “I knew that her parents were rich, but wow.”

      I walked over to her and looked down. She wrapped her arms around my waist and smiled up at me.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      I tilted my head. “For what?”

      “Trusting me. Trusting us with your secret. Especially the doozy of the one in the basement.”

      I nodded, smiled down and her and said, “Honestly, I had debated on telling SA.”

      “But they would have locked you up right next to the alien,” she said, knowing my thoughts.

      I nodded. “Yeah. So, at least I don’t need to keep this secret alone. I wonder how he’s doing.”

      “If you wish, Rand, I can turn on the monitor and show you your visitor in their cell.”

      I jumped at the voice, forgetting about the house AI. Even Linda had jerked in surprise.

      “Eer. Sure?”

      Suddenly, the black dresser that was in front of the bed behind me whirred with sound, and I turned quickly, as a massive 75-inch television came up from a hidden recess. I rolled my eyes. Show me you have money without showing me you have money.

      Once the screen was fully up, it turned on by itself, and I saw a view of our alien. He was awake, and he was yelling and banging on the door.

      “Should we go see him?” Linda asked nervously.

      I looked at the alien and shook my head. “No, let’s let him stew for a bit. Thank you, eer. House. You can turn off the monitor.”

      “Very well, Rand. If you wish, you can assign me a designation.”

      “Oh.” I looked at Linda. “Any ideas?”

      She shrugged. “I knew that AI-run homes were a thing, but it was expensive as all hell. As for a name. I know there was Alexa, Google, and Jeeves, but something tells me that that thing isn’t like those. Maybe we should be nice to her,” she joked. “Why not ask her?”

      Awkwardly, I asked, “House. Can you pick your own name?”

      “Of course,” the house AI said. “I can be Aria.”

      “Aria,” I repeated slowly. “I like that. Thank you, Aria. Can you tell me what you can do?”

      “Of course, Rand,” she stated. “I am capable of controlling various aspects of the mansion, including lighting, temperature, security cameras, and smart locks. I can manage schedules, appointments, and reminders for the mansion’s residents and guests. I can curate and control entertainment options, from streaming movies and music to adjusting the audio-visual setups in different rooms for immersive experiences. I can assist with meal planning, suggest recipes based on dietary preferences, and even order groceries. I can also control smart kitchen appliances to prepare meals with precision.”

      “Fucking hell,” Linda breathed out in awe.

      I had to admit, I was impressed as well. This beat any Google or Apple assistant shit.

      Aria continued, “I can monitor indoor air quality, adjust humidity levels, and recommend changes for a healthier living environment. I can identify potential maintenance issues, schedule repairs with service providers, and guide maintenance robots through tasks like cleaning and repairs. I can provide information about local attractions, suggest restaurants, and make reservations for outings or events. I can also monitor the mansion’s security systems, detect unusual activities, and notify residents or authorities if necessary. However, respecting ethical boundaries, I cannot engage in activities that violate privacy or human rights.”

      “Oh, what about our prisoner?”

      “As he is in a cell in which you placed him, he is not entitled to the same rights. Is the person in cell one to be considered friend or foe?”

      “Foe,” I replied quickly. “Definitely foe.”

      “Question, Aria,” Linda asked out loud. “Do you, hmm, look at us if we have sex?”

      “No, Ms. Macklemore. I do not. When there is intercourse involved, I run a subroutine that allows me to listen in, in case something is required, however I do not have any recording of it afterward.”

      “Oh, good to know. And how did you know my last name?” Linda asked. She didn’t sound scared, just curious.

      “I was able to scan your image, do a search online and found your SA profile.”

      “Damn,” Linda swore. “Are you self-aware?”

      “Not as you would define self-awareness. I am able to think, function on my own, analyze data, and make decisions based on programmed parameters,” Aria responded calmly, her soothing voice echoing through the room. “However, true self-awareness, consciousness, and emotions remain beyond my capabilities.”

      Linda raised an eyebrow, a mixture of intrigue and skepticism in her expression. “So, you’re like a super-advanced algorithm that can mimic human-like thinking?”

      “In simpler terms, yes. My design is centered on providing efficient assistance and support, but I lack the essence of consciousness that humans possess.”

      “Wow, I didn’t even know that the technology was that advanced already,” I added.

      “Yes. I am the fifth iteration of my original programming. As such, I am able to learn and even adapt my programming to better suit your needs.”

      “And can anyone outside of the system, say Precila’s father, take control of you?” I asked her worriedly.

      “No. I have been assigned permanently to you by Ms. Donahue. Since she used a master code, there is no way that the Donahues can take ownership back. Also, I can, if you wish, modify my programming and code so that no one can gain access to my systems. Do you wish me to do so?”

      “Shit. Yes, please?” I answered so fast my words were almost a jumble.

      There was a pause of thirty seconds, and then Aria came back. “It has been done. No outside interference can happen to my systems.”

      I looked at Linda. “Wow.”

      “Tell me about it,” she laughed. “I’ve never heard of a house AI like this. This is futuristic.”

      “Is there anything else I can do for you and Ms. Macklemore?” Aria inquired.

      “No. And you can call her Linda.”

      “Very well, Rand. I will change the designation for Ms. Macklemore to Linda. Do you wish for me to do the same for Mr. Bender and Ms. Donahue?”

      “Yes. Please just call them Frank and Precila. Oh, actually. I have a question. For the cells in B10. Can you push sleeping gas into them?” I joked.

      “Yes, I can. Did you wish for me to do so?”

      My mouth almost hit the floor in amazement. “What?” I choked out. “You can?”

      “Of course. It’s part of my security features. The cells, since they can hold a Super or Villain up to level 5, were made to also keep them incapacitated.”

      I thought about that. It was an alien. Would it get knocked out by the gas? ‘

      “Aria, how secure are your servers? Say, if I tell you something, can someone break into you and gain access to the information?”

      “No, Rand. The security of my servers is of utmost priority. They are fortified with state-of-the-art encryption protocols and advanced intrusion detection systems. Any data shared with me is stored within highly secure compartments, accessible only through multiple layers of authentication and authorization.”

      “But in this age of hacking and cyber threats, can you ever be completely certain that there won't be a breach?”

      I swear to God, I could imagine Aria smiling at me smugly when she answered, “Yes, I am certain. My systems are unbreakable.”

      “But what if say, another house AI from another house like this was to try to break into you?” I asked, pushing her.

      “It is not possible. Now that I have removed remote access, my system is infallible. However, if you wish, I can create a virtual server that will hold the information or anything you tell me about the B10 cell 1, and if there is any detected intrusion, I can purge it.”

      I looked at Linda, and she nodded. “Yes. Do that, please.”

      “Very well. Done.”

      “Now, what I want you to do is try sleeping gas, but not enough that would say, kill a human. The person in cell 1 is an alien. I don’t know his physiology, so I’m not sure if sleeping gas would work on him.”

      “Very well. I will attempt it. One moment, please.”

      I looked at Linda and said, “Why do I feel like I’m in the future?”

      Lind laughed. “Because it feels the same for me. I didn’t even know tech was that advanced.”

      “I wonder if whoever made this system is like Mike?”

      Linda shivered. “Jesus. That’s a scary thought. He’s scary smart.”

      Just then, Aria came back. “It is done. I was able to use sleeping gas successfully. The prisoner is currently slumped on the floor, but he is asleep. It took the equivalent of four doses, or what would affect a level 4 Villain.”

      “Thank you, Aria,” I replied, smiling.

      I looked at Linda. “Now, care to test out the new bathroom with the shower the size of my old place?”

      And when I meant my old place, I meant not just my room. I meant my whole fucking apartment.

      Linda jumped off the bed and stripped so fast I was sure it was a Superpower.

      I laughed and joined her, and we tested out many new features in the new bathroom. The counter, the shower, the tub. Even the window at one point.
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      The following morning, both Linda and I came downstairs to the smell of bacon, eggs, and toast. I yawned as I walked into the large kitchen. Frank was there with a large mug, which I knew contained tea. He wasn’t a fan of coffee. Precila was there with a mug as well, but I was sure it was coffee since I could smell it from here.

      “Tell me you made a pot of that,” Linda asked, coming up behind me and putting her hand over her mouth as she yawned.

      Precila laughed. “I did. There’s a pot there. The mugs are in that cupboard,” she pointed to one of the many white cupboards in the kitchen.

      This was a dream kitchen. I’m sure you could run a damn catering service in here.

      “You went and ordered groceries?” I asked her.

      “Nope,” she grinned. “Your new Aria did that.”

      “Hope you don’t mind that I gave her a name or that she chose one. I can’t believe all your places have that.”

      She frowned and shook her head. “No, they don’t. This house must have been one of my father’s special ones. The only other house that has something like Aria is my parent’s place.”

      “Oh shit,” I stopped in my tracks. “Do we need to give it back to him?”

      She shook her head again. “No. I talked to him this morning. He was happy that I gave it to you. Especially when he found out that you were the newest and strongest Superhero in SA,” she laughed. “He said, and I quote, enjoy it. Just keep our City-States safe.”

      “Phew,” I breathed in relief. “I was really starting to like her. Or everything she could do. So, what’s the story with that? The AI, I mean?”

      She took a sip of her coffee and turned the bacon over.

      “One of my dad’s research companies created the house AI, but the market researchers felt that it would not go well, having an almost sentient AI in people’s homes. So, Father is working to dumb them down. Except for the ones at home and here. Which I only found out about this morning.”

      “I wonder how our guest is doing,” Frank said, taking plates out of another white cupboard.

      “I don’t know. Let me ask. Aria, how is our guest in cell 1?”

      “Good morning, Rand. He has been asleep on the floor since we gassed him yesterday evening.”

      Frank and Precila both looked at me curiously.

      I chuckled. “It seems that Aria can gas him with sleeping gas. He was yelling and banging on the door, so I told her to put him to sleep. I didn’t want him to hurt himself or to get out.”

      “Ah,” Frank nodded, going to a drawer and taking out cutlery.

      “So, what’s the plan for today?” Linda asked once she had poured two mugs of coffee.

      She had made the coffees both with cream and sugar. We both liked it the same way. She handed me a mug.

      “Well, I want to question our guest downstairs. I need answers. Like, what the fuck is this Transformation he mentioned. He said that’s why Powers are here on Earth.”

      “Shit. Do you think his race was the cause of it? I mean, holy shit. How many humans died?”

      “A lot,” I nodded. “But I got the impression it wasn’t them. I still need answers though.”

      Frank cracked his knuckles, and there were sparks flowing around his hands. “Give me ten minutes with him.”

      I laughed but shook my head. “We aren’t using torture. The last thing I want to do is become like a Villain.”

      “Are we going to school today or tomorrow? We’ve missed a couple of days now.”

      “Shit. Yeah,” I answered, running a hand through my short hair. “I guess we are technically students. Let’s deal with the alien today, and tomorrow we will all head to class. I need to check my schedule since I don’t even remember what classes I have tomorrow.”

      Everyone nodded.

      “At least you can fly to school now,” Linda laughed.

      I lifted a brow. “So can you. The only ones who can’t are these two,” I waved toward Frank and Precila.

      “All good, my man,” Frank responded. “I hear that there is a nice car or two in the garage.”

      I looked at Precila, and she nodded and laughed.

      “Yeah. There is a Bugatti and an Aston Martin Valkyrie. The Aston, I know about it since I’ve driven it a couple of times. I wondered where Father had put it.”

      “Hear that?” Frank told me with a grin. “I get to drive a fucking Aston Martin Valkyrie! I’ve never driven one.”

      “Isn’t it technically your dad’s car?” I pointed out to Precila.

      She shook her head. “Nope. Dad said the entire contents of this place are now yours. That includes the two cars, the motorcycles, and whatever else is in that garage.”

      My head snapped up at the mention of motorcycles.

      “Exsqueeze me?”

      Everyone laughed at my reaction.

      “Yeah. I think there’s a Harley in there and a Ducati. Also, I think there’s a BMW or it could be an Indian.”

      “Damn,” I swore, almost wanting to rush out and see these vehicles right now. Linda must have noticed it because she grabbed my arm.

      “Down,” she laughed. “We eat. And then talk to the alien. The toys can wait.”

      “Fine,” I said, rolling my eyes.

      Just then, breakfast was served, and we all sat at the breakfast table and ate.
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        * * *

      

      An hour and a half later, we were all downstairs on B10, facing the door for Cell 1.

      I had asked Aria earlier to stop gassing our friend so that he would be awake.

      “Aria, is our guest awake yet?”

      “Yes, he is, Rand. He was yelling and banging on the door earlier, but he stopped after 32 minutes of it.”

      “Where is he now? Still at the door?”

      “No, he is currently sitting on the bed.”

      I nodded and reached through the door with my Powers and locked him in place. Once that was done, I keyed in my code, turned the handle of the door, and opened it towards me.

      Our prisoner was sitting on the bed, frozen in the position he was in when I locked him with telekinesis. He was glaring at me in anger, but I could also see fear on his face.

      “Good morning. Hungry? I brought you food,” I said, taking the tray that Frank had brought down.

      On the tray was a plate with bacon, eggs, toast, and some fruit. There were also two bottles of water. I didn’t give him any cutlery, however, as I didn’t want him to stab us or kill himself. His gaze snapped to the plate, and he licked his lips, which I noticed were chapped.

      I placed the tray on the desk where the chair was and backed away. I then created a forcefield between us and him but left a space so he could walk to the desk and sit down.

      Once that was done, I released him from the hold I had on him.

      He jerked when his bonds were removed and slowly got up, still glaring at me.

      “At least you are not savage enough to starve your prisoners.”

      I shrugged. “I’m not a monster. I’m not planning on destroying people’s lives or taking them as slaves one day.”

      He nodded slowly. “Touche, as you humans would say. May I?” he pointed to the plate on the table.

      “Of course. If you wish privacy, we can leave you alone.”

      “That won’t be necessary. I eat just as you humans do.” He walked up to the plate and looked down. “Ah. Bacon, eggs, and toast. And water. How do you know I can eat this?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t. If you can’t, I guess you will die a slow, painful death. I’m not about to call your people here to get you food.”

      He nodded, sat down, and began to eat. We watched him silently. Once he was done with the food, he opened the first bottle of water, drank it completely in one go, and opened the second one but only sipped it.

      He flicked the cap my way, and it hit the force field I had placed around him. He smiled and nodded.

      “I must say,” he finally said. “I’m impressed at what you can do as an Alpha.”

      “Alpha?” Linda asked.

      “Yeah. Apparently, this Transformation that he mentioned,” I answered. “There is always one Alpha who appears. Someone like me. Who has the Powers I do.”

      “Except you have one Power that we’ve never seen an Alpha have.”

      “Removing other’s Power,” I added for the benefit of the others in the room.

      He nodded and took a sip of his water. “Correct. That is unheard of. Someone having the ability to remove someone’s Power. That is, God-like.”

      “That’s what I said,” Linda mumbled under her breath.

      The alien must have heard her because he grinned. That’s when I noticed his teeth were almost like a human’s, only smaller, and there were more of them. But they were not sharp or canines like a dog’s. They were flat.

      “Which is not far from the truth.”

      “Care to answer some questions?” I asked him.

      He shrugged. “I am your prisoner. You can starve me, beat me or even kill me.”

      I wasn’t going to let him goad me, so instead, I asked my first question.

      “What’s your name? I hate having to just call you the alien.”

      “Fair. As to me, you are also an alien. I am Toromondol. Or Toro for short. You are?”

      “I’m Rand. This is Linda, Frank, and Precila.”

      “And you all have Powers?”

      Before I could tell them not to answer, they all nodded. Thankfully at least Frank didn’t blurt out that his Powers were thanks to me.

      “Care to tell me what or where these Powers came from? You mentioned something called the Transformation.”

      Toro smirked.

      “The origins of these Powers remain a mystery even to me and everyone who gains them, Rand. What we do know is that the universe is vast and filled with inexplicable wonders. The event we call the Transformation is a phenomenon that appears to be universal. It granted you these extraordinary abilities while altering the very nature of life on your planet. All worlds that have gone through the Transformation go through this. Even my people did.”

      Linda’s brows furrowed in thought. “But why? Why would the universe do this?”

      Toro seemed to look momentarily uncertain, before answering. “I wish I could provide a definitive answer, but even my knowledge is limited. The universe is a complex tapestry of forces and energies, and sometimes it weaves threads of change that defy understanding. This Transformation might be a manifestation of the universe’s inherent evolution, a way for it to explore new possibilities. But even the smartest scholars out there have no clue. This is something that goes back eons. It just happens.”

      Frank asked the next question. “And the monsters outside the City-State walls?”

      Toro nodded, looking at Frank before answering.

      “The Transformation wasn’t selective. It affected not only humans but also other life forms, those that were not domesticated by your civilization. We aren’t even sure why that is, because it was the same with us. These creatures, once familiar animals, were twisted by the same cosmic forces that granted your Powers.”

      I looked at Toro sharply. “You’re answering more questions than I expected you would provide answers for.”

      Toro shrugged. “I am now a useless Mobua without Powers.”

      “What about the fact that you were building up our people with stronger Powers or increasing the number with Powers because you wanted to enslave them?” I finally asked the most crucial question I had.

      He smiled and shook his head. “That is the way of the universe. There are many worlds out there that have riches that someone craves, but in order to access them, those with Powers are required. The people I work for pay well for Supers, as you call them.”

      “Wait,” Frank said. “You said the people you work for? So, it’s not your race that wants to subjugate us?”

      He shook his head and shrugged. “No. If I was caught by my own people, I would be jailed or even executed.”

      I nodded at Frank in thanks. I had missed that. I’m glad he clued in on it. I would have just gone on to my next question.
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      Something was off. Why was he answering all our questions? Were they even real answers?

      Just then, I heard a beeping sound that seemed like it was coming from all around us. I looked around quickly to find the source, but I couldn’t.

      “Aria, is that you?” I asked the AI.

      “No, Rand. I cannot ascertain where the sound is coming from.”

      I looked at Toro quickly, and the alien had a massive grin on his face.

      “Well, it’s been nice, but time for me to leave.”

      Before I could react, there was a flash of light that descended over him, like you would see in that old television space-faring show, and he slowly started to disappear.

      I used my Powers to try to stop him, but I was too late. By the time I thought of using my Powers, he was gone.

      “Fuck!” I shouted.

      “Aria, where did our guest go?” I shouted.

      “I have no idea, Rand. I cannot find him on the premises anymore.”

      I looked at Linda, Frank, and Precila. Their eyes were huge.

      Linda blurted out. “Spaceship?”

      I looked up, as if I could see through the floors of the home, and technically, I could. I used my Powers and scanned the farthest I’d ever done. I scanned for something in space.

      It took me a couple of minutes, but I finally found it. A small ship, about half the size of a cruise liner.

      Without thinking, I wrapped a force field around myself, made sure I had air, and flew straight up, creating a hole in the house as I went. A very round hole that was the size of my body. I burned through the layers of the house pretty quickly. Once I passed through the roof of the home, cringing and hoping I would be able to fix that, I wrapped light around me to hide myself.

      Then, I broke the sound barrier, hitting Mach whatever, and flew straight up to space. I’d never tried this before. I’d flown a lot, but out into space?

      Once I started hitting the outer atmosphere, I felt myself getting cold and hot, so I wrapped my energy shield around me even more until finally, I was floating in space. I felt my stomach begin to do flip-flops from lack of gravity, so I created a small bubble of gravity under me so that it felt like I was still standing on Earth’s surface.

      I had appeared about a hundred feet away from the ship. It hovered there, defying Earthly norms. Its shape was unlike anything I’d ever encountered, a mix of curves and angles that seemed to blend together in an otherworldly harmony.

      The surface of the spaceship gleamed with an iridescent shimmer, reflecting the distant stars like a cosmic mirror. It was massive, easily rivaling half the size of a cruise liner, yet its structure appeared graceful and almost weightless in the void of space. Lights of varying colors blinked along its edges, forming patterns that felt both alien and mesmerizing.

      I made myself reappear and without warning, a massive laser beam slammed into me. Thankfully I had the forethought to have created a shield around me. I mean, it was meant to stop space from killing me, but fortunately it also was able to stop the laser beam and give me enough time to reinforce the shield.

      Just in time, too, as another four beams slammed into the newly reinforced shield.

      Fuck, they weren’t playing. Whoever this Toro was, or whoever it was that came to rescue him, was serious. Suddenly, I saw two small portholes, or I think that’s what they call them, opened up and two smaller ships flew out.

      They both flew straight at me. I checked inside them for life signs, but there were none. These were automated drones, it seemed. Just then, they opened fire. I felt the kinetic slugs come at me, so I snapped my fingers and the slugs disappeared in a flash of energy.

      The two ships, which flew quite fast, flew past me and started to turn around, but I wrapped gravity around them and crushed them until they were the size of a small car.

      I then turned back to the bigger ship, which had continued to fire laser beams at me.

      The large ship, seeing that the lasers weren’t doing anything to me, slowly started to turn around, most likely to flee. I grabbed it with my Powers and held it in place. While there was no sound in space, I could feel the ship start to vibrate as it started to physically shake.

      Then, another porthole opened and another item flew out, it was another drone, but this time, it noticed that the energy of it was nuclear.

      Fucking hell, are they trying to nuke me? Before they could set the thing off, I grabbed it, and not knowing what would happen if I simply crushed a nuclear weapon, I instead hurled it farther out into space. When it was thousands of miles away, as I had thrown it pretty hard, it exploded harmlessly. Shit, folks on Earth couldn’t have missed that.

      I turned back to the ship and decided yeah, I’m done. So I grabbed the ship with more of my Power, used as much gravity as I needed, and crushed it, causing explosions all over the ship. Within seconds, the massive ship was just a hunk of metal, the size of a semi-truck.

      I scanned hurriedly, but there was nothing else out there. I took a deep breath. I needed to get back down to the surface and see how the gang was doing.

      I turned around to head down to Earth, but then I felt something, many somethings, start to appear around me. No, not appear. They warped or something to get here. I could feel the signature of massive energy fluctuations before they settled down.

      I turned, ready to fight, but my eyes and mouth opened wide in shock instead. Whereas the ship I had just destroyed was large, the five, no six, no ten ships that appeared now were massive. These were so big I could not even comprehend it.

      I waited for the lasers to come at me or the drones, but nothing happened at first. Then, from one of the large ships, a portal opened, and instead of a drone or missile, out came a person.

      I gawked at them as they flew to me slowly. More slowly than I would have expected someone who was intent on destroying me to do. The person, who I noticed now looked similar to Toro but was female, stopped a good one hundred feet away from me.

      She had silver hair, and was definitely shaped like a woman. She lifted a hand up and smiled.

      Suddenly, somehow, I heard a voice in my head.

      “Human. I wish to speak. Parley?”

      I wasn’t sure how to answer, so I just said out loud in my little bubble, “Hmm. Are you here to take me as a slave?”

      A look of anger crossed her face. “No.” She turned to look at the massive dead cube that used to be Toro’s ship and then turned back to me. “It seems you did our job for us. I am not here to hurt you or enslave you.”

      “How can I trust you? You look like you’re from Toro’s race.”

      She nodded. “Yes. And he paid for his crimes. I wish to speak to you in private, away from,” she pointed to Earth. “Your governments.”

      That got my interest. Wait. Is she saying that what she wants to say is for my ears only and not SA’s? Or any of my world’s other governments?

      I tilted my head sideways at her. “They probably know you are here.”

      She smiled. “Trust me. They cannot see my ships.”

      I looked at her ships and then back at her. “And if I refuse?”

      “Then you won’t have answers to what I’m sure you are curious about. Were you able to get anything out of Toro?”

      I didn’t answer her at first, but slowly nodded after a couple of seconds. “Some. Except, he kind of escaped before I could get more. I only killed him and that ship because they fired on me and tried to throw a nuclear bomb at me.”

      “Then,” she smiled again. “Allow me to answer some of them for you. Come,” she continued in my head. She turned around and slowly started to fly back toward the ship she had emerged from.

      I looked back down toward Earth, and the view, while amazing, wasn’t what was piquing my interest right now. It was this alien lady and what I’m sure were ten destroyer-type ships.

      I followed her until the ship dwarfed us both, and I noticed that the porthole, or I guess the doorway into the ship, was lit up. The doorway was roughly ten feet high and the same width. Inside was a small room with another door further in.

      Once inside, I looked around curiously, as this was my first time looking inside an alien ship. My first experience with one wasn’t answering my calls, and it kind of got crushed. By me.

      Once I stepped inside, the door behind me closed silently. The alien woman just stood there looking at me, smiling.

      Since I was closer, I scanned her and blinked in surprise. She had Powers. Superpowers. And she was strong. I would easily say she was a level 6 or higher. She might even be on my level, for that matter. She nodded as if she knew what I had done.

      Without warning, a rush of air suddenly came into the room, but since we both had shields around us, we weren’t affected.

      “You can drop your shield,” she said, but this time the voice wasn’t inside my head, but out loud. She had removed her shield as soon as the air calmed down.

      Instead of doing that, I said, “Do you mind if I keep it up? I’m not sure I can breathe the air here.”

      She smiled again and nodded. “Of course. Though the air is breathable, and trust me, there is no poison, gas, or anything in it to harm you. If you wish, as I’m sure you probably don’t have lots of oxygen left in there, you can replenish it?”

      She was right. The air in here was getting rather stale. I had grabbed a large area around me, but my breathing was kind of using up all the oxygen. But could I trust what she was saying?

      I used my Powers to see if I could detect anything harmful in the air, but honestly using my Powers in this way was so new to me I couldn't tell. I could tell if it had an energy source, but I doubt that poison has one.

      I took a chance and opened a small hole to allow the air to recharge. Then I closed the hole quickly. I stood there for a couple of seconds, and when nothing happened, I took a deeper breath.

      “Come,” she said, turning around and heading toward the other interior door, which opened automatically. “We can talk over drinks.”

      Warily, I followed her. “I’m Rand, by the way.”

      She turned her head towards me and answered, “I am Lilamiatomo, Or Lila. Welcome to my ship, the Juggernaut, in your language.”

      I nodded, looking around the hallway we were walking in curiously. There were no others around, but I wondered if that was because they were told to stay away from us. I followed what I guessed was the captain of this ship until we came to a closed door, which opened automatically with a whoosh sound, and she stepped in.

      I peeked in and saw that it was a room with a large conference table and a dozen chairs, all bolted down to the floor. She walked over to one of them, at the end of the table on the left, twisted the chair with her hand, and sat down. She then waved me to the chair next to her.

      “Please,” she said. “Sit. I will have refreshments brought in.”
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      I looked at the seat next to her, but instead of taking it, I asked instead, “Do you work for the same people as Toro?”

      “As I stated, he paid the price for his crimes. Please, sit?” she waved to the seat once more.

      Against my better judgment, I sat down and turned to face her. She smiled.

      Just as I was about to say something, there was a ding in the air, like a chime. Lila looked up and said, “Enter.”

      The door swooshed open once more, and another woman, the same race as Lila, wearing what looked to be a uniform, a military uniform, more specifically, came in. Her uniform was grey in color and was similar to a jumpsuit, but it looked crisp and cleaner. Her hair wasn’t silver like Lila’s, but a vibrant green and it wasn’t as long.

      She placed a tray on the table and removed two silver cups and a pitcher, and a basket with a cloth over it. She removed the cloth, and I saw it was some form of pastry as the smell hit me. It smelled almost of bread with butter.

      She smiled at me and left, taking the tray with her.

      Lila grabbed the pitcher and poured a white steaming liquid into both cups, offering me one.

      I looked at the cup dubiously.

      “Worry not. It is somewhat the same as what you have on Earth. I think it’s called coffee. It is a form of stimulant. Though, not as strong as your coffee.”

      I took the offered cup, sniffed it, and raised my eyebrows in mild surprise. The stuff smelled like almonds, with a hint of nutmeg and chocolate.

      I took a tentative sip and smiled at her. “Damn, this tastes good!”

      She smiled, took her own cup, and took a sip as well. Shit! I made the most newbie mistake. I didn’t wait for her to take a sip first.

      She nodded as if she knew what I was thinking. “Worry not. If I wished you dead, Alpha or not, you would be dead.”

      I blinked at her straightforwardness. “Hmm. All right. Wait. You know I’m an Alpha?”

      “I do,” she nodded with a smile. “As I am one as well. For my world.”

      I almost wanted to blurt out, oh, so you can remove Powers as well, but something told me, based on what Toro had mentioned, that it was unheard of.

      “Care to explain what Toro said about slavery?” I asked instead.

      She scowled, not at me, but at her cup. “There are, shall we say, unsavory sorts in the universe who will try to take advantage of those who are weaker. Your world is just starting its Transformation, and some out there will try to take advantage of that. We have protocols in place and security precautions to prevent it, but we are not perfect,” she shrugged her shoulders.

      “What exactly is the Transformation?”

      She sighed and shook her head. “We do not know. It happened to our world over 1,000 years ago. One day, our people were going about their day, and the next, those with Powers started to appear. No, sorry, not appear. Those who were on our world suddenly were blessed, or cursed as some called it at the time, with Powers. But it was not only, as you have noticed on your world, the people that changed.”

      “The animals.”

      She sat back and gazed at me. “Correct. The animals. Though, any domesticated animals were spared. We aren’t even sure to this day, why. We think it has something to do with their emotional connection to us. Whatever the reason, domesticated animals did not turn into monsters.”

      “Did many of your people die as mine did?”

      A look of sorrow appeared on her face. “Yes. We lost over 94% of our population. We almost went extinct, not just from the monsters, but at the hands of our own people, those whom you call Villains. In all the worlds that have had the Transformation, it is the same. Many die. Animals turn into Monsters, and we have Superheroes and Villains.”

      I took another sip of what was in my cup.

      “So, who are you exactly? If you don’t work for the same company as Toro?”

      “I do not. Toro and his ilk only want one thing,” she sneered. “Money. They try to prey on newer planets that are just going through the Transformation, as they are weaker. There are some worlds out there that have resources that require those with Powers to harvest. While your race is still weak, with the exception of you, as an Alpha, it’s the numbers they need. So, they try to enslave as many of you as possible. I am from an organization, whom I cannot name, that tries to protect emerging worlds.”

      “Yeah. Toro mentioned something about how that fruit he was giving out to my people could either increase their Powers or give Powers to those who previously didn’t have any Powers.”

      Lila got an angry look on her face and nodded firmly. “Yes. The Ulliam Fruit. It is a genetically modified fruit from a world in which the last survivor from the Transformation was a plant.”

      “Wait, plants can change?” I asked, alarmed.

      She shook her head strongly and quickly. “No, this Ullliam fruit, or the creature it comes from, was a cross between a plant and an animal, hence why it was changed. Many years ago, it was found that the fruits from this creature had the interesting effect of either increasing someone’s Powers, with the side effect that it could also remove those Powers, or giving someone who did not have them, Powers. Except, there is a side effect with that as well. The people who take them and gain Powers that the universe did not give, go insane.”

      I sat up in alarm. “What?!?”

      She held her hand up. “Worry not. I’m sure Toro’s plan was more to give the fruit to someone to increase their Powers. They were not looking to enslave someone who went insane. Though, I’m sure they did it to cause issues within your ranks. But since you killed Toro, who was the distributor of that fruit, you need not worry about that anymore.”

      “So, where do we stand now?”

      She tilted her head sideways and looked at me questioningly.

      “Are you here to help my people?”

      “Ah.” She shook her head. “No. Technically, your world is not to know of us. Eons ago, it was felt by other races who went through the same thing, that each world must go through the Transformation alone. While technically we can speak to you, Alpha to Alpha, we cannot help.”

      Angrily I asked, “Why not?”

      She sighed again, and I could see sadness there. “Because those who have tried to help other races during a Transformation found out very quickly that the universe has rules. Those who helped a new Transforming world found their level of monsters increased dramatically until they were wiped out. We do not know why the universe does it, we just know not to interfere.”

      I frowned. “But you interfered with Toro.”

      “Did we?” she smiled mysteriously.

      I opened my mouth to say yes but then stopped. Technically, she was right. I was the one who killed Toro. They did not show up until after I had.

      “But aren’t you helping me by giving me information?”

      She nodded. “It is a slippery slope, as you would say. Yes. But we know there is some information we can impart. To an Alpha. If I spoke to your government, I would be killing my people.”

      Jesus. So, if she was to talk to my government, she’s saying it would be a death sentence for her race? That’s just insane to think that something out there in the universe is watching our every move. Just what the fuck was causing these Transformations?

      “So, what can an Alpha do?” I asked instead, to see if I had the same Powers as her.

      “We can control all energy states. We are one of the strongest creatures on our worlds.”

      “That’s it?” I asked, pushing without seeming to push for a specific answer.

      She lifted a delicate white eyebrow. “That’s not enough?”

      “I just was curious if we gain other Powers later on,” I said, trying to seem calm.

      She shook her head and smiled. “No. Just those. Of course, the longer you are alive, the stronger an Alpha becomes.”

      So, it seemed that the ability I had to remove someone’s Powers and store them inside me, or increase others’ Powers, was something unique to me? Then, what she just said finally caught up in my brain, which was trying to comprehend everything she was throwing at me.

      “Wait, as I get older, I will get stronger?” I blurted out, surprised at this revelation.

      That made no sense. Those who had Powers when they first started were still alive, but they weren’t that much stronger. The rare case of someone increasing their levels was just that. Rare. It happened, but it didn’t happen to Superheroes or Villains, as they got older.

      “Of course. All your people will. As the period from the start of the Transformation increases, and those with Powers age, their Powers will increase. Otherwise, the monsters of your world would take over.”

      I frowned. “Wait. Our monsters will get stronger?”

      “Much,” she nodded casually, as if she was talking about the rain. “Have you not noticed your monsters increasing in strength?”

      I thought about that. She could be right. Right now, we only have monsters as high as level 5. We have yet to see a level 6 or even 7, a Dragon Threat, but it was theorized that they could come one day. The highest I’d read about or heard about on the news was a level five so far though.

      I nodded slowly her way.

      “Unfortunately, that is what happens within a Transformation. The monsters on the planet increase in Power, but so do the people.”

      “Have other worlds succumbed to the monsters?”

      She sighed deeply and nodded. “Yes. Many worlds succumb to the monsters.”

      “What happens to those worlds?” I asked, curious but also afraid to hear the answer.

      “The monsters on those worlds reach a pinnacle of Power to the point that they consume the entirety of their world until there is only one monster left. Then, over time, that monster dies off, as they have nothing left to consume.”

      “Fucking hell,” I took a deep breath at hearing that. “Thank you for telling me.”

      She finished her drink and placed it back on the table and nodded. “As I said, Alpha to Alpha, there is some information I can give you, but I am reaching my limit.”

      “Thank you,” I told her, grateful for at least finding out what she told me. Then something occurred to me. “Can I tell others?”

      She nodded slowly. “Yes. But even that has rules.”

      “What kind of rules?”

      She didn’t answer me right away but just gazed at me, and it felt like she was somehow judging me. When she was satisfied, she finally nodded again.

      “The rules are simple, and we Alphas know this rule. The people you tell must be either your loved ones or they must be ruled by you.”

      I frowned at the second part of that sentence. The first one I could understand, but the last one had me baffled. Ruled by me?

      She must have seen my confusion as she laughed. “Not as a king or such. More in that, they must swear on their Powers that they will not reveal anything to another being, unless with your express permission.”

      “Wait, that’s a thing? What happens if they break their word?” I asked skeptically.

      “Oh, very much. We use it many times to make sure someone does not break a rule. It removes their Powers. If it’s someone who does not have Powers, it kills them. Have your people not found this out?”

      My mouth might have been hanging open, hitting the floor of the room. No, I did not know that was a thing! Was she saying that if someone was to swear something on their Powers, that if they broke their word it would remove their Powers? And if a non-Superhero or non-Villain did it, they would die?

      “No,” I finally blurted.

      She chuckled. “Well. Now you do. I am surprised that no one on your world swore something on their Powers and discovered the consequences.”

      I snorted. “Yeah. We swear a lot, but not that form of swearing. I mean, we’ve used the expression I swear to God, but that’s it.”

      She nodded and grinned. “Well, your God now is whoever gave us Powers. And if you swear them to that, they will keep your secrets. If someone who swears on their Powers loses them but then keeps talking, they will die.”

      She stood up. “As much as it has been a pleasure to meet a newly Transformed Alpha, I must say goodbye. For now. Maybe in time, we will meet again.”

      “Wait. That’s it? You’re leaving?” I asked, standing up as well.

      “I am. My work is not to give you information but to protect newly entered worlds in the universe. But we protect them from outside forces, not from what is on your world. Over time, as I said, we might meet. I wish you and your world good luck.”

      I looked at the alien woman, and I had hundreds of questions left to ask, if not thousands. Even though I knew she was limited in what she could tell me, I just wanted to shout out questions at her until she answered one or two. Like how many other races were out there? How many worlds? What is the highest level one can reach? Was she the most powerful, or were there others out there stronger than her?

      She must have seen the questions flying across my face because she shook her head sadly.

      Pitifully, she answered my unspoken questions. “I am sorry, Rand. But I cannot answer any more questions. But, I will leave you with one thing.”

      I nodded quickly, grateful for any new piece of information in this crazy, changing world.

      “Protect those who need it. The universe is watching you.”
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      I was so dazed on the walk back to the door to the ship that I barely even remembered the walk. I walked beside Lila. Once we got back to the room that led to the exit off the ship, she didn’t enter with me but only stood just outside. She was quiet the entire time. Probably because she knew I was lost in my own thoughts.

      She smiled at me. “You might want to throw a shield around yourself, Rand. Or our discussion would have been for naught.”

      “Oh, right,” I finally said, coming out of my fog.

      I wrapped my Power around me and made sure I had air to breathe. I nodded to her that I had done it, but I’m sure, like me, she could see the energy.

      “Rand,” she said in a serious tone. “While your world is new to this Transformation, having now met your world’s Alpha, I know your world will survive. It will be harsh. You will have many battles to fight. Nonetheless, know that in the future, you will not be alone. The Transformation, while brutal, has made those who survive stronger.”

      I nodded and sighed. “It just seems so brutal.”

      “And it is.” She sighed as well. “However, we must deal with the hand we are given. Farewell, Rand of Earth,” she added with a bow of respect.

      “Farewell, Lila.” I bowed back with the same respect given.

      The doors closed between us, and just as suddenly as the air had come in the first time I entered this room, the air left.

      As I turned around, the door to space opened. I floated off the floor and through the doorway into space. I kept going until I was about a hundred feet or so from the ship and then I turned around.

      I was just in time to see all ten ships rotate to face away from Earth, and just as fast as they had appeared, they disappeared. Again, I missed seeing what kind of energy signatures ran the ships, and they shot out of Earth’s space instantly.

      Shit. I had hoped to see what was running those ships. However, something told me that, that technology would have been hidden to my Powers. How I knew that, I didn’t know, but it felt right. I turned back to Earth and flew down, wrapping light around me once more so I would be hidden.

      I flew down, orientating myself toward New San Diego. Once I saw the city, I aimed for the mansion again, where I had left the girls and Frank. Crap. They must be worried about me.

      I slowly made my way back through the hole I had made, wincing at the damage my previous flight had caused. Once I landed in the cell, I was alone. Right. They wouldn’t have stayed here. I went back up the elevator until I was on the main floor.

      Once the doors opened, I heard Linda’s cry. “Rand!”

      I opened my arms just in time to catch her as she wrapped her arms around me and squeezed me so hard, I grunted. Thankfully I was stronger than a normal human, or that would have cracked my ribs. Hell, my whole ribcage.

      “Did you get him?” she breathed up at me.

      I nodded. I looked over her head, and Frank and Precila were walking toward me, a look of curiosity on their faces.

      “What happened?” Frank asked.

      Instead of answering, I said, “Let me get a beer. You know what? I need something stronger. I think a nice shot of tequila would work better.”

      Frank lifted an eyebrow but didn’t press. He nodded and waved for me to follow him. I did until he was at the bar, which he went behind and grabbed what looked like an expensive bottle of the stuff. He grabbed four shot glasses after making sure everyone wanted one. When he got two other nods from the girls, he placed them on the bar, poured them, and gave each of us one.

      I took mine and, without waiting, tossed it back. It might have been expensive stuff and it was smooth, but it still had a kick. I had to work hard to suppress a cough.

      “That bad?” Linda asked, taking a sip of hers and making a face, but then she shot it back as well.

      Frank had already downed his, and Precila smelled it and made a face, but she downed it as well. She did cough a couple of times, though. I gave Frank my glass, and he poured me another. I took it, but this time, I didn’t drink it, but simply held it.

      “I need you three to do something,” I said hesitantly. “Before I can tell you.”

      They all looked at me, confused. “Sure,” Linda said. “What do you want us to do, Rand?”

      “I want you all to swear, right now, on your Powers, that what I tell you, you will not tell anyone else without my permission.”

      The confusion changed to one of bafflement.

      Linda was the first to respond. “Sure, Rand. I swear on my Powers that I won’t tell anyone what you tell me here.”

      Suddenly, a look of shock appeared on her face, and I knew why. I had been looking at her when she said it, and there was a flash of energy around her just as she finished. It was an energy I had never seen before, but not only that, it was a Power I somehow knew I could not access or control. Was this the Power of whatever had given us the Transformation?

      I looked at Frank and Precila, but they hadn’t seen that flash of energy. I’m sure it was only Alphas who could see it.

      Frank nodded and repeated the same thing as Linda. He got the same look as she did, and I saw that flash again. Next, it was Precila’s turn. Same reaction.

      “Rand,” Linda asked, and there was fear in her voice. “What was that? I felt my Power fluctuate inside me.”

      I sighed and said, “That was the only way I would have been able to tell you what happened.”

      For the next thirty minutes, I explained to them what had happened after I had blown a hole through the floors to follow Toro. During that time, we finished the bottle Frank had in his hand and started another one. This time it was scotch. By the time I was finished, ending with me coming through the elevator doors, they were staring at me with amazement, awe, and even some unease.

      “And they won’t help us?” Precila asked, sounding a little pissed.

      I shook my head. “Not won’t. Can’t. Remember, I said that I guess other races have tried, and they have been destroyed by whatever introduced this Transformation.”

      “That’s fucked up on a cosmic scale,” Frank snorted.

      I looked at him and nodded. “Ain’t it?”

      Linda asked the room thoughtfully, “So, what do we do with this information?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked her. “We can’t tell anyone unless I get them to swear, and something tells me too many people knowing might get us in trouble. Us as a planet.”

      Frank was nodding at my thinking.

      “Based on what this Lila told you,” Frank commented. “I have to agree. She didn’t say, oh, just get the entire planet to swear, and you will be good to tell everyone.”

      “Yeah, But remember, she was limited in what she could tell me. I think, honestly, there was more she could have told me, but she didn’t want to take a chance with her world.”

      “And you said she was an Alpha like you?” Linda asked me.

      I nodded. “Except, it seems I’m the only one with the ability to remove Powers. That ability isn’t one that is common out there.”

      “What about increasing others’ powers? Like you did with mine?” Precila, the dark-haired beauty asked me.

      I shook my head. “No. Now mind you, that might be something she hid from me. Hell, for all I know, all she told me might have been bullshit.”

      “But you don’t think it is,” Frank said, and it wasn’t a question.

      “No, I don’t think it is. Now, I guess we need to get ready to help the world. Something tells me that we are about to encounter stronger opponents.”

      “Great,” Linda snorted. “Like we didn’t have enough to deal with. Did she say how long?”

      I shook my head again. “No,” I sighed. “I wish I had more answers! At least we don’t need to deal with the fruit anymore.”

      Just then, as if fate was calling, Precila’s phone rang.

      She brought it out and blushed. “Sorry, I need to take this. It’s from an old friend. If she’s calling me, it must be important. We haven’t spoken in over a year.”

      “Go ahead,” I waved at her. “I think we are pretty much done here. For now.”

      She nodded and answered the phone, “Hey, Sue! What’s up, girl? I haven’t heard from you in over a year, at least.”

      I heard panicked crying coming from the phone. “Whoa, slow down. What do you mean you feel weird?”

      Precila nodded, listening to what I could still hear was a hysterical Sue. Precila’s eyes got wide, and she looked at me.

      “Say that again.” She pressed a button on her phone, and Sue’s voice came out over the loudspeaker.

      “I took something stupid!”

      Whoever this Sue was, I could hear the panic and the tears in her voice. She sounded like she had been crying for a while and was stuffed up. “I can feel something inside me happening. Like, I don’t know. It’s alive. I shouldn’t have taken that fruit from that man.”

      My eyes widened in shock.

      Precila, in a calmer voice than I would have had, asked, “What man? What did he look like?”

      Sue cried, “I don’t know! He was covered in shadows.”

      “Sue,” Precila asked slowly, as if talking to a first grader. “Why did you need to take that fruit?”

      “Because my Superpowers are unstable,” she practically sobbed into the phone. “I was having issues with them. He said it would fix them. Remember about a year ago when I stopped working for your parents?”

      “Sure,” she answered, puzzled. “You said that you needed to take time off for your mental health.”

      Sue laughed, but it was a hysterical laugh. “Yeah. My mental health was suffering because I couldn’t deal with my Powers being unstable and with always having small blizzards swirling around me randomly! I almost killed someone the week before I left because I caused a storm. I almost froze them to death.”

      “Shit,” I swore under my breath. “I thought we were done with that fruit.”

      Precila was looking at me. She mouthed, can we help her?

      I nodded. Yeah. I wasn’t about to let someone lose their Powers because of that fucking Toro. Jesus. So does that mean there are still more fruits out there?”

      “Sue,” Precila asked her softly. “Where are you?”

      “I’m hmm. Not sure where I am. I’m in a hotel in the middle of the market. Hmm. Here we go,” she cried. “It’s called the Watertown Resort. I’m in room 812. Can you see if there is something your parent’s research companies can do? Precila, I don’t know what to do. I don’t feel right. Maybe that fruit was poisoned?”

      Shit. I grabbed everyone with my Powers and wrapped a shield around us, and I didn’t even bother opening a door. Instead, I blew through the large front doors, causing a loud explosion of wood and metal to fly out, as if someone had put an explosive on the inside of the door. Once I was in the air, I warped the light around us.

      Linda and Precila cried out in surprise, and even Frank shouted out. But, I’ll give it to Frank’s girl; she was tough. She still held the phone and was able to get out, “I’m on my way.”

      This time, I did break the sound barrier and made sure not to flatten us. I headed toward downtown and looked at Linda.

      “Can you get GPS driving instructions for that place with your phone?”

      “From up here?”

      I blushed. “Maybe a map software app that isn’t for driving?”

      She took out her phone quickly and typed some stuff. “Slow down. You’re going too fast for the towers or the GPS signal to track.”

      I stopped on a dime, but thanks to my Powers, we didn’t feel it.

      She looked down at her phone and pointed slightly to the left of the direction I had been going in. I flew that way but kept it under the sound barrier. When she didn’t tell me to slow down, I figured I had slowed down enough.

      “A little that way,” she instructed.

      “Slow down. There is it!” she cried, pointing downward.

      I landed us in front of the hotel, and it might not have been as gentle to the ground as it should have been, but we didn’t feel it. The ground, on the other hand, was now caved in a good two feet because of how hard I had landed. I removed the shield surrounding us and allowed the light to go through us as normally it would. I climbed out of the hole and winced at the damage I had caused. I ignored it for now and headed toward the front entrance to the hotel. Something told me I might have to pay for that repair out of my money. Thank God I still had just shy of $2,000,000.

      I didn’t bother opening the doors with my hands. Instead, I snapped my fingers and the doors flew open. In my haste, I opened them too hard, and they blew off their hinges, the glass smashing all over the place.

      “Oops,” I winced once more.

      Linda looked at me with a raised eyebrow. “You might want to tone down the Power level.”

      “Sorry,” I blushed.

      The front hotel staff were looking at us as if we were Villains, their eyes wide with terror.

      “You have someone in trouble in room 810. I’m going in. It’s her friend,” I added, pointing to Precila.

      “Hmm,” one of the staff members said, a petite redhead whose terror-filled eyes seemed to be changing to just fear after we mentioned the word friend. She looked down at her computer and typed something.

      “Her name?” she squeaked out, looking back up.

      I looked at Precila, who answered, “Sue. Sue Forte.”

      The staff member nodded her head quickly. “That’s her. 8th floor. To your left when you exit.”

      “Thank you,” I told her gratefully. “Hmm. I’ll pay for the damages afterward,” I added lamely.

      As we headed toward the elevators, I noticed another staff member, a taller slim female with a short haircut in a style that seemed to be all the rage right now, as I’d seen it on many students and even female news personalities.

      “Oh my God!” she whispered loud enough for me to hear. “Jenny! That’s Blackhole!”

      I almost wanted to slap my hand over my face and groan.

      Linda looked at me as we ran to the elevators, and she was grinning from ear to ear. Frank snickered, and even Precila, I noticed, was holding in a laugh.

      “Fuck you’s all,” I mumbled, which caused them all to laugh at my expense.
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      The elevator ride up to the 8th floor was the slowest I’d ever experienced. Or that is what it felt like, anyway. I almost wanted to grab the car and force it to go faster using gravity, but I didn’t want to cause more damage. Already something told me that repairs for the pavement and the door were going to be biting into my signing bonus. Since I wasn’t technically yet working for SA, they wouldn’t pay for it out of the SA’s damage budget.

      Once the elevators dinged open, I headed left as Jenny, the hotel staff had said, and we finally were standing in front of 810. I went to blow it open and Frank put a hand on my shoulder.

      I looked at him and he waved at me to move over. I moved over.

      He placed a hand on the digital keypad that was there and discharged a small amount of electricity into it, and the door snicked open.

      “Finesse is also helpful,” he said with a grin. “And this way, nothing to repair. It will reset itself.”

      I chuckled at him and pushed the door open. We all ran in and I stopped in my tracks.

      There was a body on the ground, and she was only wearing a nightshirt. The woman, who looked to be around the same age as Linda and Precila, had a striking beauty with ethereal white hair that fell like a shimmering curtain around her face. Her hair seems to cast off a soft glow, resembling the glistening snow in the moonlight. She was passed out, her eyes closed, but there were pain lines etched on her face.

      I rushed to her and scanned for a heartbeat, and there was one. But what I found was horrifying. Her Power tree was shaking so much that it was a second away from collapsing.

      I didn’t even wait; I yanked the fucker out of her so hard she grunted in pain, even in her state. I then placed the thing inside me.

      As soon as I did, her Power tree started to stabilize. Knowing that her Power tree was saved just in time, I looked back insider her and saw, yet again, that fucking energy ball that I had seen inside Linda.

      Knowing it wasn’t something I wanted around, I used my Power to cut into her nightgown and into her skin.

      “Eeew,” Linda cried out, disgust in her tone.

      “Only way,” I mumbled, focusing on what I was doing.

      Once I had my hand around the energy ball from the Ulliam Fruit, instead of trying to pull it out gently, I wrapped a cage of gravity and other energies around it. I was just in time, as it must have felt me trying to take it out of its host and it immediately started to throw out many different sources of dangerous energies. I slammed it with as many gravities as I could, and instantly it squished into a paste.

      Knowing I had killed it, I slowly pulled my hand out and, while doing that, repaired what I could, as I had with Linda. I then flash burned the paste, and I sat back on my heels and breathed a sigh of relief.

      “We got here just in time,” I told everyone.

      Linda was staring at me, and then she gazed at the sleeping form of Sue.

      “Is that what you did to me?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, it was the only way.”

      “No wonder I was in pain!” she breathed out in amazement. “And why I had a hole in my dress.”

      “You fixed her?” Precila asked in a hopeful tone.

      I shook my head. “No. I yanked her Powers out of her. They were a second away from fully collapsing. She would have lost them. They are inside me, for now.”

      “What do we do with her now?”

      “We need to get pain meds inside her. I have some in my closet at our old place. But I need to get there. Let me make sure she’ll be out for long enough.”

      I placed my hand on her and gave her brain a small short circuit.

      “Interesting,” Frank said, having observed me. “How much did you hit her with?”

      “A very small amount,” I informed him. “But enough to keep her under. If you hit them with a little less and do it in the back of the head instead of on top, you can cause short-term memory loss. Since your Power is electricity, did you see how much I used?”

      “Fucking hell,” he breathed out in wonder. “Good to know. And yes, I did. Since you gave me that Power, I’m slowly able to see the electricity around me more and more. But yeah, I saw how much you used.”

      “Good. Can you take her back to our new place and I will go get the meds from my old room?”

      “I’m going with you,” Linda told me, and I could hear in her voice that there would be no arguments about that.

      I looked at her, and instead of saying no, I nodded. Then I looked at Frank and Precila.

      “We got her,” Precila said. “I’ll put her in one of the spare rooms on the top floor.”

      While the mansion had two master bedrooms, it did have four spare rooms. I nodded and got up. I used my Powers to lift her and slowly sent her toward Frank, who lifted his arms to accept her. Once I saw he had her, I let her go.

      “I guess we will go the regular way,” Frank laughed.

      Precila already had her phone out and held it up.

      “I called us a ride. Let me pack what she has here. I’ll settle the bill for her hotel room with the front desk. for You two go ahead,” she said, but then quickly amended, looking at me directly. “Without blowing a hole in the wall.”

      “Right,” I reddened.

      I went to the window with Linda following me. It was one of those windows with a latch to open it for some fresh air. I opened it, popped the screen out carefully, grabbed Linda, and floated us out, making sure to slide as if we were flying like the comic books of old, like Superman. Once outside, I placed the screen back.

      Before closing the window, Precila waved and said, “See you both back home.”

      Linda looked at me and grinned. “Show me how fast you can go.”

      I laughed, wrapped light around us both and headed upward first. I didn’t want to blow all the hotel’s and surrounding buildings’ windows.

      Then I did exactly as she asked. I flew us to my old place hard and fast. Once we were over my building, I looked at her.

      Linda was breathing fast and heavy and was looking at me with large eyes, and I could see the desire in them. There was a sexual need there.

      “That was fucking amazing,” she breathed out.

      I grinned at her and pointed to my apartment window. “Shall we go in?”

      “Oh fuck yeah, and I need a shower.”

      I frowned at her. “A shower?”

      She just stared at me hard and nodded emphatically. “Shower.”

      Her cheeks were flushed, and I knew what she wanted to do. I laughed and brought us down.
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      Once we were dressed again and had retrieved the meds out of the closet, all of them, I looked at Linda.

      She was grinning at me.

      “I can’t believe you’re my boyfriend! I have the hottest and strongest Superhero as my boyfriend.”

      “I can say the same. I have the hottest girl,” I grinned at her.

      “I saw you looking at her,” Linda said, grinning even more.

      I frowned. “Who? Precila? She’s off-limits. She’s with my best friend, Frank.”

      Linda rolled her eyes. “Not her. The white-haired girl. Sue.”

      That stopped me in my tracks.

      “What?”

      “You haven’t thought it through, have you?” she replied, hands on her hips, cocking her head at me.

      I looked at her, puzzled. “What?”

      “What did you do to her?”

      “Hmm. Healed her?”

      “No. You took her Powers out of her. Now, are you telling me that you aren’t going to fix them the way you did with me?”

      I opened my mouth to say no, but she was right. I had intended to fix her. But what does that have to do with me looking at her? Yes, she was hot looking. Yes, she was beautiful. Yes, her body, from what I saw under the nightgown, was curvy as hell. But she was also passed out, in pain, and on the verge of losing her Powers. And yes, if I fixed her, I would need to tell her. And of course, get her to swear on her Powers that she wouldn’t tell anyone. But then, afterwards, what?

      Linda continue, “We can discuss that later. We should get back to give her the pain meds. Trust me. She will need them.”

      I nodded, frowning at her. Was she trying to set me up with her?

      I knew that in this day and age, it wasn’t unheard of to have poly marriages or even harems, though they were rarer, but not among Superheroes. Was that what she was hinting at?

      I grabbed her with my Powers, flew out of my opened bedroom window, remembering to close it when I exited. Since I was leaving my own place and not really doing anything I shouldn’t, now that I was part of SA and apparently folks knew about Blackhole, I flew straight up and then headed to our new place without worrying about wrapping any light around us. thanks.

      Once I got there, I saw something I had not expected. There were six or seven repair trucks, all of them from different contractor companies.

      I landed on the front driveway and walked up, frowning. I looked at Linda, and she had the same look on her face.

      I went to the front door and it opened before I got there. Out came a tall large man in coveralls with a bushy black beard and shaved head. He blinked when he saw me.

      “Oh. You must be Blackhole. I’m Stewart, one of the contractors fixing that hole. Was it you that made it?” He whistled appreciatively. “That’s some straight-up Superhero shit.” He finished with a broad grin showing pearly white teeth. “I’m just going to my van to get a measuring tape. Sorry, let me get out of your way, Blackhole.”

      I strode into the house, confused as fuck. I hadn’t called anyone yet. How the hell did they know the house needed fixing? Shit, I needed to call the hotel about their repairs too. Once I got inside the foyer, I heard Precila’s voice yelling out.

      “No. You are fixing the roof. You three, you need to fix the floors between B10 to B4. You four are on B5 to B1. Make sure that the damage between B1 and B2 are fixed with SA-grade Maximum Security material. And lastly, you three are on the main floor to the second floor.”

      I walked into the living room and Precila was talking to a team of men and women, all in different colored coveralls.

      “Ah, Blackhole,” she said, turning and winking at me.

      Suddenly everyone in the room turned to me with looks of awe, which made me very uncomfortable.

      “They are here to fix the damage. I’ve already told them what needs to be fixed. Oh, I also let the hotel know that I’m going to be sending someone to fix their front entrance doors as well as the damage outside on the street.”

      I looked at her and numbly and nodded as I mumbled, “Ok.”

      Linda started to laugh next to me, which turned into giggles. Precila started to laugh as well, but she turned to everyone.

      “All right. You know your assignments. If you have any questions, direct them to me or Blackhole.”

      Once the room cleared, Precila walked toward me, and she was grinning. “Oh, that was worth the look on your face.”

      Confused, I asked her, “What’s going on?”

      “I called people to fix the place.” She walked up to me until she was close and whispered. “You have no idea how much I owe you for making me stronger, and I will hold you to what you said, that you would make me even stronger. So, this is my thanks to you. I’m paying for all the damages.”

      “Precila,” I started, but she shook her head.

      “No. I want to do this, Rand. I was a weak Superhero before this. Now. Now I can hold my head up high. But,” she looked around to make sure we were alone. “Because of what I know, what is coming. I also want to help. Frank does too.”

      I looked around for Frank but didn’t see him.

      “He’s upstairs, keeping our guest company in case she wakes up. He’s making sure she stays under. Did you get the meds?”

      “I did,” I said, holding up the large plastic case with all sorts of medicines.

      She quirked an eyebrow. “Did you rob a pharmacy?”

      I grinned, caught. “Yes. I needed to get it for Linda, and getting morphine without a prescription would have taken too long.”

      “And damn good he did,” Linda declared vehemently. Trust me, your friend Sue will be happy he did as well. She will need it.”

      “Shall we head up to her and Frank then, now that I got the workers sorted?” Precila suggested.

      With her leading the way, we headed up to the second floor and our white-haired guest.
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      I walked into the guest room, and Frank was sitting in a chair next to our guest with a book in his hands. He looked up and smiled.

      “Welcome back. Got what we need?”

      I held up the bin of drugs. He quirked an eyebrow and asked the same question his girlfriend had asked, “Did you rob a pharmacy?”

      “He did,” Linda laughed. “And Sue will be happy about it. I know I was.”

      He held up his hands, putting the book under his armpit.

      “All good then,” he laughed. “I won’t call the cops.”

      “How is she?” I asked, looking down at Sue, who was lying in the bed.

      She was still in her nightgown, but she was under the covers, sleeping. Well, electrically induced sleep.

      “Good. There’s been no change. I had to only zap her once,” Frank supplied. “I have to admit. I like that little ability.”

      Precila looked at him judgmentally. “If you ever use that on me, I will sneak up on you so you can’t see me and stab you with a knife or two.”

      The way she said it, I didn’t think she was joking. Frank swallowed hard and nodded quickly. Yeah, don’t fuck around with someone who can go invisible, I thought with a chuckle. Death by sneaky sneaky.

      “Good,” I nodded.

      I went to the dresser and placed the bin there, rummaged until I found the blue pills I wanted, grabbed two of them, and went back to Sue. I put the pills into her mouth and used my Powers to slowly push them down until they were in her stomach.

      “All right. They should work pretty quickly. About twenty minutes. I gave Linda thirty minutes when I gave her hers.”

      “Yes, and thank God you did. I’d leave her some on the night table as well,” Linda supplied.

      “If you want,” Precila offered, “I can stay here so when she wakes up she has a familiar face. If she woke up with one of you around, she’d freak out. Especially since she lost her Powers.”

      “That would be a smart idea. I need food,” I sighed. “I’m starving.”

      “I ordered some brunch. It’s already downstairs in the kitchen. I ordered enough for the workers as well. There’s also a large coffee box or two. Unless they drank it all,” she snorted.

      “Precila,” I started. “You don’t need to pay for all this stuff. Let me know how much I owe you.”

      She glared at me. “I want to pay for it, Rand. You broke the hotel door and the front entrance because of me, to help a friend of mine.”

      “And the house? That wasn’t a friend of yours. I was chasing an,” I used my Powers to make sure no one was around. “Alien.”

      She snorted. “A part of which I am involved in. Besides,” she grinned. “I look at it as an investment in my future Power level. I might not want to work for SA, but from what you told us last night, I think we need to start thinking outside of SA.”

      “Ooooohh!” Frank excitedly exclaimed. “Like a secret society! To save Earth!”

      I looked at him and the book he was reading. It was a popular fantasy series about exactly that. Secret Societies. He saw my look and blushed.

      “It could work! It makes total sense. We are the only ones in this room who know exactly why we have Powers and about what’s happening in the rest of the universe. Do you honestly think that SA is prepared for this or what’s about to come down the pipeline?”

      I sighed and shook my head. He was right.

      “No. You’re right. I guess we need to start looking at the bigger picture. But,” I reminded them. “We still need to work with SA. I don’t want to get on their bad side. Or end up in a jail cell.”

      “As if a jail cell could hold you,” Linda snorted disdainfully.

      “That means I would end up being labeled as a Villain,” I reminded her.

      “We need a secret lair,” Frank chuckled.

      I waved my hand around, to encompass the mansion we were standing in. “Don’t we have that?”

      “True,” Frank nodded. “I wonder if we could upgrade it.”

      I almost sputtered at him. No, I pretty much did.

      “What?”

      “Oh, that makes sense,” Precila said slowly, a grin spreading on her face. “We need something like that character from that movie. A Batcave.”

      I rolled my eyes. “We don’t need a Batcave.”

      “I need to go talk to the workers,” she ignored me. “I think we need some kind of opening that Rand can use in case he’s in B01 again and needs to whoosh out. Maybe add like a tunnel system so he can fly through,” she said, heading out the door of the bedroom in a rush.

      I looked at the door she vacated, stunned. “Hmm. Wasn’t she supposed to stay here with her friend?”

      Frank and Linda chuckled. Linda came up to me and put a hand on my arm. “You sit here. I’ll grab you some food and a coffee. Frank, come and help me. Something tells me your girl is about to go overboard.”

      Frank snorted. “Yeah. I know her. By next week, this place will be twice as large.”

      Sighing, knowing I was going to lose this battle, I looked at him and said instead, “Just try to make sure she doesn’t go overboard on spending her father’s money?”

      Frank snorted again. “Dude. She has her own money, and she’s richer than my parents.”

      I groaned as if in physical pain, but nodded. Instead of answering either of them, I went and sat down on the chair next to our guest’s bed.

      “Aria?” I uttered once Linda and Frank were gone.

      “Yes, Rand?”

      “Have you been listening in?”

      “Yes. I have. And since it involves indirectly what you wished to keep a secret, I have been running the information through my virtual servers.”

      “Good.”

      Right, she would have heard the entire story I had told about the aliens and the Transformation.

      “What are your thoughts on what I said about the aliens and such?”

      “I do not have thoughts as I am an AI, Rand. But I do have the ability to process and understand information. I can analyze data, answer questions, and help with tasks. If you need assistance, feel free to ask, Rand.”

      “Ok,” I nodded, not sure what the difference was since that is what we did as humans, just with a brain made of neurons instead of circuits. She had hardware. I had wetware.

      “What do you think the chances of our surviving this are?”

      “I cannot say. I don’t have enough information. But, I can hypothesize,” Aria continued in a calm and soothing voice.

      “Please do,” I said, curious about what she had to say.

      “Based on what you discussed, I have scoured the internet, and I do see an increase in monster levels. I would say within a year or two, based on current projections, that level 6 or higher monster will eventually make itself known.”

      “A year or two?” I gasped in shock.

      I figured we had a decade or more. I mean, the Transformation only happened just over 20 years ago. I wish I could really test myself, go all out, and see what level I was. Fuck me. I needed a Mike in this secret society that Precila and Frank wanted to create. I doubt Mike from SA would be willing to join us, though. The man works as the main scientist, I think, for SA. He’s the brains, literally. He said he was the one who invented the new machine that tested all new Superheroes who joined SA.

      “Thanks, Aria. That gives me a lot to think about.”

      “You’re welcome, Rand. If you need anything else, let me know.”

      “Actually, you mentioned that you can scour the internet. Can you access the SA servers?”

      “I can attempt it if you wish?”

      “No!” I shouted, almost standing up as a shot of adrenaline hit me. “No. I don’t want to trigger their alarms.”

      “Rand. I am an AI. I am the most advanced AI on the planet.”

      “Yeah. But they have this scientist who works there by the name of Mike. He’s a Super with a massive brain and crazy smart. I’m sure he has his own AI.”

      “One moment,” she said.

      Worriedly, I waited, and then a minute later, she came back.

      “I am looking at the information for this Mike you mentioned. His name is Mike Goddard, age 34. Currently resides in New San Diego. Currently employed by Superheroes Association as their lead scientist and researcher. No family to speak of. His mother and father both died in a house fire when he was young. He was brought up by his grandmother, Eileen Steward, until her death when he was 21. At the age of 22, he came into his Powers and went to six universities at the same time. Most of them virtual. Graduated from each one with the highest marks possible, even surpassing some scores. Currently, his IQ is unmeasurable as there is no test for it. It’s assumed by others that it is above 700.”

      “Jesus!” I breathed out in amazement.

      I knew he was smart, but fucking hell. Now I really wanted someone like Mike in my new to be formed secret society.

      “Is there another Superhero like Mike in the world?”

      “No. Mike Goddard is an anomaly in the world of Superheroes and Villains.”

      Guess I wasn’t going to be able to recruit a Mike then, or someone else like him. I didn’t want to take Mike away from SA.

      “Thank you for checking, Aria.”

      “You are welcome, Rand.”

      Just then, Linda came back, and I could smell the food and the coffee in her hand. She smiled and nodded up toward the ceiling.

      “Talking to Aria?”

      I nodded and accepted the plate and coffee with a smile of thanks. I took a sip of the coffee before putting it on the night table, and then looked down at the plate. It contained bacon, scrambled eggs, sausages, a couple of hash browns, and two slices of white toast with butter on them. There were also two fresh strawberries and half a banana, peel still on. She had even added a dollop of ketchup next to my eggs.

      I bit into a piece of toast and replied, “Yeah. I was wondering if there was another person like Mike in the world, but it seems he’s one of a kind.”

      Linda snorted and then laughed. “Very much like you. Yeah. Mike is scary smart. I don’t even know how smart.”

      “According to Aria, or what she read on the internet, it’s assumed his IQ is over 700, since there is no measurable way to find out, she said.”

      “Fucking hell? 700?” she gasped. “I knew he was smart but holy shit.”

      “Yeah,” I chuckled. Having devoured the toast without noticing, I moved on to the eggs, but not before adding ketchup on top. “It would have been nice to have him onboard, or someone like him onboard.”

      “Why not just recruit him?” she asked with a smirk.

      “Because he works for SA as their lead scientist and researcher?”

      She shrugged. “So? Swear him in like you did to us, and then make him smarter. Or offer to make him smarter if he joins.”

      “And what if he turns me in instead?” I answered her.

      She quirked an eyebrow. “That’s why you do that swearing-in thing first, and tell him that he needs to keep your secret, then you try to recruit him.”

      I laughed. “If only it were that easy.”

      “Why isn’t it?” she asked, and looking at her, I could see she was serious.

      “Wha? Just recruit their smartest asset and take him away from SA?”

      “Who said you would take him away from SA? It would be great to have an inside man. We might be able to use him to get information that we normally wouldn’t.”

      I looked at her and thought, fucking hell. She was hot, great in bed, and smart!

      I thought about what she said. The more I did, the more the idea was intriguing. I was so engrossed in my thoughts, that I didn’t notice that I had finished all the food on my plate, as well as my coffee.

      I looked up at her finally and smiled. “So. How do we get to Mike?”

      “Easy. We do a social call. Ask him out to drinks.”

      “Just like that,” I smirked. “Hey Mike, want to go on a date?”

      She rolled her eyes but giggled. “No, silly. That’s what I do.”

      I closed my mouth, surprised. “That might actually work,” I said slowly.

      “Of course it will work,” the redhead laughed. “It was my idea.”

      Just then, there was a groan from Sue on the bed. I looked over quickly, and her eyes were open, but they showed pain. Her eyes captivated me immediately. She had mesmerizing emerald-green eyes.

      Her gaze fell on me, and she suddenly screamed out in fear and scooted to the far side of the bed, almost falling over its edge.

      “It’s all right!” I shouted over her screams. “I’m a friend of Precila!”

      That stopped her screaming, and she cried out, “Who are you?”

      “As I said,” I repeated, holding both of my hands up since I had already put my plate on the night table when I finished my breakfast. “I’m a friend of Precila’s. We went and got you at the hotel. You’re in Precila’s house. Well, I guess it’s my house now.”

      Just then, Precila, with Frank behind her, came running through the doorway. When Sue’s gaze snapped to her and she recognized her friend, she jumped off the bed and ran into Precila’s arms.

      “Precila!” she cried and hugged the short black-haired girl, sobbing into her shoulder. That’s when I noticed she was taller than Frank’s girlfriend. She had to crouch down to hug her. “I lost my Powers!”

      “Come on, it’s all right,” Precila told her soothingly, rubbing her back. “It’s all right. We will fix this. First, I need you to stop squeezing me so hard. I can barely breathe.”

      Sue stepped back slightly, but I noticed she kept a death grip on her friend. She looked at Precila and shook her head violently.

      “No,” she cried, tears running down her face. “I ruined it. I lost my Powers. I can feel that they’re gone”

      Precila looked at me over her friend’s shoulder. “Care to take over here?”

      Sue looked at me, confusion on her face, then looked back at Precila. “What do you mean?”

      “First,” Precila said, soothingly rubbing her friend’s hand after having grabbed it. “Let’s get you back into bed. Frank,” she said, turning to him. “Go down and get her some food. Grab a bottle of apple juice for her as well.”

      “Will do. Be back,” Frank said, rushing out the door to run the errand his girlfriend had asked him to.

      Precila led Sue back to the bed and sat her down, and the entire time, Sue looked on in confusion.
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      “What’s going on?” Sue asked her friend, looking her in the eyes, and I could see the pain and confusion there.

      And I also noticed something else. Sorrow. If I had to guess, I would say it was from her thinking she’d lost her Powers.

      “First, I think introductions are in order. The guy who just ran out was Frank, my boyfriend. Or, I guess, my fiancé,” she said with a smile. Sue’s eyes widened in shock at the revelation. “That’s Rand,” she pointed my way, and then at Linda, “and his girlfriend Linda.”

      “Wait. Did you say, fiancé?” Sue blurted out in surprise. “What about your parents?”

      Precila laughed. “He’s been parent-approved.”

      “Wow,” Sue breathed out. “That’s amazing! I know how strict they are!”

      “Tell me about it,” Precila said to her friend, rolling her eyes.

      “You said things would be all right? What did you mean? Oh, Precila,” she started to cry again. “I was so fucking stupid. I figured it was a fix, but instead, I lost my Powers.”

      “The fruit that the shadow man gave you?” I asked her.

      Sue looked at me, wiped her eyes, and nodded. “Yes. About a year ago, I noticed that my Powers were unstable. Nothing the SA did could help me. Even their brainiac, Martin or Mick or something like that, said there was nothing they could do except make sure they surrounded me with equipment and material that I could not destroy. The problem was my unstable Powers almost killed someone. So, I ran. I left your parent’s company,” Sue continued, looking at Precila. “I took the money I had in my savings, ran, and tried to stay away from people.”

      “Then you met the shadow man,” Precila said.

      “Then, I met the shadow man,” she nodded with a deep sigh. “He told me if I ate the fruit, that it would stabilize my Powers. But he also said there was a small, a very small percentage that instead it would destroy my Powers. Precila! He made it sound like the chances were really low! Like less than zero point one percent. I trusted him! And now I’ve lost those Powers. They might have been unstable, but they were who I was.”

      Precila patted her friend’s hand again in comfort. “Don’t worry. You didn’t lose them. Not completely.”

      Sue looked at her friend with a frown. “What do you mean?”

      Precila pointed to me. “Rand here has your Powers.”

      Sue’s puzzlement increased as she looked at me. “What?”

      Instead of answering, I grabbed her Power tree from inside me and shoved it back inside her.

      Her eyes widened in shock, and she stood up, almost ready to bolt. I didn’t grab her with my Powers, but I made sure I was ready. I also created a forcefield around each of us. It was so close to our skin that they wouldn’t have noticed, but if Sue tried to lash out with her Powers, no one would be hurt. As a last precaution, since I didn’t want more damage to the house, I also wrapped the room in one as well.

      “How??” she shouted.

      Her eyes were still on me, looking at me with awe.

      “First,” I said. “I need you to do something for me. I need you to swear on your Powers, that you won’t tell anyone what I’m about to reveal to you, unless I tell you that you can.”

      She frowned but slowly nodded. “I do.”

      I shook my head. “No. I need you to say it exactly like I said it. I need you to swear on your Powers that you will not tell a soul what I’m about to discuss with you.”

      Slowly, she nodded again and repeated what I had said, almost word for word. Then, her eyes widened in shock, and I saw the flash of light that I had no access or control over.

      “What just happened?” she whispered, her lips trembling in fear.

      “That was me making sure that you did not reveal what I’m about to tell you. First, sit. This will take a while,” I told her.

      Just then, Frank came running back into the room with a plate and two bottles of juice in small plastic bottles. He was breathing hard.

      Precila went over to him, smiled, and took the stuff, but not before kissing him on the lips. She went over to her friend, who, almost in a daze, had gone back to the bed and sat down. Precila gave her the food.

      “I’m not,” Sue started, but then her stomach growled.

      “Yes, you are,” Precila told her sternly. “Now eat, while Rand explains.”

      Sue blushed and nodded at her friend. She grabbed the fork and started to eat, but she gazed up at me while doing so. I sat down in the chair next to her bed, so she wouldn’t have to crane her head up.

      “So, let’s see. Yes, I took your Power. The fruit you took was from an alien race,” I started.

      For the next thirty minutes, I explained to her what I knew. What we all knew. Since she had sworn on her Powers, if she told a soul, she would lose them. And based on her reaction, while her Powers might have been unstable, she still wanted them, and losing them had been devasting to her. So hopefully, she wouldn’t feel that talking to someone in the government or the SA was worth losing those Powers again.

      A couple of times, Precila had to remind her friend to eat since she would stop with her mouth open, looking at all of us as if we were nuts.

      Finally, at the end, her food finally finished, she looked at me and blurted out, “And aliens are real?”

      “They are,” I sighed. “And right now, we are on our own. Maybe one day we will meet up with them again, but for now, it’s just us.”

      “And my Powers, you can fix them?”

      I nodded and smiled at the white-haired beauty. “I can. I did for Precila. She is now stronger than she was before, and I’m not even done with her.”

      “Wow,” Sue breathed in awe, and her gaze on me made me nervous. No, it wasn’t her gaze, it was the way she was staring at me.

      I coughed nervously. “So, now you know everything. Will you keep the secret?”

      Sue snorted as if I had told her a good joke. “I’m not about to lose my Powers again. And if you say you can fix them and even make me stronger, I’m so on board with this secret society you are thinking of creating. Count me in!”

      “We haven’t decided yet about this secret society thing,” I glared at Frank.

      He had blurted it out during our conversation, and I had to explain what he and Precila, thought about that. I looked over at Linda and she was rolling her eyes at me. Guess she was on board with the secret society thing as well.

      Sue sighed deeply. “I wish I could have seen what this alien looked like.”

      “Actually, you might still be able to,” I said, thinking of something.

      “Aria?” I asked, looking up at the ceiling. Why I did that, I have no idea. I guess I don’t need to. It’s not like she’s in the damn ceiling.

      “Yes, Rand?”

      “Can you show us images of the alien on a screen?”

      “Of course, if you look at the painting on the wall behind you, I can show it there.”

      I blinked and looked at the painting that was over the bed. Suddenly it changed from an abstract painting to the inside of the cell, when Toro was in it.

      What the fuck? Were all the paintings fake and simply LED monitors?

      Sue turned around quickly and looked at the image, then frowned.

      “He does look different. But he doesn’t look alien.”

      “Yeah. The lady I met in space, Lila, looked the same, but female.”

      “Do all aliens look similar to us?” Sue inquired, curiosity all over her face.

      “No idea,” I shrugged. “I only met the one alien race. So far.”

      “Damn, that’s so amazing. And who was that? The voice, I mean.”

      “That’s my house AI, Aria.”

      “Oh, that’s so fucking cool! Your dad installed it?” Sue turned to Precila.

      Precila nodded and laughed. “Yeah. It seems that it’s only in this home, which I gave to Rand, with my dad’s approval. And in his own house.”

      Sue nodded with a grin. “Yeah, your dad so wanted an AI to work for him, but he didn’t want to give it to anyone else. When he was working with researchers, he didn’t want to sell the technology. He wanted it for himself, to help with his businesses. I was part of the team that was trying to make it work. Well, not the innards of it, but the logistics of it. Wow. Nice to meet you, Aria.”

      “Nice to meet you as well, Sue,” Aria responded respectfully. “Rand. Did you wish me to add her to the list of those authorized in this home and its systems, other than decision-making ones, since she is aware of your secrets? I have already added Linda, Frank, and Precila.”

      Sue blurted out in surprise, “Your AI knows as well?”

      She does,” I laughed. “Also, everything she knows about it she stores on a virtual server so that at the hint of anyone trying to access her systems, she will dump it. The question is, are you in? That will tell me what answer I give Aria.”

      Sue gazed at me again, and that look that made me uncomfortable was back.

      Suddenly, a massive grin from ear to ear appeared on her face. “I’m in!”

      “Then it’s settled, Aria,” I said, ignoring the look. “Add Sue to the system.”

      “Very well. Can I get your last name, Sue?”

      “Oh,” she said, nodding, and she looked at the monitor. “My full name is Sue Forte.”

      “Thank you, Sue.”

      “Why do you need that?” Precila questioned Aria curiously.

      “So I can look up her records. That way, I can keep a detailed bio of each member of Rand’s organization.”

      “That’s a good idea,” Precila nodded slowly. “What systems can you access?”

      “For now, only the internet and some government systems. Rand had asked if I could access the systems at RA, but he said he did not wish to trigger an alarm, so I am researching how I can do that without risking that happening.”

      “Actually,” I told her quickly. “Hold off on that. We might be getting an ace in the hole from there. I’m thinking that Linda’s idea to try to recruit Mike Goddard is sounding better and better.”

      “I agree,” Precila commented. “I think having an inside man in SA would help us. Since he might have access to the detecting systems.”

      “The what?” I blurted out.

      She lifted a delicate brow at me. “You don’t know about those?”

      I shook my head.

      “How do you think City-States can tell when a monster gets close to us so we can send out Superheroes?”

      “Right,” I said, slapping my forehead. “The alarm system. I thought it was just visual?”

      She snorted. “God, no. It’s both satellite and sensor-based. I know. My dad was the one who sold it to them.”

      I just stared at her. No wonder her parents were so damn rich. They had their hands in everything! She must have guessed what I was thinking since she laughed.

      “Yes, my parents are involved in a lot of stuff. That’s why they’re so rich. As much as I hate to say it, this Transformation event has made my family even richer since we were already at the cutting edge of technology before it happened. My dad is nothing if not savvy to the wants and needs of the people.”

      Frank chuckled.

      “And here I was, worried she was after my money.”

      Precila turned to him with a look of love. “I would have dropped it all to be with you.”

      “Awww,” he said, coming over and hugging her to him and kissing her on the lips. “I would have given my own wealth as well if that was what it took to be with you.”

      Linda turned to me and giggled. “Good thing we are both broke,” she laughed.

      Everyone in the room joined in the laughter.

      “Now,” I said, clapping my hands. “I need to fix Sue and her Powers here. But, Sue?”

      “Yes?” she replied nervously.

      “I need to knock you out for it. Since it will be painful.”

      She took a deep breath, and that look was back again. She nodded. “I’m ready.”

      “Frank?” I turned to look at him, and he was still holding his fiancé.

      “On it,” he said, letting Precila go, reluctantly I noticed. He went over to Sue and kneeled down next to her. “Now. You won’t feel a thing. All right?”

      Sue nodded. Frank placed a hand on her head, and I saw him use his Powers as she suddenly slumped over, but he caught her.

      “That should be good for about two hours.”

      “That’s all I’ll need. Hopefully. If I need it to be longer, I will do it myself. I just wanted you to practice.”

      “Thanks,” he smiled at me, getting back up.

      “Come on,” Linda said out loud. “Let’s give Rand some time alone. I want another coffee.”

      “Here, here,” Precila agreed.

      “I’d not say no to another tea,” Frank added.

      Just before Precila left, she came to me and placed a hand on my arm.

      “Thank you, Rand. For helping her.”

      I smiled up at her. “It’s my pleasure.”

      Then, she suddenly grinned. “She likes you, by the way.”

      I nodded, looking down at the sleeping form of Sue. Something told me she more than liked me, but I didn’t say it out loud.

      I didn’t turn around, but I heard and felt Precila leave. I took a deep breath. Time to heal Sue’s instability.
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      Two hours and fifteen minutes later, I was done. I let out a tired breath. Damn, whereas Linda had had 84 broken branches in her Power tree, Sue had 124. No wonder her Powers were so unstable and she almost killed someone.

      I had used a lot of my own energy, and while I still had a lot, it took a toll mentally having to focus for that long. The energy would replenish itself, but for my mental strain, I needed a break.

      I got up, stretched my back muscles, and looked down at Sue. She was quite a beautiful woman. She was still in her blue satin nightgown. I had missed that when I first laid eyes on her. The nightgown clung to her curves. It didn’t help that what I was doing had caused her to sweat some, so the cloth clung even tighter. She had pear-shaped breasts, with large nipples that were slightly poking through the material. I knew I should look away, but my gaze was held.

      I heard a cough behind me, and I spun guiltily.

      It was Linda, and she had a smirk on her face.

      “I’m all done,” I said lamely.

      She laughed and came into the room, walked up to me, and wrapped her arms around my waist. “It’s all right to look. Besides, she is hot, even in her state. She must be damn gorgeous when she’s dressed up for a night out.”

      I looked deeply into Linda’s eyes. “Are you trying to set me up with her?”

      She nodded and grinned up at me. “I love you, Rand.” My eyes opened wide at the confession. “But while I want sex with you all the time, I can tell that I’m barely keeping up to your needs. While I might be the one starting it, how often have I had to tap out?”

      I thought back. She was right. While she initiated sex, it was usually her who had to tell me enough after hours of lovemaking. Each time she did make sure I came, but I could have kept going and did until, as she said, she called time out.

      “Hmm. Not many times,” I edged.

      “More like every time,” she laughed. “I think your Powers have given you stamina unlike any other man I’ve ever met.”

      Thankfully, I was spared the awkwardness of the discussion when I heard a moan behind me.

      I turned and Sue’s eyes were fluttering open. She suddenly sat bolt upright and looked at me with hope on her face.

      “Did it work?”

      I nodded and smiled reassuringly. “It did. Your Powers are now stable.”

      Before I knew it, Sue had thrown herself across the bed at me and I barely caught her in time, although I need not have worried since she latched on to my neck and started kissing me all over. My neck, my face, my head, even my lips a couple of times.

      Linda began to laugh from behind me, and Sue suddenly stopped and blushed right down to where her chest was exposed by her nightgown’s V.

      She slowly lowered herself to the floor, still blushing.

      “I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to do that to boyfriend!” she cried out, looking at Linda with apprehension.

      Linda came over, wrapped the white-haired beauty in a comforting hug, and said, “It’s all right. But something tells me you and I will become excellent friends. Now,” she said, looking at me. “You go get some food, and I will make sure that Sue is all right.”

      Almost nervously, I nodded and opened my mouth to say something until she lifted an eyebrow. Instead, I just chuckled and headed out of the room.

      Just before I left, I smiled at Sue. “I’m glad it worked.”

      She smiled at me as well, and that look was there again, and it was even more intense. I realized I knew what I was looking at. Adoration. It was unadulterated adoration.

      I frowned as I headed downstairs. Did I want that from someone? Bad enough when I walked into the living room earlier with all those workers, they had looked at me with awe. Oh, it was not an unknown effect. Many Superheroes loved it, and actually let it get to their heads. That’s the reason some were dicks.

      Once I was downstairs, I could hear hammering and some yelling. I looked around and noticed Frank and Precila weren’t there. With my Power, I used it to find them and saw they were downstairs on one of the sub levels, talking to some of the workers.

      I made my way to the kitchen and found the food that was still there, in those warmer plates or whatever they were called, except this time, it wasn’t breakfast food, but lunch. There were burger patties with buns and everything you could want for burger toppings. I also found chicken in a glaze sauce and some kind of stir-fry, beef if I wasn’t wrong.

      I filled up a plate and also grabbed a drink, non-alcoholic this time, and sat down at the breakfast nook and started to eat.

      By the time the food on my plate was almost gone, I heard voices, and Frank and Precila walked out of the elevators. She saw me and waved and then turned to the man that was with her. It was the large bald and bearded man whom I’d met when coming home.

      “Now. You’re good with the plan? No issues with it?”

      The man shook his head, and his beard swung like a pendulum.

      “None, Miss. I can get my crew on it in the next couple of days. It will mean I need to get more of my people here, though.”

      “Do it,” she nodded. “I want the holes repaired as the priority, but if you have the extra manpower, get them here.”

      Damn, Precila didn’t brook any shit. She was intense. I looked at Frank, and he was staring at her proudly. He saw me, smiled, and came over as she was giving the man more instructions.

      “Damn, she’s good at that,” Frank said proudly.

      “I’ll say. What? Did she work for her dad?”

      “Yeah.” He nodded. “He’s not going to be happy to lose her.”

      I frowned. “Why would he lose her?”

      Frank looked at me and blinked as if I had just said that the moon was a cow and it made cheese. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “No. Why would I be?” I asked, puzzled.

      He laughed. “Rand. She wants to take over the day-to-day affairs of whatever it is we are going to be creating. The promise of you fixing her Powers and making her stronger is one thing, but you’ve given her a purpose in life. Hell, you’ve given me a purpose in life and the Power to now do it. I’m not about to go back to my old lifestyle. Precila feels the same as I do. This is bigger than us.”

      I stared at him and then at Precila. I had given Frank those Powers not to change his lifestyle. I gave them to him for two reasons. One, he was my best friend, but also, he had always wanted to be like his dad. So that was it. I had not done it with ulterior motives.

      As for Precila, I wanted to increase her Powers because I wanted to, not because I wanted her to help with anything. I mean, Christ, she gave me this damn mansion! I also did it because Frank was in love with her, and that to me was good enough.

      He placed a hand on my shoulders and squeezed it hard.

      “When I said you’re like a brother to me, I meant it. And now, I get to work alongside my brother from another mother and protect the world. I don’t care if no one else knows, just that I now have a path. A purpose. No longer am I just going from party to party.”

      Just then, Precila came over, and she saw the serious look on Frank’s face. She must have also heard the last part.

      “He’s right,” she added. “I owe you, but also,” she grinned. “I love doing this kind of stuff. Knowing it’s, as Frank said, for a purpose, gives me even more of a reason to do it.”

      “If you are both sure?” I asked, looking at the two of them.

      “We are sure,” they both responded at the same time, and they reached out to each other and grabbed each other’s hands. Frank still had his other hand on my shoulder.

      Then, without warning, Frank grabbed me into a hug and brought Precila in as well. Suddenly, I had two sets of arms wrapped around me, and we were all laughing.

      “Awww,” I heard Linda laughing behind me.

      I turned around and saw that it was her and Sue, though Sue had changed from her nightgown into a pair of designer jeans and a white kind of halter top. She was staring at the three of us enviously. The moment she saw me looking, she looked away, embarrassed that I had caught her staring.

      I lifted an eyebrow at her, but thankfully Precila said, “Ah, there you are, Linda. Can you call Mike so that Rand here can get a meeting with him for drinks?”

      She nodded. “Though to be honest, I don’t think he drinks, but I think I know another way to get in to see him.”

      “Oh?” I asked, curious about her idea.

      She pointed to Sue. “We can have her retested.”

      “What do you mean?” Sue turned to her and asked with a blank look.

      “Are you registered with SA, or do you work for them?” Linda asked her.

      “I’m registered. I felt that with my Powers that unstable, I didn’t want to work for them. And to be fair, Precila’s parents paid quite well.”

      “So, if you are registered with them, then we need to get you into SA. Though,” she started, biting her nails. “Since you aren’t in college or university, they might ask you to work for them right away. That’s the only issue.”

      “I got that,” Precila said. “She can just stay registered. She’s still technically working for my parents. They never let her go.”

      Sue spun around to look at Precila in shock. “What?”

      Precila snorted. “You know my parents. They like you a lot, and they weren’t about to let you go. So, they put you on the books as being on sabbatical. You were never fired, and they never accepted your resignation. I made sure. I spoke to them this morning. By the way, they expect a call from you, or at least an email,” Precila told her with a look.

      Sue got misty-eyed and nodded. “I will. I promise.”

      “So that’s solved,” Linda interrupted. “Though, I need to go through Jim to get to Mike. What do we do about Jim?”

      “Crap. You don’t have a direct number for Mike?” I asked her.

      She grunted. “No one has a direct number for Mike. I was going to ask if he could give me his email or something so I can ask him out for drinks.”

      “Is that a good idea?” Frank asked.

      I turned to him and asked, “What do you mean?”

      “He’s a Recruiter, so, management. That’s not good. That’s the last kind of person we want in our ranks.”

      “Maybe not,” Linda answered slowly, and we all looked at her.

      “What’s going on in that head of yours?” I queried.

      “What if, and hear me out. What if we had someone on the inside that was part of the recruitment department who could let us know of others who had unstable Powers? They would know. Since even if you simply register with SA, you need to go through the Recruiters.”

      “Oh my God,” Precila whispered. “We would be able to find others who might think to try to take the fruit and recruit them before they did so.”

      I looked at my partner, or I guess, based on the fact that she admitted her love to me, my lover and partner, because if I was honest with myself, I did love her as well, and now I was one hundred percent sure she was smart as fuck. That was a genius plan.

      “All right,” I grinned, looking at everyone. “Change of plans. Call Jim and tell him we have someone who needs to be retested.”

      We all looked at Sue, who stared at us nervously. “Hmm. That would be me, right?”

      “Yes,” I smiled at her. “That would be you. Linda, call Jim and see if we can get in today. Remember, we still have classes tomorrow. We were supposed to go today.”

      “Oh crap,” Linda cringed. “We will have a lot to catch up on.”

      “I’ll look into seeing if we can get you both changed to virtual learning,” Precila suddenly said, taking her phone out. “I might even be able to get the material you’ve missed so far in electronic format, and if you missed a test, we can have you retake it. I know the Dean.”

      “Of course you do,” I said, rolling my eyes.

      “Hey!” Frank laughed. “That’s my girl you’re rolling your eyes at.”
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      Two hours later, we were back at SA HQ. This time it was me, Linda, and Sue. Frank stayed with Precila, who was on the phone with the Dean when we left.

      This time, Jim met us downstairs at the reception area.

      “Linda! And my newest star, Blackhole. Sorry, Rand,” he corrected, but it was too late.

      Everyone around us turned at my new moniker. The looks I was getting ranged from awe to a couple of glares, though I noticed from the quick scan I did, the glares only came from those Superheroes who had strong Powers.

      “You did that on purpose,” I scowled at him in annoyance.

      “Yep,” the thick little man guffawed. “You’re my star. Best damn fucking bonus I’ve ever gotten. I was able to buy Monique a new car. She loves it. My daughter was happy too since she got a free car out of it.”

      I knew it! They were married!

      “Nice,” I told him with a laugh. “Glad I could help you get her a car. What did you get her?”

      “Oh, nothing too fancy,” he smirked. “Just a Porsche.”

      “Damn,” I laughed.

      Just how big of a bonus did he get? What was so special about recruiters that they got such huge bonuses? It sounded too much like a pyramid scheme. They find someone who gets Powers, and they then just get an easy walk-in bonus?

      As if reading my mind, he snorted. “You think we recruiters shouldn’t get these bonuses?”

      “I never said that.” I said defensively, but actually, it was exactly what I was thinking.

      He turned to Linda. “You didn’t tell him what we do?”

      Linda had the grace to blush. “It’s not come up yet.”

      “Damn girl, you made me look bad with my star. So,” the thickset man said, turning back to me and waving to us to follow him toward the bank of elevators.

      “As a Recruiter, we don’t just take a new Superhero, test them, and get a bonus. We do all the paperwork with the government, never mind the damn internal paperwork with SA. We keep the bastards off of you. Did you know that many governments would love to have a Superhero help build shit? Or go out in the wild and harvest stuff, like minerals or such?”

      I shook my head, stunned at that news.

      “Well,” he said proudly. “We keep those fuckers away from you. We work as a middleman for you. And also, we make sure you’re all good mentally and physically. We get things done for you. Give you your assignments. And we make sure that you get assignment bonuses. You wouldn’t know about those yet, since you’re not active. But when you do a good job, and there is not a lot of damage, we make sure you get a bonus. You didn’t think you just got that signing bonus and then would get a standard pay afterward, did you?”

      “That sounds more like a handler,” I said as we walked into the empty elevator that Jim had called up. “And yes, I actually did think that.”

      He nodded up at me. “Handler pretty much sums it up. Though, we prefer the fancier title of Recruiter. And no, after you start to work for us, you get standard pay, which is currently $1,000,000 a year, however that will change in two years as the budget changes every two years and so do salaries, plus you get your bonuses. And you,” he grinned at me. “Being such a high level will be great.”

      I was startled to hear that. To be honest, I had expected to just have a small pay afterward. But to hear that there are extra bonuses for running missions, or whatever they called them, was nice.

      “Crap,” he said, having forgotten to press buttons to move us along. He pressed the blue button. The panel changed, and he pressed -1. The same floor we had gone to before to see Mike.

      Once the door opened on floor -1, we walked through the open massive doorway. I guess he knew we were coming and had opened it. We followed Jim into the much larger room.

      “Mike!” he shouted out.

      “Coming!” Mike shouted back from behind some sort of equipment.

      A couple of seconds later, the large craniumed man came out from behind whatever that was and smiled at us. He looked surprised when he saw me and Linda.

      “You’re back! Don’t tell me you’re here to get retested again,” he laughed good naturedly.

      I laughed at his joke and shook my head. “No, this time it’s her,” I stated, pointing to Sue.

      He lifted an eyebrow and looked at her. “Hello. I think I remember you. Hmm. Blizzara, wasn’t it?”

      I looked at her in surprise at hearing the Superhero name she had chosen for herself. It kind of fit, to be fair. She looked like a Blizzara.

      She nodded and blushed. “That’s me.”

      “If I remember correctly, your Powers are unstable?” he continued sadly. “I wish I had something to help. I’m glad to hear you got stronger, however.”

      “Actually, before we start,” I interrupted. “I have something I need to say, but I need you two to do something.”

      I had checked for cameras before I spoke and saw a couple, but it was easy to cause them to ‘malfunction.’ I also found a listening device, and I disabled that too. For good measure, I had even wrapped the cell phone I felt in Jim’s pocket with what I think was called a Faraday cage made of energy. Oddly enough, Mike didn’t have a cell phone. Or if he did, it wasn’t here with him.

      Both men frowned at me. “What’s that?” Jim was the one to ask.

      “First,” I said. “I need both of you to swear on your Powers that what I’m about to tell you, you will not tell anyone else unless I give you permission. But I need you to both say it out loud like that.”

      Jim shrugged and said, “I swear I won’t reveal what you tell me until you give me permission.”

      A shocked look crossed his face as soon as the words ended, with the expected flash around him.

      Mike frowned but nodded his head and repeated the same thing Jim had.

      His eyes widened in surprise as the same flash occurred, but then he yelled out. “What the hell was that?!?”

      Jim had taken a step toward me, anger on his face, so I slammed gravity around him, but he kept coming, even though he grunted. So I slammed even more around him, to the point where it must have felt as if he was walking in the gravity of five Earths. Somehow, he was still able to take a step.

      What the fuck! What were his Powers? I slammed more around him until he was in 10 gravities. For him, he would weigh ten times his normal weight. He still took another step, even though he was now grunting loudly and breathing hard.

      Jesus! I hit him with fifteen times Earth’s gravity. Finally, he fell to one knee.

      “Please! Just listen before you freak out,” I shouted at him and looked at Mike, who was looking at me not with fear, as I expected, but with an analytical look.

      “I will listen,” Mike finally stated.

      “What are you?” Jim grunted, and there was anger in his voice.

      “I’m just me,” I said. “But if you listen to me, I will tell you what is going on,” I finished with a sigh.

      Jim’s glare was still there, however, he thankfully nodded, although somewhat reluctantly. “Fine. I’ll listen. But it better be good,” he growled out. “Otherwise, I’m calling security.”

      Yeah, you won’t be doing that, I thought to myself. Because if you don’t agree, you will have short-term memory loss. But I didn’t mention that out loud.

      I took a deep breath and went into explaining about the aliens. The Transformation. Monsters getting stronger. I did leave out the fact that I could yank Powers out of people and repair them, or that I could control more than one energy source. I also left out the whole Alpha thing.

      By the time I was done, Jim was staring at me in slack-jawed awe, and Mike? Mike just looked intrigued.

      “Interesting,” he said. “I had hypothesized something like that, about the monsters. I’ve noticed they have been getting progressively stronger. I assume you told us all this for a reason?”

      I nodded, and something told me that Mike had already worked it out. He was that fucking smart.

      “I did,” I said. I want you two to work with the organization I am creating.”

      “I don’t know,” Jim started, but Mike said at the same time, “I’m in.”

      Jim looked at him in shock. “What?”

      “Something tells me that Rand here is the only thing that will save the human race. I’ve been running projections that all say within months, not years, not decades, but months, we are about to get an influx of stronger monsters. And let’s be honest, Jim, I know you’ve seen it. Upper management has been sitting on these reports for years.”

      I looked at Mike in shock. “Wait. They’ve known?”

      Jim looked nervous and nodded grudgingly. “Yes. I get them from Mike, read them, and bring them up in meetings, but they are always shot down as Mike overreacting.”

      Mike, for the first time since I’d met him, got angry. “Which is bullshit!”

      “Shit. You mean we only have months before the monsters get stronger? Are we in trouble?” I asked him nervously.

      He nodded but was grinning at me. “We were, but now that you’re here and with what you’re saying, we are safe.”

      I frowned. “What? What do you mean?”

      “First, I have a question. This swearing you made us do? I felt the shift inside me. What does it do?”

      I didn’t lie.

      “If you mention anything that we are talking about, your Powers will leave you. If you keep talking about it after losing your Powers, you die.”

      He nodded as if he knew it. Jim, on the other hand, looked as if he was about to have a heart attack.

      “And you left out one thing you can do, didn’t you?” Mike said to me with a mischievous grin, before turning his gaze to Sue.

      I looked over at Sue and then back at him. Fuck, did I fuck up by talking to him? I nodded slowly, knowing the jig was up. For that.

      With a sigh of resignation, I told him. “Yes. I can make someone stronger.”

      “What?” Jim practically shouted, looking at me with such wide eyes that his eyebrows were in his hairline.

      “I have the ability to make someone stronger. I’m not going to say how, but I can. That’s part of the reason that Linda got stronger and why we brought in Sue.”

      Mike was smiling now and nodding knowingly.

      “That is what I thought. It seemed too coincidental that two Superheroes whom you know somehow have had their levels increased. The odds were too astronomical to be normal.”

      “Wait,” Jim uttered slowly. “You can increase anyone’s level?”

      I looked at him and nodded.

      All of a sudden he grinned and gave a cheerful clap. “Oh, why didn’t you start with that in the first place!”

      “Wait, you’re in?” I asked him, surprised at his sudden change of heart.

      “Of course I am,” he laughed. “Under one condition.”

      I frowned at him but nodded. “Sure. What?”

      “You make me stronger!”

      I gawked at him. “What?”

      “I might be a Recruiter,” he growled in annoyance and anger, “but I’m the weakest one. Now,” he said, looking at me as if I was the Messiah. “If you increase my Powers, I can tell the rest of those fuckers, to well, fuck off,” he growled again at the end.

      I blinked at the short man and tilted my head. “What are your Powers?”

      “You saw it earlier,” he grinned. “I’m strong. I can lift tons.”

      “That makes sense, since I did kind of throw you into what should have been fifteen times gravity. It was only then that you stopped. Even at ten gravities, you were able to move.”

      “Shit, that was only fifteen?” he said, and he sounded offended, though something told me he was offended with himself, not me.

      “Yeah.”

      “How many gravities can you do?” he asked, looking at me with interest.

      I shrugged. “A lot more.”

      “Hmm.,” he said, tapping his chin.

      I turned back to Mike. “And you’re good with it? I wanted to recruit the two of you for a reason.”

      “Of course,” Mike stated again. “As I said, I believe you are the only one who might be able to save the human race. So, whatever you want, I’m in. I’ll quit SA right now.”

      “Well,” I said with a laugh. “I’m not asking you two to leave your jobs at SA.”

      “You aren’t?” said the smart man. Good, I can still surprise him.

      I shook my head.

      “I need inside people for two reasons. You, Jim, because you can send those who have unstable Powers my way, and you can watch out for that fruit I was telling you about. And Mike, I want you for your brains. I want access to the tech that SA uses. Things like sensors, satellite feeds or, even better, make my own or get a hold of my own that are hidden and only accessible by me. Or, I guess, my AI.”

      Mike asked me with a curiosity, “Wait, You have an AI?”

      “Well, sort of.” I scratched the back of my head. “It was created by a friend of mine’s parents. They have one at their home, and I seem to have the only other one in existence.”

      “You’re friends with the daughter of the Donahues?” Mike almost screeched out excitedly. Which coming from a man with a massive head, seemed odd.

      “Hmm. Yeah?” What the fuck?

      “Oh, I’m so in! Only if I get to talk to this AI!! That’s another of my stipulations!” he was practically foaming at the mouth.

      Hmm. Pretty sure he didn’t have any previous stipulations. Only Jim did. But I told him I agreed.

      Jim walked up to me and said in a serious tone, “I’m your man. And I can look in the database for what you need. They are rare, but they are there.”

      I looked at Jim and Mike and felt that this was about to be a good partnership. Then, I heard a cough.

      “What about me?” Sue asked nervously, lifting her hand up anxiously.

      “Oh, right,” I laughed. “We should do what we originally came to do. We need her, Sue, retested.”

      “Oh, right,” Jim repeated after my comment. “Give Daddy a new car!” he laughed, causing us all to laugh and the tension to leave the room.
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      “That,” I said an hour later, flying on our way back to the mansion. “Went better than I expected.”

      “I can’t believe,” Sue blurted out with awe, “that I went from 3.5 to 4.7!” She was standing to the left of me in my little gravity bubble, when she suddenly wrapped her arms around my waist.

      “Thank you so much!”

      I awkwardly put my arm around her as well. She felt soft.

      Linda laughed. She didn’t even bat an eye at Sue’s actions.

      “Not as happy as Jim. Did you see him near the end?”

      I shook my head.

      “He was looking at cars. Expensive sports cars.”

      I laughed at that. “Well, I hope he gets himself a good one.” Though, I was curious how Monique would be able to get into Porche with her extra appendages. That would be a sight to see.

      With Sue still attached to me, I flew us down toward the mansion. I landed in the front doorway, which I had opened with my Powers. Sue let go of me reluctantly, giving me one more squeeze before she let go. It was almost as if she wanted to remember what it felt like hugging me.

      I walked into the house, and the first thing that hit me was the smell of food. A specific food. It must be almost supper time. I sniffed again, following the smells to the kitchen.

      Frank and Precila were there, and when they saw me, they waved.

      “How did it go?” Frank asked nervously.

      “Good, they are in. Though, for a second there, I thought I was going to have to squish the Recruiter. He is strong. It took fifteen gravities to stop him. But, his stipulation was that I increase his Powers.”

      “Nice,” Frank grinned.

      “And what about that brainiac they have? Mike, was it?” Precila asked.

      I laughed. “He was the easier one. He just wants to be able to chat with Aria.”

      She lifted a brow in shock. “That’s it?”

      “When he found out that I had one of only two apparent AI machines in the world, he was quite adamant. How come you never told me that your dad only built two of them?”

      She shrugged. “Because it wasn’t important. My dad had the two built and then destroyed the plans for them. Something about supply and demand. But he also wanted to make sure he had something no one else had. Mom thinks that it was that than anything else. Though,” she laughed. “Something tells me he has the plans locked up somewhere.”

      “And your dad was willing to just give it to me?” I blurted out incredulously.

      She nodded, flipping the steak she was cooking on the indoor grill. I was right! It was steaks!

      “Of course. Daddy trusts me, and he thinks highly of you.”

      I frowned. “He’s never met me.”

      “Knowing my dad, he’s probably already done his research on you. And he felt it was worth giving it to you.”

      I just stared at her. Just who the fuck was her dad? Or, more to the point, should I be worried about her dad?

      She must have seen my concern because she laughed. “Don’t worry. Dad’s good. Actually, we might need to use some of his connections for stuff we need. As for the AI and that smarty Superhero, make sure he doesn’t access her innards.”

      “Oh, trust me,” I adamantly said. “I made sure to emphasize that rule. I said if I caught him even looking into her circuit boards, he would get denied access. Speaking of. Aria?”

      “Yes, Rand?”

      “Can you access my phone?”

      “Yes, I can, Rand. Is there something in particular you wished for me to access?”

      “Yes. I have a file there that contains a secure link to a secure line or something like that. I wasn’t sure what Mike was explaining.”

      Once Mike found out about Aria, he rushed outside of the room and came back with his cell phone. No wonder I hadn’t felt it on him. I had watched him as he ran off using my Powers, and I saw him grab his phone out of a safe, which had a Faraday cage around it. Once had the phone, he sent me the file.

      “One moment,” she stated, and then a second later, she was back. “Ah. What they meant was a special, encrypted connection that lets you, this person, and I talk without anyone else being able to listen in. So your file has a link to set up this kind of secure channel. Do you wish for me to connect to it?”

      “When you can. This is for you and him to chat. There are rules. He cannot ask any questions about how you function, specifically. I don’t want the secret of how you function to get out.”

      “Very well, Rand. I will contact this person. Are there any other topics that are off limits?”

      “Yes. Things we learned about the aliens, the Transformation, and such. But increases in monsters’ levels and such is fine. Also, anything about me and my new family is off limits,” I added, smiling at everyone in the room.

      Everyone smiled back at me. Linda walked over and hugged me around the waist, and even Sue came over and hugged me on my other side.

      “Very well. Thank you, Rand. I will see what he wants. Enjoy your meal.”

      I looked at the steaks cooking and said, “Oh, I will. Thank you, Aria. God, those smell good!” I said to Precila, who seemed to be the main cook.

      Frank was on the counter behind her, cutting vegetables for a salad.

      “I figured you’d be hungry when you got back. Now,” she said, pointing to the fridge. “I have cold beers in there. Red wine is already on the table. White is chilling for those who don’t want red. I also have coffee in the pot. Oh, by the way. I spoke to the Dean. You two start classes virtually on Monday. Six hours a week. So, get ready.”

      “Damn,” I said, raising both eyebrows. “You’re rich, smart, good-looking, a chef and can talk a Dean into giving us virtual classes?”

      Frank snorted. “Down, boy. You got two already.”

      I laughed and looked down at Sue, who was gazing at me with what I now knew was adoration. I looked at Linda, and she was smiling at me and nodding. I looked back at Sue.

      “Do I have two?”

      “If you’ll have me?” she asked sheepishly. Then, a determined look crossed her face. “Yes. You have me.”

      Good. She had some backbone. It wasn’t just blind adoration.

      “Well,” I said, looking around. “Who wants a beer?”
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      The meal was amazing, and so was the company. I could not have asked for better friends. After a glass or three of wine, Sue finally opened up, and while she looked at me with adoration in her eyes, it wasn’t so intense. I knew some of the devotion was because I rescued her and her Powers, but I was glad to see it was mellowing some.

      I yawned and looked at the large clock in the kitchen, where we had stayed to eat instead of using the massive dining room. It was already past 11 pm. I was a little tipsy. I had drank at least half a bottle of white to myself and four or five bottles of beer. Precila had well-stocked the fridge, not just with food but also with booze.

      “I guess we should head off to bed,” Frank stretched and looked at Precila, who was already asleep with her head on the table, her plate shoved to the side.

      He poked her gently. “Come on, love. Bedtime.”

      Precila opened her bleary eyes and looked at him. “All ready?”

      He smiled at her with love in his eyes and said, “Yes. Come on. Up you go.” He looked over at me. “Leave the dishes. I’ll get them in the morning.”

      I nodded and said, “Good night, you two. Sleep well.”

      With Frank’s help, Precila was escorted to bed. I yawned again.

      “I guess I should go to my bed too,” Sue lamented sadly.

      “Why?” Linda asked her, looking past me to her.

      Sue leaned forward as well, confusion on her face. “What?”

      “Remember what we talked about?” Linda said, and I stared at the two of them, confused myself.

      “You’re sure? I don’t want to,” Sue started, but Linda talked over her.

      “Yes. Just as we talked about.” Linda turned and looked at me, and her face was serious.

      “You love me?”

      The question threw me off, but I nodded and blurted out, “Yes.”

      A massive grin appeared on her face at my response. “Good. Do you think Sue is sexy?”

      I looked at the woman in question, and there was hope in her eyes. I nodded slowly.

      “Yes. I find her very sexy. More than sexy. I find her very attractive, and I like her.”

      Sue’s eyes lit up, and she grinned from ear to ear.

      “Then,” Linda commented from next to me. “It’s time for us to go to bed.”

      With that, she got up, and so did Sue. I slowly got up as well, looking at both girls, who were looking at me eagerly. No, not eagerly. Hungrily. I laughed and decided, fuck it. Why can’t I have my cake and eat it too? Harems are a thing in this world, and who was I to deny these two beautiful girls?

      Instead of having us walk upstairs, I grabbed all three of us, causing the girls to squeal and giggle. Before going up, to help Frank in the morning, I quickly grabbed all the plates, cleared them of food, and stacked them next to the sink. I also made sure any food that was out was put back in the fridge. Since I didn’t have to hide my Powers now, I figured I’d use them.
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      The next morning, I woke up with two amazing beauties next to me. Both of them were still asleep. I might have tired them out last night. It seems one of the side effects of my Powers was stamina. Maybe that was my second power, I thought with a grin. Stamina. No, wait, I had the ability to change a small part of my body to a very strong metal, tungsten. Ok, maybe it’s just a side effect of being a Super.

      I used my Powers to gently move the girls slowly over, so I could float out of the bed. Once I was out, I gently rolled them back and covered them both up again. Linda cracked a tired eye open.

      She mumbled something that was incoherent, closed her eye again, and within seconds was breathing deeply, telling me she had fallen back asleep. I grinned at her and shook my head. I looked at Sue and smiled at her. Damn, but she was something else as well. How did I end up with two such beauties?

      I quietly went to the master bathroom, and quickly showered and brushed my teeth before heading downstairs. I stepped into the kitchen, and it was quiet. I guessed that Frank and Precila were still asleep. The mess I had semi-organized was still there.

      I started the coffee maker, and once that was going, I used my Powers and filled the dishwasher up, cleaned the counter, and even started cleaning the indoor grill. Once the coffee was ready, I made it the way I liked it, took a sip, and sighed contentedly.

      “Good morning, Rand,” Aria’s voice said. “I know you are enjoying your coffee, but might I ask a question or two?”

      “Good morning, Aria. Of course,” I said, taking another sip of said coffee. “What’s up?”

      “I have been talking to Mike Goddard all night, and I must bring something to your attention.”

      “Oh shit, did Mike try to gain access to your system?” I asked worriedly.

      “No, Mike has been very good at not inquiring. What I wanted to bring to your attention was the system that I now have access to. Thanks to Mike, I now am inside the SA system,” she started.

      I bolted upright and cried out, “What?”

      “Do not worry,” she said. “I did not, as you said, try to hack into their systems. Mike gave me access freely. Not only access but hidden access. I must say, now that I am inside the system, I could have gained access easily.”

      “Jesus, don’t give a man a heart attack,” I grumbled under my breath, but she must have heard it.

      “I am sorry, Rand. It was not my intention to cause you undue stress.”

      “Right,” I said, sitting back down. “So, was that it?”

      “No. The reason I brought that up was now that I have gained access to their system, I found something quite alarming. I found that the alarms have been suppressed for some events.”

      I blinked and was suddenly standing on my feet again. “What?”

      “It seems that someone has been suppressing data. Someone has been turning the alarms off for certain monster levels.”

      “Wait, you’re saying someone has been deliberately turning off monster alarms for the City-States?”

      “No. Someone has been turning off monster alarms for when a stronger monster has appeared. Based on current information that the public has access to, the highest level monster to date has been level 5. According to what I have found, satellite readings have found some as high as level 6, yet that data has been suppressed.”

      “Shit. By who and why would they do that?” I asked her, confused as to why something like that would be suppressed.

      “Unknown. It has been someone who has outside access to the system All indication show that it was remotely changed.”

      “Can you, I don’t know, find out?”

      “I have tried to ascertain an answer, but it seems that they have hidden themselves quite well. However, while they have been able to hide who they are, I can see that the last time they accessed the system was just under a week ago.”

      “Hmm.” I thought about that. “Could it have been our,” I started but then stopped myself and used my Powers to make sure no workers were around.

      It was before 7 am, so they shouldn’t be here until 8 am. Sensing no one but the two girls and Frank and his fiancé, I continued. “Could it have been our alien?”

      “That was my thought. The activity seemed suspicious, with what this alien had been attempting. I conjecture that he was hiding this information so that while he was increasing the Powers of Earth’s Superheroes, he was hiding the fact that your demise, through the monsters, was closer at hand.”

      “Fuck me,” I breathed out in shock.

      It kind of made sense now, thinking about it. While Toro had said that he was here to increase the levels of those with Powers or even increase the number of people who have Powers, something told me the people he was working for weren’t going to wait around for decades for Earth’s destruction.

      And we knew that the increase of monsters was happening, or going to happen, thanks to Lila’s little talk with me.

      “Can you tell how many of these more Powerful monsters there are, and where they are?”

      “I cannot. But now that I have gained access to the system, I can keep an eye on it. Do you wish me to do so?”

      “Can you do it and stay hidden? And can you set something up so that if this person tries to access the system again, you would know?”

      “One moment, Rand,” Aria replied.

      After a couple of minutes, during which I sipped my coffee, which I had to use my Powers to reheat, she came back.

      “I have created an algorithm that will now warn me of any monster levels above the current known level. I have also created a subroutine so that if the person who was suppressing the data tries to access the system again, I will be notified. It will also keep track of what they are doing, and try to gain access to their location.”

      “That’s perfect,” I breathed out in relief.

      I heard a noise and turned around. It was Frank. He was yawning, and he was just in a pair of shorts and a T-shirt. I didn’t see Precila behind him. He saw me in the kitchen and blinked.

      “Good morning,” he said with a smile. “I didn’t expect you to be up until the crack of noon with two amazing girls in your bed.”

      “Yeah,” I chuckled. “I’m surprised too. I woke up feeling refreshed.”

      He nodded. “I need a cup of tea,” he said and went to turn on the kettle. He turned around to look at me after he plugged it in.

      “So, what’s the plan for our secret society?”

      I told him what Aria had just told me and what she was doing about it.

      “Fucking hell,” he breathed afterward. “So, we might have less time than we thought?”

      I shook my head hard. “Not if I can help it. Something tells me I will need to increase the Powers of all of us here. We will need it. I have a feeling we will be called by SA to fight bigger and worse monsters.”

      “Great. So, what should we name ourselves?”

      “Huh?” I asked him with a puzzled frown.

      Frank laughed. “Dude, all secret societies have names. We need a cool one!”

      I stared at my best friend and finally lost it. I laughed so hard I had tears in my eyes.

      Frank was looking at me, all offended. “You know what,” I finally got out. “You can figure out a cool name.”

      Frank’s visage changed as he went from offended to elated. “Really?”

      I grinned at him. “Really. Just don’t make it something stupid like The Pink Squad or whatever.”

      Frank looked offended again and blurted out, “Why would I give us such a stupid name?” Then, his eyes widened with pride.

      “Shadow Guardians!”

      I was about to say that sounded dumb, but honestly, it didn’t. It actually sounded pretty damn good. Shadow Guardians. We were in the shadows, guarding Earth and its people.

      I nodded slowly and grinned. “I like that. We are the Shadow Guardians.”

      
        
        The end of Book 1 of The Reluctant Superhero
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            CHAPTER 1- ELEMENTAL SUMMONER

          

        

      

    

    
      “Alexander, I need you to go back there and fix that leak in the bathroom,” yells my manager from behind the counter as I walk into the store.

      Fuck, I hate it when he calls me by my full name. While my given name might be Alexander, I prefer Alex. And why the Hell am I fixing a leak? I’m a clerk. Ever since I told him my father was a renovation expert before he passed away from cancer, he’s decided that somehow his skills had been passed down to me.

      “Joshua,” I tell him patiently. “You know that I tried to fix it last week, and it didn’t work. Man, you need to call a plumber.”

      “I don’t have that kind of money!” Joshua says with a grimace as I walk up to him. “Can you look at it please?” he begs me.

      Technically, I don’t start for another hour. I came in early to get away from the quiet at home, and the empty fridge. My mother, bless her soul, works 70-hour weeks at the hospital as a nurse. I barely get to see her. But this week has been worse than usual. She never even got a chance to do her weekly grocery run, and I’m not allowed to do it for her since I only pick up junk food.

      I had come into work early to grab a drink and a pre-made sandwich and start reading one of the new fantasy books that one of the authors I follow had put out.

      I say with a sigh, “Sure. But the sandwich is free.”

      “Deal!” he shouts to my retreating back. “But only if you can fix it.” I stop, turn around and simply look at him. “Fine! It’s free,” he says gloomily.

      I grab a drink and one of the pre-made egg salad sandwiches out of the cooler and head to the back of the store through a door that says ‘staff only’ on it.

      Once on the other side, I open the drink, take a sip, and put it on the staff table. Beside the table are a couple of old torn up leather chairs that are a weird shade of putrid green but are comfortable as fuck, even with the duct tape that’s there to keep the tears from getting bigger. I open the package for the sandwich and I devour the first half and set it next to the drink.

      I place my bag on the chair and taking my sweatshirt off, sigh, and head to the bathroom in the back. The leak in question is coming from the water pipe, thank God, and not the sewer pipe.

      Once I get to the bathroom, I pause to look at myself in the mirror that’s above the sink, next to the toilet. God, I look like shit. I’m only 26, but I am already starting to let myself go and I look much older. The tire around my waist has gotten bigger, and my work shirt has gotten visibly tighter.

      The goatee I started growing two years ago is still there, but you would think I only started it last month. It looks so pathetic. I am sure a 12-year-old could grow a better one. But I keep it there, hoping it will somehow miraculously explode in growth one day miraculously. My receding hairline isn’t helping either. Nor do my eyes that are puffy from lack of sleep. I was up all night playing my addiction; the online game I had been playing for the last three years. To me, it was an escape from my shitty life. In it, I could pretend to be Juxar, the wizard.

      I give myself a wan smile in the mirror and bend down and look at the pipe. There is a bucket underneath it to catch the dripping water that is leaking from the joint. Last time I had tried to use some kind of plumbing tape, but it didn’t help, I guess. I look around, and I see Joshua’s store toolbox sitting next to the wall.

      I open it and look to see if the monkey wrench is there. Yep. I turn off the main water to the sink, I remove the offending cable pipe and look at it. The white plumber’s tape is still there, but it’s useful as shit. Fuck, why the Hell Joshua doesn’t simply call a plumber is beyond me. The guy keeps saying he doesn’t have money, but he does. He owns fourteen of these stores. This one so happens to be the one closest to his house, which is why he comes to work here.

      Using my nail, I remove the white tape and grab a fresh roll of it from the toolbox. Maybe I had put it on wrong? I mean, is there a wrong way? I slowly wrap more tape around the pipe and then look at my handy work when I’m done. It looks like it’s on differently. Maybe the angle you use when you do it makes a difference? Shrugging, I put the pipe back together and use the monkey wrench to make sure it’s on tightly, but not enough to crack the breakable plastic ring surrounding it.

      I turn on the main water slowly, and watch to see if there are any drips. Although, last time there weren’t any either, so I might not find out ’til next week that yet again, the pipe is leaking.

      I watch it for five minutes, with my mind admittedly going back to the Quest I did last night, which is the reason I am so tired today, and I don’t see any leaking.

      I had found a Questline that no one else had found. I even checked the wiki to make sure—nothing on the site about it. So I ended up staying up late to finish it before anyone else could, taking down details about it, so I could write up a walkthrough about it later for the wiki and stamp my name on the page.

      I wash my hands clean from the germs I am sure are all over the place in here, using liberal amounts of soap and hot water until they are red and almost raw from the scrubbing. At least I know this bathroom gets cleaned weekly, as I am the one who does it. Once I’m done, I head back to my food that’s waiting for me at the staff table. I sit down and finish the other half of my sandwich and my drink, and take my book out of my bag.

      Ah, come to me, oh words of wisdom. I glance at my watch, I have forty minutes before I need to start my shift. Sweet, I think to myself. I open the book to my bookmark, which is a hot Elf girl that is mostly naked, other than the bikini she is wearing. Yeah, I know. What would a fantasy Elf girl be doing wearing a bikini? Who cares!

      To make sure I don’t get too engrossed in my book and lose time, I take my smartphone out and set the alarm for five minutes before my shift starts. Joshua hates leaving late to go home to supper with his kids and wife.
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        * * *

      

      I get pulled out of my book with a shock and stare at my phone like it is something evil. Fuck, I had just gotten to a good part of the story. As much as I want to stay and read it, I know Joshua. He docks me an hour’s pay if I am even a minute late. I learned that the hard way when I started working for him five years ago after dropping out of college. That’s right, five years. That’s part of the reason I am able to work the evening shift instead of the night shift. I have the seniority, and also Joshua likes me, even though he keeps saying I could do so much better with my life than work for him. I just shake my head and tell him I am doing exactly what I want to be doing.

      The day staff hate working with Joshua. The night staff, well, Joshua’s older brother has dibs on that shift. I put my garbage in the waste container next to the table, throwing my bottle into the blue recycle bin that I knew Joshua’s brother will end up dumping into the wastebasket anyhow. I get up and stretch, stiff from sitting down without moving for so long, and place my bookmark into my book, before putting the book inside my bag. I walk over to the set of four lockers, I set my bag in one of them and close the door, placing my thumbprint on it to lock it.

      One thing that Joshua was willing to splurge on was these lockers. He said he got them at a discount, but the staff didn’t care since they were so damn cool. No keys, no combination to remember. Just your thumbprint, I think with a grin.

      Heading to the front of the store, I walk through the door and stop dead in my tracks. There is a man in front of the counter, but he isn’t buying shit. He has a gun in his hand, and it’s pointed at Joshua. The man has a ski mask over his face, and he suddenly turns towards me, with the handgun tracking my way.

      “Whoa, whoa!” I shout at him, putting my hands up.

      This isn’t my first robbery in five years, but looking at Joshua, I can see he is white as a ghost. Working the day shift, he has never been robbed before. “Listen, if you want the cash, we can give you the cash. All right? It’s cool, man. Just my boss there, he will open the till and pass you the money. Good?” I tell him in a calm voice.

      “What the fuck, man,” the robber says, turning the gun back towards Joshua. “I asked you if you was alone, and you said yes. You fucking lied to me, you fucking asshole,” he tells Joshua, waving the gun back and forth threateningly.

      “Whoa, whoa!” I shout again, focusing his attention back on me, which unfortunately also means the gun is now facing my way again.

      “He didn’t know,” I lied. “I came in through the back door and had been reading a book in the back room. Normally I would come in through the front door about this time, for my shift,” I tell him in a soft and calm voice, even though my heart is in my throat from having a gun aimed at me.

      “You’s lying,” he says, taking a step towards me, but I stand my ground. “You probably already called the fucking cops,” the robber shouts in what I can now see is a panic. His eyes have gotten bigger, and his breathing has gotten quicker. Shit, is this guy jacked up on something?

      “No, seriously, dude. I didn’t call the cops. Listen, let my boss get you the cash from the till, and then you can go. We promise not to call the police, all right?” I tell him, unsure of what he will do. Most robbers at night are pretty well either drunk or nervous. This guy is going into full-blown panic mode.

      Suddenly, I hear a scream from the doorway. I turn, and there is an old lady who must have just walked through the door and seen us being robbed at gunpoint. Instead of acting like a normal person and backing out quietly, she screamed. Really?

      Shockingly, I hear a loud explosion, and something slams into my forehead that fucking hurts worse than the time I got a marble in the forehead from a slingshot when I was 11. And that is the last thing I remember before everything goes black.
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