
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


[image: Shape

Description automatically generated with low confidence]


[image: Shape

Description automatically generated with low confidence]Book 1 in The New Heroes Series



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Gianne Rabena

[image: ]




[image: image]

​

Heart and Hero

Copyright © 2021 by Gianne Rabena.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.

[image: image]

Published by Midnight Tide Publishing.

www.midnighttidepublishing.com

Edited by Maricar V. Flores

ycarflores@gmail.com

Book and Cover design by Mariah Pauline Mayo Garcia

www.mariahworx.wixsite.com

Interior Illustrations by Gianne Gabrielle Mayo Rabena

Author’s Notes:  The school education system used in the story is based on the one before K-12 was established in the Philippines. It was 6 years of elementary and 4 years of high school. So, freshmen college students in the story, set in 2014, would be around 16-17 years old. School normally starts in June back then.

On Filipino Words: Since the story is set in the Philippines, I don’t see the reason or need for italicizing. There is a handy glossary at the back too.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

For information contact:

www.ggravenworks.carrd.co



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]
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An excerpt from the Advanced Philippine Superhuman Studies Textbook.

Manipulation 

Superhumans with the ability to manipulate an object or element. These Superhumans have a certain connection and affinity for their object.

Physical (Body)

Superhumans who are born with a particular peculiarity or unusual capability attributed to their body. 

Enhancement

Superhumans who are born with potential and/or inevitable advanced capability out of the regular human condition.

Psychic

Superhumans with evolved minds able to manipulate, see and sense the Psychic field. 

Magic (Mystics)

Superhumans with an affinity, connection, or gift for the Magic and Mystical. Often generally called ‘Magic-User’.

Other World

Non-Superhumans from the world of the Engkantos (aka Lupagos). Supernatural individuals protected by the Organization and Superhuman community.

Organization Superheroes

Active in Luzon 

Mandirigma - Super Strength, Flight 

Engkanto - Enhanced Swordsmanship, Strength, Magic

Makiling - Plant Life Manipulation, Flight

Maya Girl - Bird Call, Super Strength, Flight

Diwata - Super Strength, Magic

Boy Apoy - Fire Manipulation

Haring Habagat - Wind Manipulation

Dian Diamante - Magic

Agos - Water Manipulation

Maliya Maliksi - Enhanced Speed

Retired or Deceased 

Kapitan Araw (+) - Light Manipulation, Super Strength, Country’s Most Beloved Hero

Force (Retired) - Energy Manipulation, Strength

Magenta (Retired) - Aura Manipulation, Magic
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For Mom and Dad, my first heroes.

And Gwen, my first 'nemesis’

(Because she said no to sidekick).

The Prophecy of Heroes

A time will come for the birth of new champions,

as darkness prevails, come the Heart and the Light

to lead the way through coming war and destruction.

The Heart of Heroes; the bridger of worlds

powerful and ancient, wielder of the gifts to raise or negate,

to build or destroy.

The Light of Heroes; last of a kind,

Guardian of the secret and blood of another world,

Healer of burdens, returning the lost into the glow.

Both will drive away the shadows that engulf new people's power

The Heart will be protected by a Hero,

and the Hero guided by his heart, 

For strength and a new hope rising, 

these gifts will make them weak

until pain makes them greater, one and all.

-Liwayway City Seer Records, 1985
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Junior Division Headquarters, April 2014

THE TEAM WAS SLOPPY. They were completely out of shape; I can’t help but think as I watched the four members of Blue doing warm-ups down at the training court. I was situated at the Head of the Junior Division's office, overlooking the court through the one-way mirror. I didn’t spend much time there. Would never be caught taking advantage of any perk to this position if I could help it, but this was on a need-demands-it basis. The Old Man was watching.

Nobody called him 'The Old Man' to his face but Sebastian Castillo is the Director of the city's Organization sector and a damn good one at that. For lack of a better way to put it, my mentor. So when the Old Man said he wanted to take a look at the team that was put under my jurisdiction this year, we went up to watch them train upstairs, no questions asked.

The Director was quiet but thoughtful as he gazed with his hands in his pockets. 

As his junior apprentice and youngest Response Team Member our Organization sector's ever seen in ages, I guess I could pride myself silently as a good reader of people. I do have Emotion Manipulator blood in my veins from my mother's side to back me up. I knew when the wheels in the man’s head were concocting something complicated. Whatever that was, still up for identification. 

A lot was happening in The Organization—under wraps, of course. The senior members would rather keep it out of Junior Division’s reach if they could help it. But judging by what little information I managed to get from the Old Man, things were about to fall into my team, my Junior Division's hands a lot sooner. 

I’m usually silent but don’t beat around the bush, especially to the man who taught me everything I knew about the job. 

"I'm guessing this is about the Heart mission?" I finally said, frowning as the four members below paired off but were doing too much talking and less training.

"You don't miss a beat, iho." He made a fraction of a smile, but he changed the subject. "I've been made aware of the skill-sets of each member and each team in Junior Division, and I must say you were left with quite an interesting bunch to train." 

As he said this, one of the members down at the court made his first move by levitating a soft ball from a basket by the wall. Robbie aimed the ball at Cass, knocking her bright pink headband askew. She had been talking to Andre, distracted by the same infatuation Robbie was using to fuel his attack. Robbie snickered.

Cass fumed, slapping in vengeance as Robbie kept dodging. Andre looked wearily up at the glass window, knowing I’d be watching. He stood responsibly in between them, as all members towered over him, making him stand out even more in his seriousness. They were acting like..., well, their age. They were no more than kids. I was starting to rethink my pairing decisions for today’s training.

‘You guys, take this seriously,’ Andre mouthed. 

One other member next to Robbie was taking it half as seriously as the rest of them, sitting with his long legs stretched out on the court floor like it was nap time. He looked up at the window, following Andre’s words. This one, however, smirked up as if looking straight at the Director. He waved. 

The Director raised an eyebrow at me. 

"Yes, interesting," I said dryly, with a hand over my mouth to hide my reaction. "Ms. Mabini put the Blue Team together within the previous term, before summer vacation started, mostly because these kids’ abilities were off the charts." 

I caught myself for a moment. I half expected him to mention I was only 20 myself, not much older, but he didn’t. Anyway, I was only repeating a fact he probably already knew. The Organization had a hand in deciding what goes on in the Junior Division and no doubt the people in headquarters ran it by him before anything got finalized. 

The Old Man turned to the desk where I’d placed the folders of member profiles that I, along with the rest of Junior Division's heads, had put together. Part information from the school and our official Organization records, partly made from observations since try-outs. The first in the pile was Blue Team and, as he leafed through it, I tried to follow the direction of his eyes.

"Potential." He nodded. "Put together because out of every recruit they stood out with potential. I know how Marica thinks, she’s right." 

"But...” I said, knowing the catch in his voice. "They have their problems." 

No response of agreement. It was in the files. I already knew Ms. Mabini reported everything to him even though she claims they trusted me. I knew every decision had a purpose.

"Which is why I've been chosen to train them, and I have been, all summer."  

I turned my attention back to the team. Andre somehow got the others to get it together, dividing their softballs equally from the basket before signalling the beginning of an impromptu round. Robbie seemed about to attack again first, but Cass focused on a thick lock of hair rising from behind her. Her hair swatted another soft ball away, hardened to a point. But as she did, another round of Telepathically-lifted balls came at both her and Andre all at once. The two boys across threw while Cass and Andre tried to swat them away, acting as if neither of them had any powers. I kept waiting for Andre in particular to do something different.

"You're good with potential." The Old Man shrugged. He pulled up a stool and sat near the window. 

And control, but I don’t point this out. 

He tapped the glass with the folder.

"I came here to see this team for myself. Who am I looking at?" 

I cleared my throat, unable to sit down myself. So far, the Old Man was skirting around my questions regarding the mission, but this is leading somewhere. So I’ll play.

I clicked on the microphone that sounded down at the court. The Team straightened up.

"Joe, I need you to go to the center. You three form a line behind him." 

They followed as Joe hauled his lanky frame down the center and stood like a pole, blowing his unruly hair away from sleepy eyes. His mouth was a line of disinterest, with the audacity to yawn a moment later. 

"Joe Falcon, Enhanced Accuracy and Acute Senses," I explained to the Old Man and pressed a few things in a control panel near the window.  

"Falcon? From the Marksman clan? I knew his father." The Old Man eased back in his seat but paused after a thought. "One of the best people we have in the Enhancement Pillar." 

A light turned on in the court below, signalling the start of a training exercise. 

A blaster emerged from a panel in the wall and pointed at Joe, as his face continued to resemble an unbothered sloth dangling from a tree. The rest of his team backed away at the sight of the training weapon. 

“Ah, I thought we couldn’t get those to work,” the Old Man said.

I pressed a button, and the gun expressed a shot with a sharp sound, not loud enough to alarm anyone else in the building but enough to make the other three jump. Joe on the other hand barely flinched, hand in front of his face with his thumb and index finger pinching on something small and spongy with a rubber end that sticks on a target.  

"Quick reflexes," The Old Man mused.

"When he's in the mood,” I said, releasing another string of shots and, a split second later, Joe was covered from the chest up with spongy sticks while still holding just the one he caught earlier. 

"Yeah, one is enough.” He tossed the foam ammo aside. "Why'd there have to be so many anyway?”

"He knew they were coming," the Director noticed. "He just chose not to do anything." 

“He’s also stubborn and tends to abandon his team during practice,” I said as Joe proceeded to remove the sticks off himself. 

He looked up as if he could see us through the window. "Well, I just like to spice things up sometimes.”

“Ah, yes, he can hear us.”

"Part of his skill set," I added as Joe proceeded to chatter.

"And another thing, why do our training guns have to be those stupid toys anyway? I mean, where's the thrill in that?" 

"As well as an acute sense of smell, though I've yet to incorporate it into our training." 

"I can smell that sexy old cologne you keep wearing too, Connie. Hey, if I can tell what you had for breakfast from down here can I get out of training?" 

“It’s usually best to ignore him. His attitude keeps him from training better but he's dependable during missions—" “Aw! Thanks! " “—He's been a part of the Junior Division since we started it back up. The oldest member of Blue but he wouldn't take up a leadership position.''

"I see.”

"Cass, get ready."

She went all the way past the center, towards a wall.

"Lunar." The Old Man read Cass' surname in the file. "Blurring between both the Physical and Manipulation Pillars. Not a lot from her family in our city’s history, but I’ve heard of them. Hair Manipulation is quite an ability." 

Another panel opened in the wall of the court, but this time a little higher and only a long metallic bar appeared. 

Cass took a deep breath and pulled off her headband, letting the strands of her bangs partly cover her eyes. She placed a hand on the wall as if gauging the height and looked up at the metal bar above. 

Her hair stood on end and began to reach out, growing like vines in a jungle searching for sunlight. They rose separately higher than the bar then went over it, forming multiple arcs before falling back down into one rope. Wrapped and pulled taut. 

"Impressive. Control over the hair as if they were limbs. However..." He gestured at Cass.  

I nodded. "Her actual hands and the rest of her are shaking. Trouble multitasking, she says." 

Cass, who had hair longer than her body now, pulled it like a rope and prepared to climb, but in the process slipped on parts of her hair that were still growing. She landed on her back and somehow got herself entangled, bangs only partly covering the pink of her face. 

"Thank you, Cass. Robbie.” He was already dancing forward as if Cass’ embarrassment was music to his ears.

"Ah, the Psychic." The Old Man noted, closing the folder. "I could sense someone trying to read my mind the moment I came in here."

"I've talked to him about that.” I frowned as Cass shoved Robbie hard enough mid-dance he nearly toppled over. Andre intervened before another fight could break out, while Joe pulled Robbie to his feet. 

“There's a range of distance, and we haven’t figured out how many rooms away is his limit, but according to his files, his powers manifested earlier than most Psychics. Both Telepathy and Telekinesis. I'm sure you've heard he's—" 

"Different," The Old Man finished. As he said this, all the softballs strewn across the court started rising at the same time. Robbie had his hands raised, fingers wiggling like he was putting on a show. The balls bounced about in synchronized motion. "I read he mastered levitating objects at six." 

"His skills as a Psychic are advanced but he's slacking off in his other subjects,” I said matter of fact. “Plus, he’s nosy. He used to have difficulties controlling when he hears other people’s thoughts.”

"Thanks, Cass, I do look cool with my hair slicked back," Robbie said without looking. 

"Stop reading my mind, de Castro!" Cass glowered. 

"He's a bit of a show-off and tends to over-exert his powers. If he keeps it up, he burns out fast." I pressed onto the microphone again. 

The balls fell to the ground with rhythmic thuds, echoing in place of a mic drop.

Andre knew he was next. He already stepped up while tugging at something on his wrists, as if afraid they’d disappear when he needed them most. A tell I’ve picked up on the moment he joined. He relied on the shiny metallic grays in the middle of thick black rubber wristbands. 

"Nothing too complicated. Just show us a spark." I called over. To the Director, I added, “he's the Blue Team’s leader this year.”

Andre took a deep breath and put his hands up, just as Robbie had, but his fingers kept twitching, almost unsure if he should keep his palms open for too long.  

He closed his eyes for a breath and the next he opened them they were a charge of electric blue, visible even from where we stood behind glass. Sparks started creeping out of his fingertips like the sketch of light in clouds before a thunderous sound. The room felt different. 

The Director rose slowly from his chair about the same time the lights started flickering in the training court. 

"He's nothing like his parents,” he said in a low voice. He shook his head in a way that made me wonder what exactly he was thinking of. Andre Abrera's parents were Force and Magenta, retired Superheroes who now work in the Organization behind the scenes. The Director could have easily seen their son in the sector before to know what the boy was capable of. Both his parents were powerful, but neither of them could do this. 

“I’ve heard people call him ill.”

Andre's normally dark-brown eyes seemed to be completely emptied, save for the bright blue energy turning white, as he looked up at our one-way mirror. His hair usually spiked up but now seemed to react with the charge of electric energy as well. The lights in the office flickered. Once. Twice. 

"It isn't common for his ability up here, is it?" I glanced at the Director. He was looking down at Andre, the light obscuring the expression on his face. 

"There are instances of it. Worldwide and Other," said the Old Man, meeting my look. "Rare here but not unheard of where Engkantos are concerned." 

“He’s had special lessons from a lot of Manipulation Pillar professors. Air, Fire, and Light.” I waited for comment, but nothing came. “Even Technopaths are interested in helping him. Then, of course, Energy and Aura from his parents. They seemed to help a little, but not enough.”

“It’s not the same thing. You can’t teach what you don’t understand.”

More flickering. 

"Conrad, can he stop now?" Joe called, something in his monotone broke into what sounded like concern. 

The Old Man began to pace away from the window and placed the folder back on the desk. 

"Alright. You guys take a break, I'll be down with you shortly." 

Andre closed his eyes and balled his hands into fists; the strange heavy feeling in the air disappeared along with it. Cass approached him immediately, but he stepped away, trying to wave her off with a smile. His hands tugged at the things on his wrists again.

I followed my mentor’s gaze to a framed photo behind a glass cabinet in the office. It was a photo of a group of students, a team, not unlike ours. I was only familiar with a few of the people in the picture. Especially the ones that mattered. 

"I find it interesting. Did you know that Kapitan Araw was in that same court when I used to train him? For his protection, you see. At one point he even led the Junior Division, just like you’re doing now." 

"Yes." How couldn’t I know? If he didn’t tell me, someone from the team would remark it. But I was the opposite of Kapitan Araw. "I know." 

"I just can't believe we might have to go through the same thing all over again." 

Finally, the mission. My brow furrowed. 

"Sir, if this is about the Prophecy, I think I deserve to know just who you think this Hero is supposed to be."

I waited to see if he'd stop me from talking. Tell me to just wait and I’ll get more details if the mission requires it eventually. But the Old Man didn't say a thing, just continued to look at the photograph. 

"With all due respect, you are asking my team, all our teams in Junior Division, to risk their safety to take care of this Heart, a girl, who doesn't even know she's Superhuman to begin with, let alone a Power Absorber. Not to mention what she could do to those around her. All because of a prophecy you're not sure you believe in yourself. "

"The Heart of Heroes; the bridger of worlds, powerful and ancient, wielder of the gifts to raise or negate, to build or destroy," The Old Man quoted, massaging his thinly bearded chin. "Is a sixteen-year-old girl who could barely ride a jeepney on her own." 

Something about it made him shake his head and laugh. I didn't know whether to say anything, so I waited again. He turned away from the photograph and seemed to consider going back to the coffee he'd bought when he came, left untouched on the desk.

"And this Hero of the prophecy, supposed protector of the Heart, is just as difficult to find as she was. Did you know that at first, I thought the Heart was a stone or a talisman? But another super?" He shook his head, slowly flinging a hand in the air to dramatize.

"Here we are now, with the knowledge that she’s unconsciously a Power Leech. How ironic.”

I held my tongue. It wasn’t a term I particularly liked. Power Absorber would have sounded less like a slur, but the Director never needed euphemism. Never mind the present company’s experience.

“You’ll do well to make sure your teammates keep themselves at a distance from her.” 

My jaw tightened and I realized I’d been drumming my fingers into my sides all this time. 

He continued thoughtfully, “in any case, her power of absorption is dormant. It rarely happens, but that only means it’s unpredictable and so are the rest of the abilities that might come after.”

"But if she's supposed to be some connector or if she's anything like Kapitan Araw or the Light—"

"Then you know why she needs protecting. Not just by this Hero but by the whole Organization." 

"No, I meant she has to be powerful, sir. Surely enough to control her abilities.” 

"Ah." The Old Man decided cold coffee was worth a tentative sip. "That can be guaranteed, she either needs to be protected from outside forces or everyone else needs to be protected from her. Either way, the prophecy is clear that she has power. Even more reason to identify a Hero as soon as possible. I don't like risks."

"You think it's someone from my team." It wasn't a question. It sounded like an accusation, but I was firm. I crossed my arms and leaned on the glass. 

"And you?” The Old Man sounded like he was testing me. "Can’t I assume that the prophecy speaks of you?"

"It's not me." I didn't even give it a second thought. "The Hero can't come from my family. Not the Shadows. I'm sure."

The Shadows were from my father’s side. Nobody talked about them.

The Old Man remained composed, unperturbed by the possible lack of respect in my tone. He simply pursed his lips and nodded. 

"So, who is it?" 

"That's what I came here to check, but I don't want to jump to conclusions." 

"So that's it? I'm just going to let someone on my team carry on a mission to protect someone not knowing that they might need protecting themselves?" 

"I'm afraid that's exactly what has to be. For now, we need to find out more about the prophecy." 

I waited a moment and tried to understand where he was going with this. We haven't been given any further information about The Prophecy because the woman who dreamt of it went into hiding. 

"You want me to go on a different mission, don't you?" 

"Our Gabay is hiding in the world of the Engkantos. I want you to find an available portal and visit her. As I said, I don't like risks and I'd feel a lot better knowing The Prophecy won't accidentally fall into the wrong hands. Call it faith, but I think you can persuade her to talk. It's not a solo mission. You're just the first to know about it."

"But what about the Heart? My team?" I couldn’t believe it. It was one thing after the other. Just when I had the suspicious feeling of being nothing but the Director’s errand boy, he proves me right. 

"You've taken care of everything already. Your team is ready." His face was sincere. “This side-mission is something I entrust to you only because no one would suspect it."

"No one else knows?" 

"An informant told me where she would be hiding. Our only chance. There's no one I trust more for this job." 

I didn’t know what to say, so I just let it sink in. It would seem both too trivial and yet important a task to be given a leader of the Junior Division this close to the start of a new school year. Everyone else would expect me to be there to look after the Heart Mission. Anyone else appointed to go searching would just alert the very forces we were trying to avoid. Especially with the possibility of spies in the Organization. No one would suspect Junior Division. 

"Conrad." 

I raised my eyebrows at the mention of my name. The Director rarely called me by my name, it was usually only iho or boy. 

"They're just kids. They don't deserve that risk. We can’t be caught off-guard like last year." 

I took a deep breath. 

"Fine." 

"We have to know who this Hero is and until then Karla Silang can't know about her powers."  

It’s more than what I could say about the rest of the school who do know. They’re going to hate her. I should’ve pointed that out, but all I said was, "when do I leave?”

“Tonight.”

My arms fell to my sides, but I straightened up.  

"I'll need a portal key."

"All taken care of."

"I better go and tell Blue Team to take the rest of the day off." I walked to the door. 

"And Conrad." 

"Yes, sir?” 

"Tell them good luck.” 









Mission 1: Follow the Heart
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THERE WERE THREE IDEAS on Karla Silang's mind as she stared down at her phone, inches away from falling off a 3-story campus building’s window ledge. The first, levitation. If she had been a Superhero, she could levitate her phone back inside, through the window, and into her sweaty palms through sheer will alone. The second, whatever sort of power it was that allowed a Superhuman to stretch their arms—stretchiness? Super elasticity? Whichever it was called: with longer arms she could reach it, no problem. The third wasn’t much of an idea, but an idea of a complaint. Why on earth did her phone have to fall from her hand in the first place, right out the window, as she was trying to get a radio signal?

On the plus side, it was working now. The DJ’s voice sounded bright and cheery from the phone as if to mock Karla’s clumsiness. 

“You’re still listening to 106.9 Bayani FM! With me, DJ KC! I hope you’re sitting comfortably this Monday morning, with a hot-hot-hot bowl of lomi! Wakey-wakey!”

“Sitting? Yes. Comfortably? No.”

She was sitting right on top of the open window, one chubby leg dangling outside the open air, while the rest of her was hooked onto a classroom desk, propped against the wall inside. The window was the kind she had to push hard to get opened due to some thick glass and an old frame, but it sure hadn’t been hard for her phone to slip through. 

“Later on, we’ll have a wonderful, good morning chat with a super-kind, super-powerful, and Superhuman guest: Maya Girl of the Organization Superheroes!” 

Karla made an ‘eep!’, then glanced behind her to see if anyone had entered the classroom while she had her back turned. None. She was still alone. 

“Be sure to stay tuned!” the DJ said, right before an embarrassing energy drink jingle started to play. 

She sighed, just as she saw her phone’s screen light up with a notification that her mom sent a text message. Parts of it could be read before it got set aside. 

Did you make it to your classroom? Don’t be late ha! It’s your first day!

She didn’t have to tell her twice. It was a much-anticipated kind of text from her mother, though she wasn’t late. She was too early; it could be mistaken as eagerness. She expected she might get lost, looking through the buildings of her new campus. But it turned out to be easy to find the Mapolan Building, since it was just right across the library, which she remembered from Orientation yesterday.

No, Karla wasn’t going to take any chances of getting lost on her first day of college. She thought ahead. Having first-day jitters would be inevitable, and so would figuring out exactly what to do with herself when she walks into a classroom with strange new faces already in it. Initially, she wouldn’t have minded getting a little late with just the thought of having to socialize prematurely, but something forced her to claim the classroom for herself, even just for a couple of minutes.

Maya Girl accepted a rare interview in a popular radio station, and she’d be damned if she’d let getting lost, trying to look for her classroom, be the reason she would miss it. It would be lucky if someone were to record the interview and share it online, but Karla wasn’t taking any chances. It was Maya Girl! Her idol.

“Of all the rotten luck,” she muttered.

Meeting her classmates and walking into the wrong classroom had been at the back of her mind since nearing the school year. She wasn’t completely jinxed, but a bit of a pessimist. Enough for her to think that at least one problem would have to occur because she’d been having a blissful experience of admissions into this college so far. She didn't expect that the problem would come in the form of having her phone fall off the window, just as a Maya Girl interview was happening, and possibly having to ask someone for help. 

“Now, there’s a cold day in hell.” She laughed, despite herself. Karla often thought she was quite the funny girl, at least to herself. Everyone else was deprived of such humor because she could barely get her words across once they started to look at her. Often words sounded so well in her head, but the execution verbally always came off poorly. That and whenever she tried to sit still during a conversation, in her previous high school, she’d start to drift away with her ideas or could barely pay attention to what people were telling her. It wasn’t like she could admit they were boring, that would be rude.

She was often easily distracted anyway, just like now.

There was a small cool breeze that made her think how fresh and outdoorsy the school seemed and allowed her to pay attention to the trees in the distance. The wind lifted strands of her hair, loosened from the frizzy knot on her head. It made her think of flying this time. It was the kind of scene that would make a great background for a story. If she had her phone, she would take a picture of it. She grumbled.

“And we’re back!” the DJ said. Karla barely even realized the string of ads had ended.

“Ack!” Karla panicked, reaching out her hand and finding out it wasn’t enough.

She didn't have powers, and this was an issue that she might need help with. It made her queasy. The fact that she needed help and her parents were an hour away by bus, even if this chosen school wasn’t one of the campuses in Manila. It was still far away and still a new school, a university, where no doubt nobody's stupid enough to drop their phone out the window. Who would she even ask to help?

“Hi, I’m so happy to be here,” came Maya Girl’s voice, whole and confident, like a woman who had her act together and would never make stupid mistakes. 

Karla bent over and, inch by inch, just barely lifting her other leg out of the window. The phone was lying on its back, a kick away from slipping off. She couldn't figure out how it landed that far off the edge, to begin with. It wasn't like she threw it out on purpose. Then again it was a big phone—a graduation gift even. She was still getting used to carrying it. 

She pushed her whole torso out of the window frame, one foot on the solid ledge. Her fingertips were just about to brush against the phone screen—

"Oy! Don’t!" the sound of a voice startled her, it was already too close and out of the blue that she almost fell out of the window. 

“Ay!!” she twisted to check behind, but a pair of arms wrapped around her waist, hauling her through the window and inside the room. Her leg, still connected to the desk, dragged it along and off the wall onto the ground with her and this person. "Oh, oh! Careful!” 

Karla sat up, leg beneath the overturned desk and numb with the shock. Whoever it was still had one hand around her belly and was muttering ‘sorry’ in quick succession. She got a look at his face, felt a little stunned at how close he was and that it was a he. Well, she sort of already knew it by the voice but it was still surprising, finding a set of pretty eyes directed at her right after being yanked off a window and falling on her butt.

"Are you okay? That was a close one."

"Yeah," she said, feeling rather stupid. Of course. It must’ve looked as if...well. “I wasn’t trying to jump off or anything.”

He blinked at her.

“...the way I see it, Maya Girl, you have quite a big fan base with the youth. What do you think about that?” The radio continued to play outside the window. The boy followed Karla’s gaze, both still sitting awkwardly on the floor. 

“Then what were you doing?”

“I mean, there could be plenty of reasons why I’d decide to climb out of the window.” She kept glancing at it, as if her phone would just float up to answer his question, and then back at him. "But in this case, my phone. You know, things fall sometimes. It's right there and I couldn't reach it. So, I got a chair." She wanted to slap her palm against her forehead. What was she saying?

"Your phone?"

She glanced at his arm, still around her waist, and he had one leg around her back.  It made her self-conscious when he finally noticed and scooted away. She was also wearing a skirt today, which probably hadn’t been the best of outfits for window dangling. Back hurting from hitting one of the edges of the open windowpanes, she stood up as he did.

“I dropped it,” she finally said, dusting her sides. “It’s on the ledge. I was trying to reach for it.”

He glanced over her shoulder as he righted the desk.  

"Oh, I thought..." His shoulders seemed to relax and then he smiled. “Well, that makes sense.”

She didn’t know what to make of that. But it was nice to look at his expression as he ran a hand over his hair that stuck out over his forehead as if he was making sure it was still gelled in place. His face, generally nice to look at, she decided.

“Thanks for the concern, I guess,” she stammered. Now what? Get out of the way so I could get back to it?

"I thought you were just sitting out here for fun or something. It's not safe."

“Ah, yeah. I know,” she said, realizing her tone sounded guilty. She wasn’t the type to pursue such antics, but she did sort of know what she was doing.

He side-eyed the window, as the DJ continued her happy morning chatter in Karla’s phone. 

“What a great answer!” The sound crinkled a bit. “Maya Girl, I can see why everyone loves you—”

"I just dropped my phone. Trust me, hanging by a window is not my idea of fun." 

He laughed, shook his head, and leaned over the window. 

He was just a little taller than she was, but then again everyone would be, Karla was 4’11.

"I'm sorry, I'm just really relieved you didn't fall off. I didn't mean to seem like I was making fun of you."

"Oh, no, no. I didn't think that." Karla laughed too, but her face felt stiff all of a sudden as the blood probably rushed up to her cheeks.  

“What is that playing?” 

“I do appreciate everyone’s support, but sometimes I think it’s unnecessary, y’know? I’m just doing my job. If I could make a difference and inspire others to do the same. I’m happy.”

“Maya Girl’s interview on Bayani FM,” Karla said simply as if that was all the explanation she needed. 

“No way. I love Maya Girl,” he said, smiling open-mouthed and leaning over the open window. “And Bayani FM. I thought she didn’t do interviews.”

Oh no, he’s cute! "I was just going to get it. The phone, I mean."

He made a small move as if a step back to say ‘by all means’.

"How did it fall in the first place?"

"Well, I wanted to listen to the interview and moved by the window in case the signal was better.” She stalled, picking up the chair again and shoving it towards the wall, unsure if he was just going to watch her do that all over again.

"Signal sucks up here," the boy offered.

Karla felt acknowledged and continued, “it was a little better by the window. I lifted my hand and my phone fell off my grip. I hadn't thought about how the window was open until it fell right through."

"Luckily it didn’t go all the way down."

"Yeah."

"You need any help?"

"I almost had it, but maybe if it's okay you could hold my leg so I won't fall?" she didn't know where she got the extrovert energy to even make the request, but people get a little brave when it's about survival, maybe. She didn't want to fall. “I mean, the chair. Not my leg.”

"Sure," he responded kindly and promptly held onto the chair which allowed her an assurance of safety. "Are you sure you can get it?"

"I think."

"Be careful." 

She wasn’t sure if he was mocking her or was just nice. She climbed over the chair, pushed her torso through the window first. What must he be thinking? There goes the weird, clumsy girl, pushing herself through the window all for a phone and a geeky interview. How could she even fit through?

“I want the youth to be inspired, DJ KC. You know, I always say, not everyone needs powers to be a hero. All you need is a strong will and compassion—” 

Karla pushed herself a bit further than before to bend and grab the phone with all her fingers. As she clambered back up, he held onto her waist to steady her.

"Wow, that was a close one," she said, her face felt flushed, and her heartbeats might've spiked. He gave her a hand, which she gracelessly took in her attempt to get back to her feet and off the chair. There was a static shock when their fingers touched, and she flung her hand away. 

He was just as surprised at her seeming recoil, putting his hand behind his back.

"Sorry," they both said at the same time. She didn't know why he said it, but she said it because he was only trying to help. It looked like she swatted him away.

"Thanks, and sorry for the bother." It came out as a mumble, she was surprised he even heard it and responded, "hey, no problem. Also, you know I could’ve just bent over and got it for you, right?”

“B-but you didn’t—” 

“Yeah, I didn’t. I’m sorry. You seem to know what you were doing; I didn’t want to impose.” 

She hated stammering the most, but it was even harder when she had to try her best not to smile.

“Anyway, sorry for intruding. I was just checking up on you." His eyes went wide, and his lips curled up again. "It just looked like you needed help or something."

"Yeah, I guess it could look that way."

Now they were just two random people standing by a chair propped against a window, with an FM station DJ cackling in the background at something a Superhero said. 

Karla checked on the phone's status, an excuse to look at anything but this guy’s face. It was difficult not to study his profile now. She pretended to be more engrossed in her phone than she was but noticed how perfectly sculpted his arms looked as he fidgeted with something on his wrists. Each hand had a rubber wristband with a silver, metallic center. It looked intricate, if not stylish. He had a blue jacket tied around his waist.

"Looking good?" he asked her as she clicked off her phone and turned down the volume. She’d have to look for an online recording of the whole thing later anyway. 

"Yes," she said, “thank you.” Does she just wait for him to go, or will she have to say something else? This was her classroom. Maybe he was in this class too. Well, it was freshman year. Maybe she could be bold enough to talk without internally cringing.

"Are you in this class?" It came out louder than she'd intended.

"No. I'm actually in the room upstairs. I miscounted my steps and thought that room over there was my classroom." He pointed at the room across. "Then I saw you since your door was open."

"Oh." 

"Yeah."

"Freshman?" It just popped out of her mouth because she didn't know what else to say.

"Uh, no, Junior. Masscom, Journalism Major."  

"Junior?" She didn’t think of that. Of course, there were other year levels in the school. "I'm sorry I thought you were a freshman."

"So, I guess you're a freshman?”

"Yes. My classroom is here."

"Obviously." He laughed.

"Oh, right." Awkward. Awkward. Awkward

"Anyway, since you're okay, I gotta go to my room now." 

He straightened and turned on his heel towards the open door. “See you around, Maya Girl fan.”

Somehow when it’s him it didn’t sound like ridicule, but that he was in on her secret. She didn't even know his name. He didn't even ask her for hers. 

“W-what’s yours?" she blurted out. “I mean, your name?”

He turned to look at her from the doorframe. Karla felt weak, certain about a fall again.

"My name's Andre."
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ANDRE IS THE NEW LEADER of the Blue Team. Apparently. He was still working on accepting it and still wasn't sure if he should be thrilled or nauseous. He got the position about a month before the start of summer, right at the end of the semester. Their previous team leader just graduated and left them one member short, so there's that to think about. Then there was also Conrad, who just so happens to be the head of the Junior Division, and technically already a member of the Organization. He was assigned to oversee the Blue Team’s training. Conrad, the guy who, when it's time to face the facts, is the one doing all the leading up to this point, and now that he's off on a mission to who knows where left Andre in charge. 

In charge with a lot of pressure.

He was finally made a leader at the most opportune of moments when Junior Division has been given the mission of all missions, to deal with taking care of the Heart of Heroes, the girl from a decade-old prophecy who doesn't even know she's enrolled in a Superhuman-only college. 

Back when he first joined the Junior Division their missions were only to recruit new young Supers and to assist the Organization on the occasional city-wide monitoring where nothing really bad happened. The Organization would never really give Junior Division difficult missions—it was common knowledge—unless they were the Pioneer Team. The Pioneer Team was Conrad and four of the other senior members of the Junior Division. They were the ones who reopened headquarters and the movement since it shut down in the 90s. 

Now Junior Division was a thing that even the Front Organization cared about and acknowledged, though they were acting sidekicks when the Response Team heroes needed it. 

Being a part of this group of ‘sidekicks’ was one step closer to becoming a part of the Organization itself, being a part of the official line of Supers allowed to fight crime and to save the day. Just like his parents did when they were around his age. It was part of the plan.

Andre just never expected that the moment he finally got appointed as a leader he proves utterly incompetent for the job. This he couldn't help mulling over as he walked into one of the campus' three gymnasium courts to find it empty and devoid of his teammates.

He'd gotten a court reserved for an hour that afternoon so that his team could train their powers for 'potential combat.' That was what Conrad always called it. Andre figured it was especially important for them to work twice as hard, being one member short, and since Pioneer cancelled recruitment this semester so every one of the color teams could focus on watching over the Heart. 

"But how much trouble could one girl be?" he remembered the words Robbie said during their team debriefing. 

"Don't be quick to underestimate a person's value," was all Conrad said of the subject. “That’ll be your weakness, not hers.”

Andre, on the other hand, felt like he understood all the trouble they had to go through for someone in a prophecy. People in the Superhuman community had a bad habit of taking the words of Seers and those with Foresight too literally. If not from their side, then from the ones they might have to fight against. 

He knew this especially after the previous year when the Junior Division found out the Light wasn't the late Kapitan Araw, but his son who, up until his tenth birthday, everyone thought was powerless. 

Curtis was rumored to be hidden by secret Organization members somewhere in the Other World, supposedly being trained by fire Engkantos this semester. 

This Light of the Prophecy was someone Andre got to know personally and even trained with. The Organization thought that with Kapitan Araw gone, the closest person who could help teach the Light was the only kid the sun-Superhero taught back in the day—Andre. He’d gotten special one-on-one training with a big hero when he was no older than six because his powers weren’t exactly easy to teach.

Only problem was, sometimes he wasn't sure he learned enough.

The gymnasium wasn't as fancy as the training court they had at Junior Division headquarters and that was mostly because none of the ones that had panels for ‘weapons’ and obstacle courses were allowed while the Heart was somewhere on campus. Restrictions were implemented, even though her classes were strategically placed in buildings far away from the gyms and open fields where students with Flight and elemental abilities usually roamed. 

The school didn't want to risk her finding out or being endangered, so anything remotely Super was either tucked into storage or hidden with supernatural magic. Blue was only allowed to reserve the court used for actual regular sports, like Basketball. Normal enough.

Andre placed his backpack on the lower bleachers and contemplated sitting, but he was feeling restless. He checked his phone to see if any of his three teammates bothered to reply to his last message. They were supposed to meet out front ten minutes ago.

Someone jogged into the gym, just as he was about to call. She heaved and sweated, with hair strands sticking wildly out of a big bright headband, face just as pink. She looked like she'd been practicing a line right before she entered.

"I expected this from Joe and Robbie, but you too, Cass?"

"A Prof asked me to return the projector," she huffed, scooping parts of her knee-length hair over one shoulder.

Andre tried to act like he was strict about the schedule but was too relieved that someone showed up before he had to wait another five more minutes. Besides, he couldn't hold school-related issues against his teammates. They were all still just students here.

"I can't believe you and I don't have all the same classes anymore," Cass complained through a scrunchie in her mouth, while nimble fingers twisted her hair into braids.

"Just two classes without me, you'll survive." He fished out a paper bag full of water bottles he'd bought in the cafeteria before heading for the gym. 

Cass smiled gratefully, taking one.

"Yes, but why didn't you take the 10:30 Investigative Journalism with me?"

"Conflict with my Aura Manipulation elective. I took the 7 PM Investigative slot instead."

"That's late!" Cass said, dragging out the vowels. "And why do you need to take Aura Manipulation? You're no good at it."

"FYI, I can sort of sense auras, and my mom wants me to."

"You're better with electricity.” Another voice from the entrance. Robbie came in, shouldering a heavy-looking satchel. "And since you're also so nice, can you please charge my laptop?"

"Is it in that rag you call a bag?" Cass commented as he approached.

"Excuse you, this bag is tough and has been with me through many an all-nighter," Robbie said, taking the said laptop out of his bag which hadn’t even been zipped.

"Don't humor him, he's late."

"You are too," Andre reminded, taking the laptop with both hands, and sitting back down on the bleachers. "But she's right, why should I help you?"

"Aw, come on. All of the sockets in the Student's Park and South Lounge are occupied. I can't believe how many students this school has. The Superhuman population should stop repopulating."

"Seriously, do I look like a walking power bank to you guys?" Andre placed a thumb over where a charger would have been plugged into on the laptop.

"A power bank that talks back and reminds us about training every few hours," Robbie pointed out, shrugging.

"Because I knew you'd all be late." Andre gave a wry smile, barely feeling energy released from his hand because the laptop wasn’t totally dead. "We're only allowed an hour to use the court and to be honest I'm not that confident with the Heart around."

"Oh, right, the Heart! What happened? Your text said you talked to the Heart but no answer after I asked about it."

"You talked to the Heart?" Cass asked, surprised.

"I talked with the Heart. And it wasn't a big deal. Shall we get started on some warm-ups?"

"But you said you did something stupid, what was it? I want to know. Did she suck your powers?"

"This sounds like stalling so I'm just going to start warm-up exercises, feel free to follow suit." Andre took his blue jacket off and placed it over his backpack. He bent one arm over the other and loosened a crick in his neck.

"No, it's not. It's me wanting to know if she's cute."

Cass scoffed. "Typical.”

"Leave her alone, Robbie, alright?" Andre said.

"What?" Robbie said feigning innocence. "What is with this hostility? I just want to know."

"We know your modus operandi with girls," Andre said, monotonous. "It's bad."

Cass grinned and Robbie faked a jaw drop.

"I'm just naturally friendly."

“If you’re not careful, your friendliness might cost you your powers. Remember the Director’s warnings.” Andre heard Cass as he walked over to the other end of the gym to where the small room contained basketballs and other equipment. He was pretty sure there were training dummies students often used for punching back there. 

Conrad had been gone for almost a week and the only time Blue Team had anything closely resembling practice since then was the four of them huddling up beneath the staircase of headquarters, listing down all the things they thought each other needed to work on. 

Andre took it to mind when Conrad hinted there might be a show of battle between the colored teams during Heroes Week in July. He didn't want them to make a fool of themselves, especially since they were under his guide. 

The rest of Blue Team did little not to get it into their heads that they were picked for the most badass member of Junior division—it soon died down when they found out just how strict and ridiculously stressful working under Conrad's direct tutelage meant.

Cass hustled along towards Andre to help him take out a dummy. It wasn’t the rubber mannequin one he was picturing, but a heavy wooden stand with bars sticking out of it and a square base.

"How are we going to go about this? I mean, you've never exactly led us in training before?" Cass said in a low voice, suggesting an attempt at hiding her doubt but failing. She tried to make a quick apologetic smile when he raised an eyebrow at her, a betrayed expression in his eyes. "Not that I think you won't have this totally under control, leader." She punched him lamely on the shoulder.

“Uhm, I sort of have an idea.” He didn't want to say that he had no idea what he was doing and was hoping to just follow along with the usual routine they did. He didn't have any vision for his team at all, let alone know what sort of training they should be doing. Conrad pretty much left them already improving on the drills they started with and gave Andre too much freedom to decide on new ones.

“So, some kind of hand-to-hand combat thing there?” Robbie eyed the wooden thing Andre was heaving onto the center and patted the black padding wrapped around beneath one protruding bar.

Andre gestured the dummy in a vague response. He’d never thought about how to improve on powers outside of his field. He hadn't a clue how to help improve a Psychic like Robbie or someone with a Physical Superhuman trait like Cass. But maybe he could pick up on how Conrad usually started drills; something about honing your powers by doing things unrelated to it. 

Andre wanted to kick himself from the embarrassment, he could’ve sworn he’d planned for this last night. So much for the Uno in his old Superhuman Studies classes.

"I was thinking maybe we can wing it today. Show each other what we could do to this...thing."

Robbie and Cass exchanged side-way glances.

"Do what, exactly?" Cass asked.

“You know, just attack it with whatever you got.” Usually, Conrad had a reason—he always had a reason—but Andre’s idea went way behind the crevices of his mind and he couldn’t figure out what he wanted to say. He was completely gawky. It was like watching himself speak from outside of his body, while Cass and Robbie’s silence made it worse. “Cass, you can fling your hair at the bars instead of your hands or something. Robbie could...try to, I don’t know, make it fall with your mind?”

“You do know how this thing works, right, buddy? It’s for martial arts?” Robbie said, chopping the back of his hand against a bar. 

Andre dumped his face in his palm. 

“No, I have no idea what I’m doing.”

“No, no. You’re doing great.” Cass’ braid rose from behind her and swatted Robbie’s shoulders. “Ow!”

“The wing-it thing, we could start with that.”

“Wish I could say I had an idea, but Conrad didn’t give me much to work with. Just a bunch of expectations of what to report by the end of each week.”

“But you trained Curtis last year,” Robbie pointed out.

“No idea what to train outside of the Manipulation Pillar,” Andre explained, whacking the side of his hand against the wooden dummy. “And you all seem good at what you do already.”

“Maybe Joe knows some of Conrad’s training drills—ow!” Cass swatted Robbie again. “What? He could! He’s been with Junior Divi even before we have, and he could know some other drills from Physical, I mean he dated Wesley.”

“Where is Joe?”

Joe, the last member, was missing in action, as usual, and could not and would not be taught anything new unless he felt like it. He's older than all three of them and Andre knew enough about Joe to know that his and Joe's powers were far too different for him to have a clue how to help. This is even though he and Joe are cousins who grew up together.

"Not coming," Andre reported after checking his phone and reading Joe's reply. “He's covering a shift in Hero's Burger.”

"Training on the first day of school was a dumb idea. I called it." Robbie sat cross-legged on the floor. “We’re not getting anything new done. We should just call it downtime.”

“Why don’t we just each show the last thing we’ve been working on with Conrad,” Cass suggested. “Then we take note of things that may need improvement.”

Robbie groaned. “Didn’t we do that last time?”

“Well, we’re wasting precious time. I don’t hear you coming up with any ideas.”

“Nevermind. Let’s just stick with the hand-to-hand combat thing. Just to be doing something.” Andre took a step between them while slipping his phone into a back pocket. “I’ll go first, then you guys do whatever you want with your powers to attack. Either way, we’ll get our bodies working. We haven’t exercised in a while, anyway.”

“Plus, it’ll be a good idea in case the Heart accidentally turns our powers off in a crisis,” Robbie said, smashing his fist into his palm. “At least we’ll know we can punch a tree.”

Cass almost rolled her eyes, but just turned away. “Don’t call on misfortune, you idiot. Things have been going smoothly so far and Nida said she doesn’t think Karla absorbs powers as frequently anyway.”

“What does Nida know? She’s not a Seer.”

“She’s a Power Sensor.”

Andre cleared his throat, fingers tapping against the bracelet on his wrist. “A little space, please?”

The two took a few steps away from the wooden dummy, Cass giving him an unnecessary little cheer and Robbie muttering something about his turn being boring with his powers. 

“Do a charged punch thing, like your dad!” Robbie suggested. 

“But not too hard!” Cass added. “You’re not wearing gloves.”

Andre hesitated, but then, “yeah, I can do that.”

Andre faced the wooden dummy, trying to center himself while sizing up his lifeless opponent. He breathed in and out, releasing his hold on his bracelet. 

Another problem with Andre training his powers was this: using it too much makes it go out of control. Doing small things like charge Robbie's laptop was no added pressure, he could do that with his eyes closed. But focusing his energy on his fists and having them stay there, like his dad did, proved to be something that took a lot out of him.

Lately, anyway.

He used to think he already had his powers under control, but ever since summer started, training with Conrad, finding out he's going to be the leader of Blue Team, and other personal matters, he was starting to think back on how much his emotions go into containing his abilities.

This was why Aura Manipulation helped. Supposedly, with keeping his emotions in check.

He centered himself and raised his hands, leveling them with his target. He’d never used this thing before, but he was familiar with the concept. Conrad had him do electric punches on an insulator bag in headquarters before, and the Organization had him train in combat in a neutralized room as a kid. 

The thing about powers is it's as much a part of a Super as a body part would. Like with Cass’ ability to move her hair like another set of limbs, but the kind that can be cut without really hurting her; or like Robbie being able to push things with his mind the same way he could with a flick of his wrist. The feeling of power varies from Super to Super. For Andre, he felt the electricity in his veins almost like oxygen.

Oxygen he could control. Again, supposedly.

This is why he was put in classes with Elementals. The feeling of power is about the same. But he was the only one in his classes who could control electricity. The only one in the city.

His mother manipulates aura while his father could manifest his energy and convert it into strength, into power. Neither of them could keep electronics going during a blackout. Neither of them feels weak whenever they absorb too much or not enough electricity in their body. Because neither of them needs the same things he did.

Electricity Manipulation. The ability to control electricity. Supposedly he could control it.

Breathe in, breathe out. 

It started as sparks on his fingertips, like the flickering one can sometimes see inside a socket before plugging something in. Then they wrapped around a knuckle, making his hands brighter as he willed the electricity to rush into the rest of his fists. 

He punched at the dummy’s center once with his knuckles, flicked an arm against a bar, before doubling at the center again. With each hit, he felt a charge leave his body 

Blue light blurred his vision as his focus turned onto the sound of each hit. It was lightning-fast as he did a solid right-hand, a rapid one-two. The air around him crackled like the atmosphere before a storm.

He’d forgotten how easy it felt to put his energy into punches and he’d added a small kick for good measure.

He heard Cass’ cheer and the sound of the blood pumping in his head. He almost didn’t care about the flickers of blue tracing the wood his skin touched. His hands buzzed.

"Go, Annie!" Robbie shouted.

An emotion flooded up to his chest at the sound of the nickname. Maybe he misheard Robbie and maybe he didn't mean it, but it easily reminded him of how it used to be when he trained his powers like this. Right before summer started. Right before he was given the chance to be the new leader.

I just can't deal with us anymore, her voice was in his thoughts, another person who used to watch him as he tried his best to show his powers. All too important.

He tried not to think about what else she said, could barely remember what he said in reply, but the feelings already kicked in.

"Watch it!"

The last charge of electricity he made was too powerful. He knew this because he felt a jolt in his arms and fell on his back. He heard the dummy fall as well, but with a heavier thud. The change in the air was no longer electric but smelled like smoke. 

"You set the damned thing on fire!" Robbie said, not saying ‘damned’ but another word about someone’s mother. Cass shrieked, not because of the fire but because the sprinklers in the ceiling all started on and they were greeted by a little indoor drizzle.

"Oh, shit. My laptop!"

"My hair!"

"Oops," Andre said, "my bad."

* * *
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"So, what was she like?"

"Huh?" Andre sat on the top of one stone table set outside the gym. It was under a shade of trees near the path towards the back of the school library. Robbie was lying on another table close by, with a small handkerchief, over his head and his backpack under it. Cass sat on the long stone chair attached near Andre's table. 

He looked at her confused, for a second thinking she meant someone else before she added, "the Heart?"

"Oh." Andre continued to ruffle his hair with his face towel before answering. "She's nice."

"Nice?"

"Ordinary."

Robbie let out a 'hah!' and sat up, the handkerchief falling on the ground. "Seriously? Maybe all our trouble was for nothing."

"I wouldn't think so," Andre said, "sometimes it just takes a while for powers to come out."

"She's, what, sixteen? Seventeen?” Robbie thought, bending over to pick up his handkerchief without getting his feet off his table's chair. “What’s taking it so long, then?”

"A late bloomer. It happens," Cass cut in, setting a comb she'd been using on her lap. Her hair was not looking the slightest bit like it had just been wet and was shortened into a bob. "And some of her power has come out. Absorption."

“Yeah, a ticking bomb, that one. I don’t feel so comfortable knowing I might get weakened just by being around her.” Robbie settled back down on the table again. “You forget, among the three of us, I’m the one Conrad got into a class with her.”

“You’re not supposed to be ‘around her’, you’re supposed to be keeping an eye on her,” Andre said, “and you act like we haven’t been through this in debriefing.”

“He wasn’t listening.”

"I was too! I’m still processing the whole ‘not telling someone they're actually in a school full of Superhumans’ bit of it and having the whole student body hide their abilities from this one girl." Robbie tended to exaggerate his facial expressions when he made a point, matching his ideas with big hand gestures. His words suggest that his interests regarding the Heart weren't as shallow as asking about her physical features. This was the smart as tack Robbie he tries to play off so people underestimate him.  

“All because we're afraid of what? That when she finds out she’s got powers said powers will intensify and she’d start absorbing everyone dry? That’s just not practical thinking, even if she was some prophecy princess, hero, whatever.” 

“You know how powers work for Supers born from non-Super families, Rob,” Cass said, combing her fingers through her hair as it gradually began to grow past her shoulders again. “They do tend to jumpstart once they know what they’re capable of.”

“Okay, but if we’re so afraid of that, why’s the school keeping her here just in case as well? Do we want her to trigger her powers or not? Am I the only one who sees how messed up this whole thing is?"

"Why do you have to question every mission?" Cass sighed, probably unable to answer his complaints like Andre was. “Why can't you just go along?"

"I am going along!" Robbie responded with a sarcastic laugh. I just want to complain along the way since I don't know enough, and you have to admit it's a really stupid plan. I mean, how long can you keep a whole school from using its powers?"

There was a moment of silence, wherein both Cass and Robbie seemed to be waiting for Andre to say something. Say something because he was their new leader, and he might know a little bit more. Say something because his parents were supposedly big in the Organization. Say something because he hasn't been saying anything about everything all summer.

"I don't know." It was all he could say. He was just as bothered by the whole mission as they were. "But we were left with a plan, so I guess we just have to stick with it."

"For how long? How can we keep having classes and training while worrying we'll trigger Pandora's box over there?"

"Guess we'll have to see how long we can keep this up."
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KARLA
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GET OUT OF THE SCHOOL, LEECH!

It was barely a week. So far Karla is convinced that she’s been failing miserably at college and the random cryptic note someone must have left on her desk right after the break seemed a sign. She wasn’t sure what to make of it and had glanced around the classroom as if someone were to go to her and apologize having forgotten a scrap of paper on her desk. It didn’t seem to apply to her specifically—she wasn’t sure she’d done anything particularly leech-like in the past three days—but she kept it. She tucked it at the back of her sketchbook for evidence.

Not that she had anyone, in particular, to show to in school, she hasn’t had a friend so far. No matter what she did she couldn’t seem to make a connection with anyone in any of her classes. All with different sets of people, it took her a while to realize that not everyone had their schedule like hers. 

The other freshmen were already walking around in groups, chatting it up as if they've all been pre-assigned before the start of the semester. But they couldn’t all have met outside of Orientation. 

It didn’t take a while to realize that most of the students she'd been encountering in her classes all had roughly the same schedules, and it seemed that only she moved around on her own time. She heard it from one other student, a perfect-looking girl named Roanne; she called Karla an irregular.

When Karla asked her to explain, she said that she had a different schedule from everyone else here, despite being in the same course. It was probably because the admin thought she needed special classes, or she’d messed up her enrollment. Neither possibility seemed very comforting, but when Karla thought she could continue to talk with the said classmate, Roanne simply waved, 'bye, gotta go!', and walked along with her friend group as the bell rang for lunch. 

She couldn't bring herself to ask if she could hang out with them after, because that encounter had already been draining enough. Besides, they always seemed in the middle of an inside joke and would stop when Karla entered the classroom. It felt like that lately. Like college life had an inside joke she didn't know about. It was like Noah's Ark, if Noah grouped the animals in cliques instead of pairs, and she was the only weird new species who didn't know where she belonged.

Her mother would say she wasn’t trying hard enough. In high school, she'd had the few friends she hung out with since and she was pretty sure those friends she had were extroverts who just up and decided they wanted the odd girl, with the Makiling headband over her forehead, as their friend. Those high school friends went to Manila. Some in the big four schools, some not caring which school as long as it's away from the province. Unlike Karla who somehow wound up in a school, tucked away in a quiet mountain province city, barely a bus ride away from home. 

In this new school, no one was standing up and adopting her to be their friend. No one was trying, almost as if they could sense she was intimidated.

On her way back to her dorm, she tried to commit to a game plan that would get her at least one friend, but so far, she’d drawn a blank, having little to no options. Especially after the embarrassment that happened this morning, when they were asked in one class to say something about themselves and she blurted, ‘I’m a huge Superhuman nerd’ instead of ‘Superhero nerd’, and someone from the back replied with, ‘oh, yeah, what’s your power?’, which got everyone laughing of course. After that, when the teacher continued to ask her questions, everybody just watched without so much as a friendly smile, probably thinking she had some kind of Superhuman prejudice or fetish.

No way was she going to want a repeat of that.

When she made it to her dorm's small lobby there was only one caretaker by the small reception table, a middle-aged woman, Ms. Mauhay. Unknown first name. She encouraged Karla to simply call her tita, but every time Karla mumbled to get her attention the woman would jump as if Karla had pinched her. 

Normally, it was easier for Karla to approach older people, like seniors and middle-aged titas who would buy bread from her mother’s shop and make chika, than it was with people her age. They didn’t give her the impression of judging her severely based on her ability to be normal. 

Ms. Mauhay, on the other hand, always seemed to be in the middle of a mild nervous attack when she sees Karla, muttering something about ‘not seeing her until she spoke up’, or ‘your hair is so wild and you’re just so big, you surprised me, iha!’. Karla assumed she was just getting old and jumpy, and rather than risk another unintentional blow to her self-esteem, she would often creep into the lobby as quietly as she could. 

Karla’s bag got caught up with the screen door and it clattered into the frame. She winced.

"Ayy! It’s you," Ms. Mauhay greeted, hand flying to her chest and dropping her newspaper. There was a television playing overhead, attached high on the wall over a couple of shelves and a side table. A noontime game show was playing and set a happy mood in the room.

Ms. Mauhay seemed capable of multitasking because she always had something on her hand, like a phone or the day's newspaper, all while the TV was left on in the background.

"Hello, po." Karla made a polite smile. After the woman’s usual surprise, she did sometimes attempt small talk, which wasn’t all that bad. Mostly she seemed to ask the usual things: whether Karla’s classes were done, whether she was leaving again and where to, and sometimes a reminder of the curfew if she was out to buy dinner.

"Have you eaten?" Ms. Mauhay asked, not because she was going to offer anything but to be nice. 

"I will, in my room," Karla said even though all she had in the big box for snacks her mom made her bring were junk food and a set of cracker packets. It was easier to say whatever made it sound like she needed to go to her room. Though she did sort of like her, it was always a competition between socializing or her room where her sketchbooks and laptop were waiting. “I have to go study, anyway.”

Ms. Mauhay just smiled in return, which Karla liked to think was because she thought Karla was a good tenant who made no trouble, hardly any noise and went to and from school like she was supposed to. A good student. A friendless student, but a good student.

As she walked her way towards the hallway, she couldn't help but glance at what Ms. Mauhay was reading in the newspaper, opened to a spread with a big car ad on the right-hand page with the local Superhero, Mandirigma, grinning beneath his mask, posing next to the car as if to race it. But it wasn't the ad, the car, or the muscle man hero that caught her attention on the newspaper spread, but the glimpse of a headline that said: 

Maya Girl to Quit?

"No way!" She felt like her heart went up to her throat, startling Ms. Mauhay anew. Her voice probably never reached that volume in this lobby before.

“Everything alright, iha?”

Karla tried to smile it off and act as if she'd been looking at something in her phone, waving it out a little before scrambling wordlessly up the short staircase. 

Her room was at the end of the hallway, 205.

The news couldn't wait but she wanted to be sitting down, semi-comfortable in bed, before reading it online. The room was empty, but the lights were still on, probably forgotten by Karla’s semi-nocturnal roommate on her way out. 

Their blinds were left up too, but that was necessary for the sunlight needs of her roommate's many desk plants. It seemed like her roommate's thing, collecting plants. She’d had to avoid nearly tripping on a few empty pots by the door as she walked in. 

Already typing up a news site on her phone with one hand, she tossed her backpack on the floor beneath her desk and climbed up onto her haphazardly made bed. 

She'd been waking up too early at 5 AM every day for the past couple of days and had the time to fix it, at least, even though the result was always still a mess. This alone was unnatural for her because she liked to sleep in, back when she was in high school and there was her mom to wake her up. 

Her free hand searched for a plump duckling plush in one corner, needing its comfort, as she settled herself into bed. She also regarded a poster of Maya Girl taped over a cluster of pillows almost reverently. It was an actual photo of her mid-flight, taken by a professional photojournalist, and sold during last year’s komikon. 

Her hero looked down from an ant’s eye view as if to say, ‘I’ve got better things to do now!’. 

The headline: Maya Girl Thinks of Quitting popped up on her newsfeed almost immediately, in big white clickbaity letters. 

She was quick to press her thumb on the screen and watched it load with a sinking feeling. A photo appeared pixel by pixel, of the Superhero clad in gold, black and brown. Her mask was fashioned with a point down her nose, imitating a sparrow's beak, and her hair was slicked back into place. Her eyes beneath the mask were a glare. The photo the article used was one taken from a red-carpet shoot Maya Girl and a few other younger Organization Superheroes had for last year’s Sun Magic Ball, held in honor of a movie based on Kapitan Araw and all the country’s Superheroes. Karla remembered it because she had this photo as her phone wallpaper for a month.

The article, however, was anything but celebratory. Karla's eyes darted through the sentences.


After recent allegations of brutality towards powerless civilians, the 20 something licensed hero Maya Girl hints during a press conference at Hero Center Manila, this morning, that for the first time in years she considers early retirement. 

"I may be getting old for this job," she says after once again clarifying that she did not punch a civilian who refused to cooperate during a supervillain hostage situation in Manila theme park, Sun City, last February. 

"I'm tired of explaining myself. It’s been [ano] months? People tend to misread the situation," Maya Girl says, straightforward. "We were in a crisis and my fellow Organization Response Team members and I were only trying to get everyone to safety and there was this guy who kept wanting to take videos. Sometimes some people don't know how to follow safety procedures. We're just trying to help." 

This is with regards to a video that went viral online of the said brutality where Maya Girl is seen throwing her hand towards civilian vlogger, Paul Ilagan from VidTube channel LaughTripz, but stopping before hitting the face. Although it isn't seen that Ilagan was injured, many netizens saw this as a pose of a threat made by a Superhuman against powerless civilians who don't stay in line. 

When asked for a comment about Ilagan's call-out video, uploaded a week after the incident, all Maya Girl had to say was "I don't do Social Media apart from posting a bit on Pictogram. That's why I say I think I'm too old for this. This is just a job. It's supposed to be a noble job. Some are treating Superhumans like entertainment." 

Maya Girl, despite her comment about being old, is still too young for retirement, says Organization President Jonathan de Torres, when asked to give a quote on the issue. “Front heroes, Mandirigma and Engkanto, are only in their late 40s and still going strong.” Maya Girl was also just in a rare interview in Bayan FM last Monday, which may be the last for the superhero.



Karla wasn't satisfied with the article and had hoped that it didn't exactly mean Maya Girl was going to quit, because she didn’t say it. Darn that Paul Ilagan guy. She’d seen the alleged ‘attack’ and everyone from the Superhero fandom agreed that Maya Girl wasn’t about to punch him but simply waved her hand in his direction to explain something. 

It didn’t stop other people on the internet from making spoofs of the event, some even editing the footage to make videos more viral than Paul’s call-out vid. 

Some had already started saying Maya Girl’s career had been over months ago, while others, like Karla, wanted to defend her by pointing out the heroic deeds she’d done in the past. She just couldn’t be expected to quit. She was a hero; she was too good at it. All the hate she's been getting probably had some of the media intent on making her look like the bad guy.

She dared scroll through the comments:


That's the difficulty with Superhumans gaven the title of ''superhero”, tothink it means they get to boss everyone around. Their there to serve. You should know your place, Maya Girl. 



Karla winced at the terrible words, not to mention grammatical errors. It just got worse as she scrolled further and found a new trending hashtag, #FlyAwayMayaGirl.


She used to be my idol but now she's a bad influence. And she's letting herself go. For a superhero, she sure doesn't care about her self-image. #FlyAwayMayaGirl   

Ugly Fat Bird #FlyAwayMayaGirl

Trying to be relevant much, Ms. Maya? #FlyAwayMayaGirl #SuperZeroPH 



It was too much. She didn’t dare comment back on all the haters, so she flicked off the web browser and went to Pictogram to see if Maya Girl posted any kind of statement.

MayaGirlOfficial only had a handful of pictures of the heroine and most of her teammates during training sessions in their special Organization house in Manila, or of them helping people during floods or food drives. The latest post was a black and white picture of her mask, placed on a table with no caption. Posted four hours ago, probably while Karla was still in class. It already had 2.4 K likes and 575 comments. She didn't dare read those, but she hoped this picture wasn't her official statement of quitting.

"She can't quit!" Karla groaned and dumped herself into her pillows.

She hugged her duck plush tight and stared at the bottom of the top bunk. Maya Girl, or MG to her fans, wasn't just another Superhero Karla admired, she was the Superhero Karla admired the most. She was probably what got Karla so invested in the local Superhero fandom, after glimpsing MG fly past her city seven years ago. 

Karla had been nine and didn't own a camera phone like some of her classmates. Instead, she tried to draw what she saw and showed it around her few friends, parents, and relatives. 

At ten, she uploaded a different MG drawing in FreedomArt, a website that encouraged Superhero fan art. The drawing was terrible when she looked back at it but received several comments on how well she captured Maya Girl's costume. A fan site even asked her if they could use her artwork to share in their gallery. Since then, she'd like to think she contributed to supporting Maya Girl through the fandom and by sharing art in her Pictogram. 

MG fans made a point of sharing her message: ‘anyone can be a hero, all they have to do is the good that must be done, even when nobody sees it, and especially when nobody would.’ It was such a good quote too!

There was a growl in Karla's stomach, reminding her she hadn't eaten. As if on cue, the door opened to reveal her roommate, Leila, home earlier than usual. She was wearing an oversized white blouse over a multi-patterned blue midi skirt, accentuating long legs ending with yellow tsinelas. She had a pixie cut and a face that was half ‘good morning, how do you do?’, half ‘good night, I want to sleep’.

She hauled a chunky brown shoulder bag that reminded Karla of RPG game item bags that would usually carry potions or weapons. Except this bag had flower embroideries at the front pockets and Leila’s phone was sticking out. The case had a cartoon sunflower doing a rude gesture with its leaves.

"Oh, you're here," Leila said, dumping her bag on the top bunk. It was a matter of fact and not a question. Her voice and demeanor had a nonchalance that made Karla feel comfortable to talk with her as if they'd always been roommates and not just for a couple of days.

Leila was almost the grand exception to the 'no friends her age' problem. Except Leila was a year older, a sophomore, and their schedules don't always match because she had a few evening classes and was, so far, always missing when she returned to their room. When she and Leila resided in the room at the same time, she found it easy to talk to her, probably because Leila had an ‘ate’ vibe. Karla never had an older sister before and wanted one. But Leila also discouraged honorifics, stating that she's not that old and that ate made her feel like they weren't going to be close, which at the very least gave Karla hope.

Although Karla had yet to run into Leila on campus, she did start thinking about texting her just to ask this morning when she felt lonely. She was probably going to be busy though.

"Yeah, here," said Karla, still wallowing in bed with her duck in her arms. She thought for a moment whether she had the energy for a conversation now before adding, "don't you usually have class at this time of day?"

Leila rummaged through her side of the big closet they shared when she answered, "the prof didn't show. It's been fifteen minutes so we all just left."

She turned to Karla with a charger in one hand and a portable umbrella. She proceeded to plug her laptop into a socket by her desk and waved the umbrella in Karla's direction.

"Have you eaten?"

"No," Karla said, timid despite how much more comfortable she should be around Leila. Maybe it just took time, they've never left the room together before. She tried to pick up a liveable tone. Besides, she should probably stop overthinking the way she talked.

"I was planning on dropping by SevenSeven later for a sandwich."

“A sandwich? That's not lunch! What about rice?" Leila placed her hands on her hips. "Besides you can't continue just eating convenience store food. That's right, I've seen the paper bags," she added when Karla was about to ask how she knew.

"I haven't checked where else I could eat," she responded sheepishly. "Honestly, I haven't gone out that much."

"Seriously? Where are you from, again?" 

"Lipa City, near the church."

"Everywhere is near a church there. Come on, you're in college now. You should at least make use of your free time—unless you're not allowed?" She added.

Karla shook her head. "My dad encourages it."

"There you go. Join me."

"Are you sure?"

"What's with the surprise? Of course! It'll give us time to get to know each other."

"Okay. Thank you so much!" A friend! It made her feel a little better after the day she's been having and the news about Maya Girl.  "This is very nice of you!"

"Really? All I did was ask you to go out more. What, you couldn't decide for yourself before this? It's not a big deal." Leila seemed to study her with her arms crossed. Karla might have to explain to her she was an introvert, as soon as she got comfortable with the other girl. 

"Besides, it's my first time having a roommate." Leila smiled, waving off nothing in particular. "I used to just rent this room by myself and nobody else would take it, it's kind of exciting. I'm sorry if I'm always sleeping or studying too."

"It's okay."

"Anyway, I'm starving. If you don't want to eat rice, I know this place that sells burgers.”

* * *
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"I kind of figured you were an introvert," Leila said as they settled themselves in a seat at Hero's Burger. They'd been talking throughout the whole walk from the dorm, with Karla opening up about her difficulty making friends in any of her classes.

"I'm sort of an introvert too, well a...what’s it? An ambivert? And an irregular student." Leila tapped her chin. "It gets easy. You usually just have to get to know at least one of two people to get by. You have to in case there are class projects or so someone can tell you when the prof texts the class mayor when classes get cancelled."

Karla just nodded at this, knowing deep down she was going to have to suck it up and introduce herself to people to get by. There was still some hope for someone to take her under their wing in one of those classes like Leila was doing. Or pity her enough to take her.

"It's hard," she groaned. She avoided mentioning the note she found. It probably wasn't meant for her to begin with. "Especially for me. They all look like they have established friend groups now. It's too late."

"Maybe you just gotta break a few friend groups then."

"I can't do that." Karla laughed, picking up on Leila's mischievous expression. She hadn't laughed out loud like this in a while, luckily there weren't a lot of people around to hear it.

Hero's Burger was crammed in between a laundry shop and a cafe called The Mighty Bean. It had glass windows and a heavy-looking glass door that had a picture of a dorky-looking masked anime boy eating a picture of an actual burger attached to it. Karla was surprised she hadn't noticed it sooner. It was exactly the kind of place she'd be interested in.

There was an immediate smell of fried food and the sound of an 80s pop song playing in the speakers. It was stuffy like the air conditioning was only just opened as an afterthought. But what caught her eye was a particular wall by the entrance. It had a caricature-type mural of a young Kapitan Araw, Engkanto, and Makiling, sitting on a long table, laughing, and eating a cartoon-ish pile of burgers on a plate. The art was fading as if the wall realized such a portrayal was corny to the youth now or the owner hadn't bothered painting over it.

Karla wanted to take a picture, mostly because she thought the cultural icons drawn to look like dorks were wholesome. So human. 

She didn’t though. 

"What are you looking at?" 

"The artwork," she breathed a sigh, tapping their order number card on their table. "I, er, sort of love Superheroes."

"Who doesn't," Leila said in her usual nonchalance. She doesn't get it, Karla loved Superheroes.

"I wonder what's taking so long." Maybe it was better to change the subject before Leila could see her weird-fangirl side too soon. 

"Why don't you go check at the counter?" 

Karla's eyes went wide, already thinking of what to rehearse before getting to the counter. Leila chuckled. 

"Fine. I'll go. Take care of our seats."

Leila walked up to the counter with ease, as if she wasn't going to demand a complaint or bother other service crew in any way. The order, it looked, was just about ready. Leila stayed put, giving her a thumbs up just as someone moved by her. Karla almost thought he was cutting in line.

"Joe, can we get more ketchup?" said someone, placing himself at the front of the counter next to Leila. “Sorry, excuse me.”

"You guys abuse your ketchup privileges," the guy behind the counter said to another customer as he placed a couple of glasses of freshly iced cola on a tray for Leila. “Now stop crowding the line. Next.”

“What line? There’s just the two of us.”

It was Andre, Karla realized as Leila walked back to their table. 

He looked small next to the bored food service worker. The other boy jutted his chin at him as he slid too many packets of ketchup down the counter.  

Karla didn't know whether she should say 'hi' or walk up to him, it wasn't like she did that sort of thing. But she wanted to. Remember me? Cuz I sure remember you. I keep noticing when you pass by the hall before the first period. 

Instead, Andre turned and noticed her.

Their eyes met for a brief moment, and he made just the smallest bit of smile that reminded her of the friendliness he had on that first day. It looked like a greeting, a look of familiarity. She was ready to hold onto that smile and use it to push herself, think of something to say if he happened to walk over.

He turned and left to go to one of those long tables and sat with his back to her.
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ANDRE
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HE WAS WELL AWARE that the Heart of Heroes was sitting just a few feet away from them, eating a cheeseburger by the door. The fact that he felt a twinge of alertness with how close she was to the exit told him that he was maybe starting to get overprotective. It wasn't like anything bad could happen to her inside Hero’s Burger, or a supervillain would come waltzing in, instantly identify Karla as the girl from a Superhuman prophecy and take her hostage. Three days of constantly 'watching over' someone supposedly worth the fate of his people could do that.

A few other students noticed her too, evidently choosing to sit far away, just as Blue Team did.

"It's quite a simple audition. All you have to do is impress the Pioneer Team with your mad skills and they decide whether you qualify for the second round of trials. That's where we come in to evaluate you." Robbie had an arm around a freshman girl, supposedly an interested recruit. The girl, along with two others, giggled as if he said it most amusingly, while Cass pressed herself in her seat against the wall receiving second-hand embarrassment. 

"Most people think it's difficult to get into the Junior Division but look at me. I got in. I wouldn't call myself a pro in Psychic standards, but maybe lucky."

"Oh no, you probably got in because they knew you were strong," the girl next to Cass cooed, reaching a hand down the table just as Andre sat down. He was just about to reach across to hand Robbie some ketchup but flinched away. 

The girl didn't seem to notice. "Athletic too! I bet you work out more than that Telepathic brain of yours."

It’s like she called him stupid but Robbie chuckled.

"Alright keep it down, please," Andre said, glancing behind him. "Besides, I thought we're not supposed to talk about Junior Divi in public." He hinted at Robbie who was too distracted to do a quick scan of the room.

"We're quiet," Robbie reasoned. "Plus, it's Hero's B. Who's going to care?"

"Can you tell us more about how the color team works?" The girl who introduced herself as Roanne, Susanne from Violet Team's sister, was a little less giggly. "Do you take into account relatives of members already in?"

"Well, absolutely," Robbie said, though he eyed Andre for this. "Not that we have a lot of siblings in or members. It just started four years ago, but if you're as good a Ground Manipulator as Su, I don't see why Conrad will say no. As for the color teams, you know there's Violet, and then Blue, that's us. Yellow, Green, and Red. Not to be confused with Response Team colors."

"How did you get teamed? My sister's no help. She's so competitive." Roanne had a manicured hand over Robbie's arm. "Ate said I was better off not joining. I couldn't handle it."

"Sounds like her," Cass muttered. 

"The color teams were grouped according to the powers and skill levels of each member," Andre answered in a low voice as Robbie got distracted by the way Cass rolled her eyes. "They consider if we can work well together. We also got assigned a Pioneer Team head each—that's the first five members who reopened Junior Division. They oversee our training. We're working under them, and they are under the Organization Response Teams."

"So just sidekicks to the sidekicks?" Roanne seemed to find it delicious information. 

"Well, that's—" Robbie started, but Cass cut him off with "that's about it."

"Then what's the point of the Junior Division as a college organization? Does it guarantee you a spot in a Response Team?"

"Not exactly."

"Oh, so is it straight to a Front Organization Costume position?"

"Again, no." Andre's smile was polite, used to explaining this to his other classmates. "We'll still have to compete with the rest of the Organization's interested applicants after we graduate, but from what I know Junior Division helps the resume and we'd have experience helping out the good fight no matter how small."

"Well, a sidekick is one step closer to being the Superhero anyway. We get to go out in the field occasionally," Robbie said, vying for more cool guy points as the girl in his arm sat up straight. "Don't listen to him, he talks like an old geezer. Besides, he forgot to mention we also get to show off team battle games in July."

"Yeah? Well, so does the school's Power Play athletes and even they have better chances of getting into Attack and Defend Response Teams." The girls, somehow united, began to pack their things.

"So, is that a no?" Cass asked, pouting at Robbie.

"You guys did mention try-outs for Junior Division aren't going to happen until next semester with the Heart still roaming the campus, lost like Alice in Superhero-land,” Roanne said. “I don't know about my friends, but I, on the other hand, just got nominated for freshman representative. A Student Government position," she added as if Blue Team weren't a bunch of Juniors who would know. "From what I know, Troy intends to make sure SG members have a better advantage at getting into a Response Team. He is Mandirigma's son, you know, an actual Superhero? So, I believe it."

Roanne pushed past Andre who obliged by stepping out of the way. Robbie's mouth fell into an insulted gape, throwing a ketchup packet at him to stop. The other two girls shrugged with pretty smiles at Robbie before moving past him too. 

"Wait, before you go..."

Roanne turned, while the other two walked ahead. The only reason he agreed to Robbie's last-minute company was to ask them how the Heart was doing in their class, and they veered off-topic. 

"How is Karla doing?"

"Why are you asking me, you guys are the ones keeping watch."

"I meant in your class with her. Any update would do. I know you girls are in one of hers. I've seen you."

She followed his gaze to where Karla sat listening to the girl she came with as she ate. Roanne tipped her head in a lazy gesture. 

"Having her in class is a nuisance, and so is the rest of this Heart prophecy nonsense. You all should just tell her what she is and be done with it." 

"Rude!" 

Cass stood up as Andre put his hand over the table to stop her.

"I hope you don't plan on doing it."

"I wouldn't. Trust me." Roanne rolled her eyes. "But your school's full of restless students, and it's only a matter of time before she starts sucking someone else's powers. So, I'm good." 

"How are you sure—" Robbie started.

"Gossip," she cut him off. "Everyone knows what the Director says she could do. Junior Division's not the only one who does." 

She waved her hand back as she walked away, barely acknowledging Karla's existence, as if she hadn't just called her a nuisance, and passed her by the door. 

"Well, she's...mean," Cass grumbled. "She makes Susan seem like an angel."

"And hot!" Robbie grinned. "Think she'd say yes if I asked her out?"

"You think you could have given me a heads up about inviting people to come with us? We're supposed to be watching over—"

"The Heart, I know. But she's in her dorm and Violet Team's going to be on duty soon. I figured we could use the good rep among the freshmen." Robbie sank back in his seat. "You know, after thoroughly hating us this semester."

It's been three days. Barely a week. 

Andre rubbed a hand over his face as he sat back down next to Cass. Conrad was still on his secret mission and, so far, Blue Team has fallen into a routine of basically stalking Karla Silang and steering the rest of the school's Super freshmen away from her attention.

Junior Division already made an inside joke of it: babysitting duty. All the color teams have their time slots, but Conrad wanted Blue always around and ready to jump and take a bullet for her if necessary. Not his actual words, but that was the impression.

Karla didn't even know Andre, Cass, Robbie, and, occasionally, Joe were always just casually near her wherever she went; from her classes to the short walk she took to her dorm, and her occasional visits to the closest convenience store. She hardly ever left her room, which was lucky for Blue because the dorm was Violet Team's responsibility.  

Karla also didn't know about how Junior Division members had to act like hall monitors, discipline officers, party poopers—whatever negative boring titles the freshmen could come up with—because of protecting her from the truth. 

Robbie was right to think hiding the fact that New Hero University was a Superhuman school was insane. It was one thing to keep Karla safe from potential villains wanting her for the Prophecy, but the real challenge of the mission was the other students. Just that morning Andre had to tackle a kid who was trying to stretch his arms at his classmates, playing tag in the hallway, while Karla's class got dismissed. 

He caught sight of her through their door's window, almost first to leave, and he shoved Stretchy Arms and his friends none-too-gently into another classroom.

There were also warning slips involved when Junior Division caught the freshmen using their powers. Especially freshmen in her building. First is a reprimand, second, they must go to the actual school discipline office, and third, could affect their good moral standing and their grade for endangering Superhuman society. He was sure no one wanted to test the third, much less suspension. The freshmen weren't happy. 

Karla only had classes in the building for lectures, Mapolan Building. History of Philippine Superhumans, Basic Superpowers, and Abilities, as well as other non-Super regular subjects like Communication Skills, Filipino One, or Algebra One, were taken there.

It was also the building where Andre took his Aura Manipulation elective, Aura Reading, because the only super thing in it was trying to look at people's auras and understanding their meanings. He was only average, but he could still sort of pull something together to stay on the Dean's List. 

He wasn't sure about the rest of the school's experience apart from what he saw. From what he heard from the other Junior Divi members, most of the freshmen's power-related subjects had been adjusted. More paperwork than execution. They had schedules near Karla's and the school wanted to be careful. It was still a Superhuman school, and they were restricting the Superhuman kids in the one place they've probably dreamed they could let loose and be free with their powers.

As much as Karla wasn't popular, so was the Junior Divi this year.

Word in HQ was Troy, the Student Government President, wanted to appeal to anyone higher than Junior Division. From the school's Board of Directors to the actual City Sector's Director himself. He claimed Junior Divi's missions were affecting student morale and productivity. 

They haven't had success yet, but Andre was starting to get the feeling it affected the teachers and even the school staff just as much as well. It was like asking someone not to use the hand they're accustomed to writing with. Just yesterday he caught the way one of the school librarians hurriedly dropped himself from floating to shelf some books when Andre passed by the aisle. He wished he could've mentioned Karla wasn't even around, but he already apologized.

A rumor even spread about the Hero in the Prophecy that was supposed to be the Heart's "protector". Supposedly Junior Division 'knew' it was going to be someone who was close to her and was waiting to see who it was going to be. Naturally, none of the other freshmen wanted to be reeled into the mess of the Prophecy, so it was a reason to stay away, on top of her being a Power Absorber. Neither reason have yet to be proven.

Finally, there was also a running joke Andre overheard that Karla was a Super Normie, meaning what Superhumans call people without powers who wished they had one. But she hasn't done anything out of the ordinary, and he was sure he wasn't the only one waiting for something to happen.      

"If you'd care to look, she's actually by the door."

Cass and Robbie struck conspicuous movements before Andre could stop them. He slumped further into the chair in defeat. 

"Should've asked who but at this point I'd be surprised if it wasn't Karla," Robbie said, biting the tip of the ketchup packet and opening it with his teeth. "Unbelievable, the one time we don't have to follow her."

"If she's here, someone from Violet could be just around the corner," Cass said, pretending to be looking for someone else.

"I think that girl with her is one of Danea's friends." Andre felt like he did a better job of not looking as he remembered he still had his half-eaten lunch starting up at him. "Karla's roommate. Lila, I think? Susan said she was half-Diwata so, Danea thinks Karla's Power Absorption wouldn't work on her." 

"A half-Diwata, huh?"

"Don't," Cass warned, just as Robbie set his cheek into his palm and his elbow on the table. "At least she has a friend. By the looks of it, no one wanted to go near her."

"Two, if you count Andre trying to save her and her cellphone." Robbie grinned, it had been a source of amusement between him and Joe. "You think she remembers you?"

"She smiled at me, so I guess?" Andre added, trying to downplay the slight panic that could mean she might have noticed him following her too. 

"It's only been two days. You think she can tell we've been stalking her?" Cass asked, wide-eyed. "Maybe we should have asked the Organization for better disguises. Like Concealer Necklace. "

"Good luck getting permission for those," Robbie snorted. "Besides, she doesn't know. I keep telling you. Otherwise, I would've heard her think it."

Cass scowled. "Stop reading her mind."

"What?" Robbie said defensively. "Plenty of Psychics in the Organization have already done it to her."

"In moderation. And they're not a creepy nineteen-year-old guy trying to read an innocent girl's mind."

"Yeah, and we have a bunch of middle-aged men in the Psychics Department. I'm creepy."

"That's not the point anyway. It's just wrong. We're not supposed to use our powers around her, it's unfair to the other students."

"I'm doing it to learn more about her." Robbie took a mouthful of fries as if to emphasize that he's done arguing but Cass was just getting started.

"How can you be sure when your mind reading is inconsistent these days?"

"Low!" Robbie's hand flew to his chest. "Two times! And that was just yesterday! I must've been hungry or something."

"I would very much like to see the day you two could eat with me without arguing. Quietly," Andre cut in before Cass could rebut. He chanced one glance at Karla's table, but she seemed too engrossed in the conversation she was in.

It was a nice change, seeing her in good company after all. He was beginning to worry that the person most inconvenienced by all this was Karla herself. They knew she wasn't going to be too popular with the suggestion of her powers, but Andre never guessed everybody would feel more than welcome to steer clear from her. 

He kept secretly wishing someone would at least talk to her or that Karla would just pick a person and start chatting until they forget about what she didn't know. She appeared happy enough, just scribbling in her notebook every morning and scribbling still while the professors lectured.

"Oh my gosh, we're so sorry," Cass said, temperament changing and giving him a look of concern, he didn't expect to be receiving. "We didn't mean to; I mean if we reminded you of—"

Robbie shook his head quickly.

Andre blinked in confusion.

"What?" he said, "what are you talking about?"

"He wasn't thinking about it," Robbie said, for once the one glaring at Cass and seemed to warn with his eyes. Maybe in Telepathy. They'd been doing that sort of thing all summer.

Andre tried to follow their stare before it dawned on him. 

"Oh, you mean like Jenny and me?" He felt a little stunned that it came up. "No, no. I wasn't."

"It's okay to talk about it," Cass burst out eventually, to Robbie's dismay. He slapped a palm to his face.  
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