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Novas Got Nerve

Liquid Onyx, Book One

BL Jones


To Rexley, the imaginary boy who was my friend when I had none. And to the hero in all of us. This is for you.


Chapter One

This Is It. This Is Our Hero

RIGHT THEN. LET’S kick this off with some hardcore exposition and a whole lot of bizarre shit.

My name is Rexley Xander Nova.

Yeah. I know. Just. It’s a weird name. I have a weird name. I have weird friends. I have a weird family. I have a weird existence. No lie, this is pretty much how things are gonna be all the time going forward. So. For the sake of full disclosure. Beware.

Fun fact number two, I live in a little seaside town named Colbie.

Colbie is small, like barely there tiny. We have one school, one church, one town hall, one strip of shops, and one park. The rest of Colbie is cottages and beach. It’s the kind of place you get lost in because Google Maps has it out for you, not somewhere you’d go on purpose. The most memorable thing about Colbie is probably the town’s residents. You’ll understand what I mean by that later.

Fun fact number three, a lot of people are raised by the subspecies known as parents. I ain’t got those. I do, however, have a Roux and a Lady Mars.

Roux is my uncle, and, I gotta be honest with you, he’s one of the strangest men alive. He’s also very annoying. Prepare yourselves. Mentally. Emotionally. Possibly physically if you’re one of life’s throwers. Like, if you tend to throw things when you’re frustrated. Or afraid. Or hungry. I don’t know. Emotions are hard. And yeah, I hear you, “hungry” isn’t an emotion. But. I can’t be alone in thinking it really should be.

Maybe part of you is worried this is gonna be the start of me whinging about my bothersome parental figure. I get why you’d think that. I’m twenty and a person and, regardless of age, I think it’s just how we do sometimes. But nope. That is not it, I swear. You haven’t met him yet. And now I feel bad for you. Because if you keep going with this whole thing then you will have to meet him. So. I mean. Good luck with all of that noise, you masochists.

The other half of my parental unit is Lady Mars. She and I aren’t family in the traditional, biological sense. But we are family in all the other ways that matter.

If I tried to really, properly, describe the pure personification of epic that is Lady Mars to you, then we would probably be here forever. So, I’m gonna knock it down to the basics for now.

Lady Mars is the local “eccentric” woman who lives in the scary looking cottage and who everyone secretly thinks is a witch. The town hag if you will. Those are her words by the way, not mine. The old hag part I mean. Lady Mars isn’t old or a hag. She is a witch though. Or at least, she comes from a family with magic in their blood.

Magic runs in bloodlines, and most magical families call themselves Mages.

The existence of Mages is a secret. Not a lot of people know magic is a real thing, which is probably just as well.

Roux isn’t fond of magic. He says people cause enough of their own problems without throwing something as unstable as magic into the mix.

Lady Mars doesn’t mind people calling her a witch. I think she enjoys having everyone fear her a little bit too much. On Halloween, she dresses up like a “normal person” and tells everyone Halloween is the witch equivalent of a bank holiday. She also likes to do stereotypical witchy things like collecting crystals and wearing hooded cloaks and using made-up words when she does magic even though she doesn’t need to.

As for me, I’m not a Mage. I’m the dramatic result of a science experiment gone very right or very wrong, depending on who you ask.

I have powers. Superpowers. Most of my close friends also have abilities as a result of the same science experiment.

My father was Dr Alexander Nova. He was a massive dickhead. And also a mad scientist. He created a superpower chemical that was eventually given the name Liquid Onyx. Genuinely. Liquid Onyx. No joke, I’m basically a Powerpuff Girl.

Alex started out by experimenting on adults. Every single one of those people either died or succumbed to extreme levels of mental instability within days of being injected.

It wasn’t until he accidentally experimented on a child of fourteen that he reached a turning point. The boy’s name was Tyler Kane. He was a runaway foster kid who happened to look a lot older than he was.

Tyler survived the initial injection of Liquid Onyx, and it took nearly a month before the first signs of mental and physical sickness began to show.

Maybe some people would have seen this as yet another failure. But to a man like my father, a truly brilliant scientist, progress was progress.

Alex determined Tyler’s youth was what made the difference. With that discovery fermented in his mind, he kidnapped and injected a load of children, including his own son, with the highly dangerous and potentially lethal substance.

He discovered children under the age of ten were more likely to survive. Moreover, children under the age of five were more likely to avoid the insanity that had overtaken his previous subjects.

Some of the children died. In agony. Some of them didn’t. I’m one of the lucky ones who crawled away with my body intact.

My mind, on the other hand, is something we could argue about all day.

Those of us who did survive Liquid Onyx found ourselves able to do impossible things. Superpower type things.

Along with an individual superpower of our own, all Liquid Onyx survivors have enhanced senses, superior physical capabilities, and accelerated healing.

My father went full-on supervillain, and now I’m a superhuman who can blow things up with my mind.

I’m a character from a bloody comic book. And not a particularly good one either.

So. Yeah. That’s my baggage. Well, part of it. Definitely the biggest suitcase on the trolley anyway.

For real, though, in my life, there are superheroes and secret government agencies and evil organisations who strive for world domination like it’s an actual attainable goal.

I know people who dress up as superheroes on the regular, and they even act like other people who don’t go running around in tightly fitted super suits should have to take them seriously. Even weirder is the fact some poor tossers out there actually do have to take them seriously.

It feels like I’m already fucking up this whole thing. Explanations are really not my strong suit. I don’t want to info dump all over your faces. I mean, we are strangers, and dumping my entire life story on anyone in one go seems a bit excessive.

So, to cut a long and somewhat ridiculous story short, my father worked for an evil organisation called Obsidian Inc. Yeah. The supervillain organisation run by evil bastards is called Obsidian Inc. I promise, I’m not the one making up the names.

Obsidian Inc is the bane of every superhero’s existence. No, Obsidian Inc is the bane of everyone who isn’t a tosspot hell bent on taking over the world.

My father was a renowned scientist who joined Obsidian Inc because they allowed him to push the limits of safety, sanity, and morality. He never actually believed in their rhetoric about control and power and supremacy.

Not gonna lie, Obsidian Inc isn’t particularly special in terms of supervillainy. They hide behind the guise of a scientific and technological research company, but in truth, they are a jack-of-all-trades evil organisation. OI creates weapons, both tech and biological, and they trade in secrets, both political and personal. Their aim is simple: they want the power to make the world and its inhabitants bow to them. They believe in the same shit every evil group of arseholes seems to believe in. Namely, they’re right and you’re wrong and if you’re not one of them then you’re probably gonna get shot at, bombed, or locked up and tortured.

OI believed Liquid Onyx was the key to taking control of the world’s leading forces. They planned to raise an army of superpowered agents to do their bidding. With a large number of superhumans leashed and bound to their will, OI would be unstoppable.

I don’t know what made my father decide to keep trying to make Liquid Onyx viable for adults. It could have been a simple matter of ego. He might have felt the need to prove he could accomplish what he had originally set out to do.

Roux says otherwise. He believes Alex didn’t want to experiment on children anymore and finding out how to make Liquid Onyx survivable for adults was the only way to stop that from happening.

I’m not sure if it even matters why he did what he did next. It doesn’t change what happened.

When my father experimented on a kidnapped group of children, the world shuddered and quaked. When my father experimented on himself, the world almost ended. And that is not an exaggeration. He became something no one could have predicted. He turned himself into a living nightmare. It was not a good time for anybody.

Alex Nova went on a rampage. He killed many people.

My father was a villain, the world’s first supervillain, and I am his son.

And yeah, I know, my ability to explain seems to be getting worse rather than better. Wow. Your confused silence is noted.

But, truth, it’s all legit ridiculous as it sounds.

There was a time when Roux also worked for Obsidian Inc. Roux was not a scientist, mad or otherwise. Roux was a field agent, an assassin. He’s never said so outright, and I’ve never asked. He’s told me enough, alluded to it enough, that I’ve been able to figure it out for myself. I don’t need confirmation of something so clearly in Roux’s past. Something I know he feels an immense amount of shame and regret over.

After my father almost broke the world, after I gained powers, after my mother was killed, Roux left Obsidian Inc. He joined the Forces of Investigation and Security Agency, a secret government organisation whose core purposes are to gather vital intelligence, maintain the defence of the United Kingdom and its allies, and protect the people of the world from dangerous groups and corporations like Obsidian Inc.

Honestly, though, how Roux managed to get himself hired by anyone, let alone two very dangerous and very secret organisations, is something I really don’t understand.

Roux Nova, a man who once accidentally got himself trapped inside an oven. An oven. Why?

I remember being seven years old and going into the kitchen for a drink. I heard Roux shouting for help from inside our admittedly quite large oven, well before I reached the kitchen. Roux is, as a rule, a very loud and screechy kind of person.

I ignored Roux’s cries for help and went to get myself a Capri-Sun from the fridge. He must have heard me moving around the kitchen because he started getting extra cranky. He insisted someone, namely a small elf-like child, should open the bloody oven door, otherwise that very same child might find himself being shipped off to Norway to live among the reindeer.

I continued to ignore Roux and drank my juice. Then, when I was finished, I put my empty Capri-Sun in the bin and went back upstairs.

Later, Roux demanded to know why I’d chosen not to help him. I explained to him I thought he was being justly punished by Lady Mars for eating her special Pop Rocks again. Trapping Roux in the oven would have been the only correct course of action. After all, I knew the Hansel and Gretel story, a truly tragic tale of two delinquent children who took advantage of a good-natured old witch by stealing all her sweets before killing her in a fit of bloodthirsty rage.

Hansel and Gretel was always one of my favourite Lady Mars bedtime stories. Clearly, she had taken heed from the story and decided to pre-empt any oven-based attacks from Roux by getting to him first.

Roux did not appreciate my perfectly logical reasoning. He sputtered around like a deranged octopus and screeched that was not what had happened at all. When I asked him what did happen, he stopped flailing abruptly and muttered, “I don’t have to explain myself to you. You’re seven. I might as well be talking to a goldfish right now.”

I reminded him he wasn’t allowed to talk to a goldfish about anything because he was still banned from our local pet shop after the time he tripped over thin air and smashed into the big birdcage. He damaged the cage so badly all the budgies and parrots escaped. Marcus, the pet shop owner, had to organise a search party to track down the lost birds. Almost the entire population of Colbie joined the search, and they eventually found all the birds. Except for one. A small white-and-blue budgie named Wilbur.

Marcus tried to insist another Colbie resident, Karen, had stolen Wilbur and she was holding him hostage. Karen vehemently denied the accusation, and she called Marcus a “bird fascist.”

We had an informal trial at the following town meeting. It descended into chaos pretty quickly. As do most of our town meetings. The town eventually voted, and Karen was found not guilty. Not because anyone thought she was innocent, but because she already had at least thirty budgies who fitted Wilbur’s description living in her house, so there was really no way to prove if she had him or not.

When the local police told him there was nothing they could do, Marcus tried to call in MI5. A nice lady who probably worked in someone’s reception somewhere told him that MI5 don’t deal with stolen budgies. She told him to call the RSPCA for that shit.

Marcus blamed Roux for Wilbur’s “kidnapping.” Thirteen years later, he still holds a grudge, even though Wilbur is certainly dead by now. Roux made the mistake of pointing this out to Marcus once, and Marcus promptly burst into tears. The whole situation was awkward as hell. I had to slowly shuffle away from Roux when people started staring, wondering what the local lunatic had done to upset poor Marcus. It got even more awkward when Roux tried to comfort Marcus and Marcus responded by attacking Roux with bird seed. He made him eat it. It was really, really gross. And hilarious. But in a sad, maybe-I’m-dead-maybe-this-is-a-dream-maybe-I’ve-finally-snapped kind of way.

The whole thing was extra ridiculous to watch because Roux is a fully trained government operative and a very skilled fighter. But Marcus was surprisingly strong, and he’s a civilian. It’s not good secret agent etiquette to use your moves on civilians.

In the end, Lady Mars had to intervene and rescue Roux by putting Marcus into a headlock.

When I reminded him of his prior pet shop transgressions, Roux huffed and flopped off to be ridiculous somewhere else. He adamantly refused to tell me how he got stuck in the oven. To this day, I have no idea how he managed it, or why he was even in the oven in the first place. It’s probably just as well because 90 percent of the things Roux says horrify me.

I love him, though, because Roux is the one who saved me. When my father destroyed our family, Roux offered himself up to his enemy. He risked everything just so he could protect me.

Roux wasn’t the first to try and

keep me safe.

When my mother realised what my father had become, she went to FISA and asked them to protect me. They tried. FISA sent me and my mother into hiding. Agent Aaron North and Agent Teresa Cortés elected to guard us. They even brought their own son and my fellow Liquid Onyx survivor, Damon, to stay in the same house.

We all lived together for a few months before my father found us.

I had my mother taken from me that night. Damon North’s parents were taken from him as well.

I don’t know what my father would have done next. I don’t even really know why he came after me and my mother.

If it weren’t for Damon and his power, I’d probably be dead.

I was so young. We both were. I can’t remember exactly what happened, the memory distorted by time and the need of my subconscious to protect me. But I know a few things for certain.

Teresa Cortés and Aaron North were murdered right in front of their son. Damon’s powers were triggered by it. Alex Nova went down and never got up again.

My father killed my mother. Damon North killed my father.

I haven’t spoken to Damon since that night. Since both our lives were irrevocably changed.

After, when there was nothing but smoke and blood and silence, Roux found me. He said I was hiding on the roof of a neighbouring house, our safehouse having been destroyed by the combination of Damon and Alex’s power.

I wasn’t alone on the roof. Damon North was sitting right next to me. I don’t remember climbing onto the roof. I do remember holding Damon’s hand. I remember his hand felt hot. Not just warm, but truly burning. Like touching a radiator in winter or a fully boiled kettle.

I had a burn on my forearm, likely caused by Damon’s burst of power. That burn eventually became a scar. The scar is six inches long and has faded to a very pale white.

Sometimes I dream about that night. Through the years, the dream has changed and shifted, memory fading and mixing with fiction. But one thing remains constant. Damon. His hand in mine. The heat of his power. The bright, blazing blue of his eyes.

When I dream of that night. When I dream of Damon. My scar burns.

We found out later Alex destroyed all his Liquid Onyx research and the remaining Liquid Onyx serum before he came to the safehouse. He made it so OI couldn’t possibly recreate what he had done. Not with his work, anyway.

Roux told me he was sent to the safehouse that night to retrieve me and Damon. He was ordered by Obsidian Inc to bring us back to them.

At least I can say Roux never lied to me about how things started for us. I think that matters, maybe more than most people could understand.

When I asked Roux why he changed his mind, why he defied his orders, he told me he did what he did to atone for our family’s mistakes. His and Alex’s mistakes.

I’m not sure it was ever that simple.

My uncle and I come from a long line of government agents. My great-great etc grandparents were a few of FISA’s original personnel. Before FISA, my family were all either some form of military or MI6 and MI5 agents.

We were always expected to follow the family line and defend our country in one way or another.

Roux is the youngest of three brothers. His other brother, Maddox, joined FISA when he turned eighteen. Roux was convinced by my father to eschew our family legacy and become an OI agent instead.

Their parents were both killed during a mission when Roux and Maddox were quite young, and so Alex raised his younger siblings.

Roux idolised his oldest brother. He loved him fiercely.

When Alex decided to work with Obsidian Inc, Roux knew he couldn’t let his brother go into that den of vipers alone. Roux was young, still a teenager, but he was desperate to hold on to the brother who seemed to be losing himself more and more every day. Roux could see his brother falling into a dark, unfathomable place, and it scared him. He thought by standing at his side he could stop it. He thought he could save Alex.

But there was nothing Roux could have done. Everything my father did was a choice, and every choice he made was his own.

In the end, Roux chose me. He risked his life and his freedom when he asked FISA for mercy. They granted it to him in exchange for his skills as an agent and his OI knowledge.

Roux told me the one thing they didn’t ask for was his loyalty. He said that’s the main difference between other agencies and FISA. Other agencies demand your loyalty. FISA earns it. He says they aren’t perfect, that no government agency could be with all they deal with. But FISA does a lot of good in the world, which has to count for something.

A lot of FISA agents live in Danger City where the agency has its largest base. But Roux didn’t like the idea of being so close to an agency of people he couldn’t trust. Not back then anyway. So, Roux took me to a place about an hour outside Danger City.

Colbie.

But Roux hasn’t stayed here all these years out of mistrust, or even necessarily because of Colbie. He stayed because of Lady Mars.

Roux swears Lady Mars randomly decided to kidnap us one day, and he was too emotionally drained to fight her on it. Lady Mars says Roux rammed his car into hers on purpose and used his “clumsy and pathetic wiles” to con her into co-parenting a superpowered five-year-old.

I stand by Lady Mars’s version of events. Mostly because I like how annoyed Roux gets when I side with her over ridiculous things he can’t technically disprove.

I also tend to agree with Lady Mars over Roux because she holds about 90 percent of the power in our family. Like, if we were a mafia family, she’d be the boss. No question.

Limiting Lady Mars’s power to our family might be a bit unfair of me. Lady Mars rules over the entirety of the Colbie with a pure diamond fist and—

“What are you staring at?”


Chapter Two

Mates and Space Dolphins

“WHAT ARE YOU staring at?” Caleb asks, effectively disrupting my expertly weaved and highly informative brain ramble.

Caleb leans in close to me and squints like he’s trying to see something off in the distance. We’re sitting side by side on Colbie beach, both of us in just T-shirts and jeans.

It’s mid-August, and the sun has only just begun its decent into the sea. But also, England. Summer in England is, for the most part, a theoretical concept. If it weren’t for my Liquid Onyx blood, I would probably need to be wearing a hoodie right now.

That’s another weird thing about Liquid Onyx survivors. Our internal body temperatures are all messed up. It takes a lot for us to really feel the cold.

Our immune systems, it seems, are similarly hardcore.

It’s difficult to say with any real authority because the only ones who have properly experimented on Liquid Onyx survivors are OI, and they don’t go around flashing their top secret files at government agencies for kicks. But I think we’re incapable of contracting most illnesses.

As far as I’m aware, no Liquid Onyx survivor has even had something as basic as a cold.

I consider shoving Caleb away from me. But then I’d have to raise my arm and I really don’t feel like doing that. It’s a dilemma for the ages. Shakespearian level shit. To move or not to move.

I decide to compromise by giving my reply the air of someone who is riding the high of just having shoved another person.

“I’m not staring at anything.”

Caleb is not cowed in the slightest.

“You look pissed. Who pissed you off? Was it the ocean?” He looks despairingly at the expanse of water spread out beyond us. “That salty bitch is always trying to start something with someone.”

I hum in disapproval.

“Don’t call the ocean a bitch. She’s older and wiser than you could ever hope to be. Have some respect.”

Caleb shrugs.

“I can respect things and call them what they are at the same time. It’s one of my more impressive skills.”

“You have skills?” I ask with mock scepticism.

Caleb gives a firm nod.

“Got five in total that I know of.”

“Are they new?”

“Nah,” Caleb says. “I just hide ’em most of the time ’cause I don’t want to upstage anyone.”

Caleb throws me a quick grin. My lips twitch in response. Caleb’s grins are infectious. He’s one of those rare people who emanate charm as easily as most other people breathe. It can be difficult to resist the pull even when he’s being impossible.

“Gonna tell me about some of these skills then?” I prompt.

Caleb thinks about it for a second. Then he raises a hand and starts ticking things off with his fingers.

“One, I can spell the word supercalifragilisticexpialidocious.”

“Very impressive.”

Caleb ticks off another finger.

“Two, I can draw a parallelogram without a ruler.”

“Also good.”

Caleb nods sagely in agreement.

“Three, I can recite my times tables by heart.”

I raise my eyebrows at him.

“Recite, bloody hell, all right.”

“But only when I’m sober,” Caleb adds begrudgingly.

“Well,” I commiserate. “We all have our limitations.”

Caleb ticks off the last finger.

“Four. And this is the one I’m most proud of. I can put a duvet cover on all by myself.”

I snort, unable to stop the unwanted stepchild of laughs to burst out at full volume.

“You,” I accuse, “are a great, fat liar.”

Caleb pretends to be offended by my disbelief.

“How dare you.” He shakes his head at me. “Fourteen years of best-friendship and this is what I get from you. Suspicion and baseless accusations of dishonesty. Un-bloody-believable.”

Fourteen years. Blimey. That’s mental.

Caleb is my best friend. Has been since we were both six years old. He was my first friend. The first one I ever made. Though that might be giving me too much credit. It was all Caleb, really.

It seems mad so much time has passed. Fourteen years of time. Even still, I don’t think I’ll ever forget the day I met Caleb Moon.

 

It’s been a long day.

I’ve spent hours upon hours, an eternity really, sitting in a classroom surrounded by feral children who chew crayons and throw dirty rubbers at each other and run around with safety scissors like lunatics.

I put up with it because Roux and Lady Mars say I have to. I put up with it because Roux refuses to try homeschooling me again. Because some people can’t handle criticism. If he didn’t want me to mark his lesson plans, then he shouldn’t have let me have the red pen in the first place.

After a horrible day of having to deal with other people, all I wanted was to sit amongst the rock pools on Colbie beach and read my book about starfish.

But now, this.

There’s a boy hiding behind a large rock not far away. The boy has pale skin and messy dark hair, his face clear and dominated by a pair of big grey eyes. He keeps peeking out at me from behind the rock, like he thinks I failed to notice him loudly making his way towards me not five minutes ago.

I tell myself not to look.

I look.

The boy waves at me and shouts, “Hello, new friend.”

I don’t respond.

For some reason the grey-eyed boy takes that as an invitation to leave his hiding spot and come over to me.

The boy stands very close, within touching distance, and asks me things like “What are you doing? What’s your name? Why are you wearing a hat shaped like a teapot?” and on and on and on.

Why? I’m reading about starfish. I’m busy. I don’t have time for friends, especially not friends who think it is acceptable to stand over me and ask inane questions.

I don’t answer any of his pointless questions because I don’t want to, and Lady Mars says I’m not old enough to be obligated to be nice to strangers yet.

The boy won’t shut up, and I find it increasingly difficult to concentrate on my book.

I frown up at him. He grins back at me with infuriating sincerity.

“I’m reading,” I tell him pointedly.

“Why?” the boy asks, sounding aghast, like reading is some form of punishment. He leans in even closer, and I am instantly suspicious of his intentions. I already regret engaging with him at all.

“Because I like it.”

The boy doesn’t seem satisfied with that, so I add, “And to learn things.”

His expression becomes thoughtful.

“What things?” he asks curiously.

I let out an exasperated breath and close my book, because clearly this boy is going to bother me for the foreseeable future. Plus, Roux told me I had to stop glaring at everyone and reading in dark corners “like a seventy-two-year-old gremlin who has accidentally been resurrected into the body of a small human child.”

Lady Mars was slightly more tactful and suggested I might like to have other children to play with. She also said I would need as many people on my side as possible to act as character witnesses in case I ever got arrested. I told Lady Mars I didn’t plan to ever get arrested. Lady Mars shook her head at me like I was too precious for words. She said of course I wouldn’t plan to get arrested. But what if, one day, I was caught breaking into the New York Met because I made a wager with a Russian mafia boss that I could so totally steal an ancient Egyptian scarab amulet said to bring people back from the dead, and that he could suck it, because my epic stealth skills are not to be questioned by the likes of him.

Roux told me I was not allowed to break into the Met. Or go to New York. Or talk to any Russian mafia bosses. Just in case.

In an attempt to be friendly, I say, “Did you know starfish have the average lifespan of thirty-five years?”

“Wow, that’s super old.” The boy’s eyes widen. “That’s like…that’s like…a bazillion years older than us.”

“No, it isn’t. I’m six, so it’s twenty-nine years older than I am.” I start to wonder what kind of idiot I’m truly dealing with here.

Roux says I shouldn’t call other people idiots because it’s mean. Lady Mars says it’s okay so long as it’s only inside my head.

The boy is still smiling, apparently unbothered by my correction. He asks, “Do you know any stuff about crabs?”

I frown harder at him. This boy makes no sense at all.

“I know some stuff about crabs. I read a book about them last week. There are four thousand and five hundred known species of crabs in the world.”

“Woah,” the boy exclaims. “That’s a whole buttload of angry rocks.”

Angry rocks. Angry rocks.

Angry.

Rocks.

Is this what having a friend is like? If so, I do not care for it.

He points at my shoe. “Do you know what kind of crab that one is?”

I look down. And yes, there is a small crab climbing up my shoe. And yes, I kind of lose it. Just a teeny tiny little bit.

I scream, like a badass, and desperately clutch my starfish book to my chest. The crab latches on to the bottom of my jeans and holds on through my frantic flailing. It pinches my sock. I almost die.

The boy reaches down and tears the crab away from my sock. He drops it back into the rock pool. Then he grabs hold of my coat to stop me from falling face first into the same rock pool when I fail to realise I’ve already been rescued from pure crabby evilness.

I gape at him. He seems rather pleased with himself.

“You saved me,” I exclaim.

“I risked my life for you.” The boy nods in agreement with me. “Now you have to be my best friend forever. That’s how it works.”

 

AT THE TIME, I didn’t quite agree with him that was how it worked. But my six-year-old self did have to concede that Caleb saved me from almost certain death, so. I had no choice but to make my first ever friend. It was awful and irritating and definitely the best thing that ever happened to me.

I found out later Caleb and I had a connection that superseded our friendship born of sea-life facts and crab rescues.

Caleb was one of the children my father experimented on.

My two other close friends, Mei Zhao and Tate Bishop, are also Liquid Onyx survivors. Their parents are all agents of FISA. Some were agents before Liquid Onyx infected their children. Some became agents because of it.

The Moons wanted to get out of Danger City and decided to move to Colbie. They were followed a year later by the Bishops and the Zhaos.

Roux almost had a heart attack when he realised our safe haven had been invaded by three agency families. He freaked out for about a week, absolutely convinced FISA had sent them to spy on him.

If it hadn’t been for Lady Mars, then Roux probably would have taken me and ran. She told him to stop being a fathead and assuming everything anyone did was about him. She said even if they did move to Colbie to spy on him, they were going to be very bored because Roux didn’t do anything for them to spy on. She said he was the most boring super-secret agent in the world.

Roux took great offense to her words and insisted he was very interesting and did many, many things worth spying on. When Lady Mars asked what those things were, Roux said he couldn’t tell her because then he would have to kill her. Lady Mars laughed at him and said, “Bitch please,” which is fair, because Lady Mars is a genuine badass and Roux is a tosspot.

Thankfully, instead of leaving, Roux gathered the Moons, the Zhaos, and the Bishops together under the guise of having a dinner party. Roux said he was going do some “clever espionage work” and find out why the three families moved to Colbie.

Lady Mars completely ruined any chance of subtlety by outright asking them if they were in Colbie to spy on Roux.

They all insisted they were not there to spy on Roux. Lady Mars said, “Good,” then carried on handing out bowls of beef stew. Or at least I think it was beef stew. The food was purple. And there were sparkles in it. But most of the food Lady Mars makes is sparkly, so that wasn’t unusual.

Roux insisted we couldn’t just trust them at their word. They were spies. Professional lying liars who lie. But Lady Mars insisted her truth crystals were humming with contentment, so Roux could sit down, shut his face, and eat the purple cow sparkles. And since only big dummies argue with Lady Mars, Roux did as he was told.

I’m brought back into the present for the second time by Caleb full-on tackling me. And since Caleb is a truck in human form, we roll quite a few times before coming to an abrupt stop a few feet away. Caleb ends up sitting on top of me, pinning my smaller body to the sand.

I really need to stop zoning out. No matter how safe I think I am. Lowering my guard like that is dangerous. Dangerous for me and dangerous for the people around me too. Liquid Onyx gave me powers and enhancements, but it didn’t make me indestructible. Not really. If anything, it made me more vulnerable than I ever would have been otherwise.

I can’t behave like I’m invincible, immortal. I’m not, and I know I’m not. Pretending I am to make myself feel better would be pointless and selfish and I’ve never wanted to be that kind of liability. The kind who gets people killed by not being able to accept reality.

It’s hard enough to keep everything together when you do have your guard up. Truth is, you could have every defence and protection in the world and still lose what matters. I learned early on in my life how fast violence can sweep in and decimate everything you’ve tried to build.

Most terrible things happen in seconds, not minutes or hours. A handful of seconds could change your life.

I wasn’t trained to be a soldier or an agent. Soldiers get leave. Agents get down time. I was trained to be a target. One who knows he’s a target and always will be.

I push my hips up in an attempt to buck Caleb off me, but he clamps down hard.

“Stop trying to sex me up, Rexy. Keep your rolly hips down, thank you very much.”

I narrow my eyes at him, a blush creeping up over my face without my permission.

“You’re a prat,” I tell him.

Caleb turns his head away from me and speaks in mock distress.

“I’m sorry, Rexy, you’re a really amazing mate, and you’ve got a great arse, but…I’m just not that into you.”

Knobhead times one million.

“I hate you. And your face.”

“Because they’re separate entities now?” Caleb asks, laughter in his voice.

“Shut up.”

“Me, or my face?”

“Both,” I snap, irritated beyond belief. “Both need a serious case of shut up disease.”

And yeah, my response had the energy of a ten-year-old. I really don’t care. I’m more certain than ever these days maturity is a myth we created to give young people hope that one day being a person will get easier. Suffice to say. Lie.

“Just tell me what was making your eyes go all deep and serious,” Caleb prods. “Like an angry pigeon.”

I think very seriously about hurting him. Then my brain tells me to do something even I’m not sure what to make of. I start hissing at him. Evil kitty style.

Me: Why?

Brain: Felt like it.

Me: I feel betrayed.

Brain: Deal with it, bitch.

The corners of Caleb’s lips tick up in obvious amusement.

“Did you just hiss at me?”

I glare up at him.

“No. You’re losing it. Might need to look into getting you some hearing aids for your twenty-first birthday, Cal.”

Caleb shakes his head in disappointment.

“You are a dirty, no-good liar, Rexley Nova. I am horrified by you, truly I am.”

I feel a sudden rush of embarrassment and annoyance. I don’t mean for it to be a mental assault on Caleb, but it ends up being one anyway.

“Rex, stop it,” Caleb winces. “Your feelings are attacking me. They’re so bloody loud.”

I am offended. In every sense of the word. My emotions are dead quiet. Like tiny mice-like things.

“My feelings are not loud,” I say defensively.

“They bloody well are.” Caleb’s features are still drawn tight in discomfort. “Like baby pterodactyls on helium. It’s awful.”

Caleb’s power is so weird. It’s also a massive pain in the arse for him about 90 percent of the time. Caleb is an empath, which means he can sense and manipulate other people’s emotions. He has the ability to change how someone is feeling, either by switching one emotion for another, dialling an emotion all the way up to eleven, or snuffing an emotion out completely.

Caleb says emotions can hit him in different ways. Sometimes it’s as if he’s feeling the same emotion at a dimmer level. Other times he says it’s like they’re noises inside his head. The stronger the emotion the louder the noise.

It can also be difficult to handle because most people feel about five different things on a regular basis and having multiple intense emotions thrown at him at once is painful.

Caleb’s still learning how to control his power without seriously hurting himself. If he pushes himself too hard, he gets nosebleeds and really bad migraines.

Once, during a training session, he passed out for an entire day. It scared the hell out of me.

Caleb had to be taken to the FISA base where he could be checked out by agency doctors. There was no way we could take him to a hospital. The Liquid Onyx in our system would confuse the fuck out of any normal doctors. For a start, our blood is black. Because of course it is. Liquid Onyx fucked us up big time.

I refused to leave Caleb’s side and even Roux couldn’t pull me away. At the time, all I could think was that Caleb was my best friend and I loved him, and I wasn’t leaving him alone with anyone who could hurt him.

I was so angry and so scared and I’m pretty sure I threatened just about everybody I came into contact with until Caleb woke up. Agency doctors and agents and Roux and the rest of our family and innocent bystanders who got too close. All of them could fuck right the fuck off unless they could make Caleb better.

I make sad eyes up at Caleb.

“That was very hurtful. That thing you just said. Very mean and rude. Why am I friends with you?”

Caleb pokes me on the nose. “We’re friends because I heroically saved you from a psychopathic killer crab who tried to steal your sock. Don’t change the subject, Rexy, we’ve already established I’m immune to your wiles.”

See, this is why other people are terrible. They get all up in your business and stop you from innocently talking to a non-existent audience.

“Hell’s sake,” I say, exasperated. “I was internally monologuing my life story, okay.”

Caleb nods like my explanation makes perfect sense. He shifts off to the side and lies down flat on the sand next to me.

He’s got his thinking face on. It would probably look stupid on anyone else, but Caleb is Caleb, so it just makes him look like a Gap model.

“Not sure we’re old enough for that shit.” Caleb’s brows draw together in a small frown. “You have to have had a life before you can make a story out of it.”

“It’s an ongoing process.”

Before Caleb can think up a response, I sit up and pull my knees to my chest, wrapping my arms around them tightly.

The sea breeze ruffles through my hair, the white-blond strands being rapidly blown this way and that. It’ll look like a snowy bird’s nest by the time I get back to the cottage tonight.

I take a moment to breathe in some salty ocean air. It cleans out my lungs like a duster tearing down cobwebs from a neglected corner.

Colbie beach is a relatively small patch of sand, about the size of a football pitch. There are sand dunes at the top and two large cliffs set on either side of it. You can find a myriad of caves on both ends of the beach. Some are obvious, some are far better hidden.

I know this beach better than I know anywhere else in the world. I know every crevice and every hiding spot and every rock pool. It feels familiar to me in a way nothing else ever has or probably ever will.

This beach feels. It feels. Special. I’m both protective and possessive over it. Colbie is home. My family is home too. But Colbie beach is different. It’s mine. My place. It will never leave, and it will never die. Colbie beach is my little piece of always.

“You’re doing it again.” Caleb is watching me intently. His grey eyes match the cloudy sky above.

It’s getting late. Soon, Colbie beach will be nothing but night sky and moonlight and crashing waves.

“No, I’m not. Stop accusing me of things. It will ruin our friendship, and then we’ll have to get friend divorced, and I’ll have no choice but to fight you over who gets to keep our other friends.”

“Sounds like a lot of effort.” Caleb hefts himself up far enough to lean back on his elbows and forearms. “How about we split them. You can have Tate, and I’ll keep Mei.”

I scowl at Caleb.

“Why do you get to keep Mei?” I demand. “She was my friend first.”

“Mei is my girlfriend, Rex.”

“I don’t see what that has to do with anything.” I make a face. “You can’t leave me alone with Tate. One of us will be dead within a week.”

Caleb dips his head in a nod, acknowledging the inherent truth in the statement.

Tate Bishop is, and has been since the day we met, an almost constant pain in my arse. He drives me mental. On. Purpose. He knows just where to poke to get the best reaction and seems to find great joy in doing so. It isn’t a malicious thing. Tate is family and he’s always had my back when it counted. But he’s still bloody annoying when he gets it in his head that he needs to make me want to strangle him with his own shoelaces. Which is often.

When we were little, I would go to Lady Mars and whinge to her about how much of a dickhead Tate is. And every time she’d just get out one of her blue forgiveness crystals and twat me on the head with it. Then she’d say, “There, all better, now go give him a hug.” So, obviously, because it would take a braver person than me to defy a direct order from Lady Mars, I’d always go and give Tate a hug.

It surprised the crap out of him the first time I did it. After that, I think it became part of the game to make me have to hug him at least once a day. I still did it, of course. But only under protest.

“All right, counteroffer.” A teasing edge creeps into Caleb’s voice. “I take Tate, and you can have Jamie.”

Jamie is Caleb’s older brother. They’re four years apart, but they look almost identical. Both Moon brothers are tall and annoyingly broad shouldered. They share the same dark-brown hair and offensively rugged good looks. Their eyes are even the exact same shade of storm cloud grey.

Apart from their appearance, Caleb and Jamie are only similar in ways you would notice if you knew them really well. The Moon brothers are passionate and loyal and unrelentingly fearless, the sort of people who are only supposed to exist in fiction. When the Moon brothers care about someone, they care with everything they have and absolutely nothing less. I’m very glad to know them.

They do have their differences, though, and those are more noticeable.

Caleb is fiercely strong willed and hot-headed. He’s also an unapologetic rule breaker. He never misses a chance to defy his strict no-nonsense father, Hector.

Jamie, on the other hand, is the more studious and driven brother of the two. He works so hard all the time, and his every perceived failure is catalogued and internalised to an insane degree.

Caleb has complained to me plenty of times that it’s as if Jamie has got something to prove.

To be fair, I know their father, and I can honestly see why that would be the case. Hector Moon is the type of man who expects his sons to achieve highly in pretty much everything they do.

Hector isn’t a bad bloke. But he’s difficult to please, and he’s very serious about his career as a field handler for FISA. He’s very serious about life in general, really. His sons seem to come under the same scrutiny as the agents in his team, and he often treats them as errant junior agents who need constant, and sometimes harshly critical, guidance.

There are moments when Jamie looks so damn tired of it all. It’s different for him than it is for Caleb. Caleb has always been quite honest about not giving a single frick frack what anyone, including Hector, thinks of him and his choices. Jamie, though, holds himself to the same impossible standards their father does.

I know it annoys Caleb that his brother feels the need to sacrifice his own happiness to please Hector. He doesn’t understand why Jamie won’t just tell their father to piss off. It’s a topic Jamie and Caleb have spent years fighting over. I’ve had to play referee for their shouting matches too many times to count.

I wish I could properly empathise with Jamie. But I don’t really know how to.

Roux has high standards for my training. He expects me to work hard when he’s teaching me how to fight and survive, or how to control my powers. But, beyond that, Roux tells me all the time how proud he is of me, and even when I fail, he never seems disappointed. Not in me, anyway.

Lady Mars once told me all she expects from me is what I’m willing to give.

I’ve had training from the other parents, Hector included, and I was never left feeling like a complete fuckup afterwards.

I don’t have anyone in my life who’s telling me I’m not good enough, and despite Roux being a complete disaster of a human, I know I’m lucky to have him on my side.

I shoot Caleb a razor-sharp glare.

“Are you seriously trying to trade Jamie for Tate?” I ask, horrified. “Your brother is worth way more than that.”

Caleb snorts.

“I’m sure my brother will appreciate your high estimation of his worth.” He reaches over to nudge my arm. “Please let me be there when you profess your undying gratitude for his continued existence to his face.”

I resist the urge to flip him off. Barely.

Okay, so my self-restraint is pretty much non-existent. I flip him off.

Caleb laughs at me.

Jamie doesn’t laugh half as much as his brother does. But he has this small smile he pulls when he’s secretly amused by something. The left side of his mouth quirks up only ever so slightly, and his eyes brighten, like the sun is trying to break through the clouds. I like that smile. It’s a very Jamie expression.

I jump about four foot in the fucking air when someone clamps their hands down onto my shoulders. I choke on a mouthful of spit, which, yeah, nice. Then I spend the next few seconds gasping out the word “fuck” on a continuous loop until my breathing settles back into a steady rhythm.

Once I’ve gotten over nearly choking to death, I recognise the woodsy scent of Tate’s aftershave. Without hesitation, I reach around to smack him. Unfortunately, he’s already moved out of smacking range, laughing like my potential spit-death is the funniest thing in the world.

I point at him accusingly.

“You prick, I almost shat myself.”

“I know.” Tate’s voice is still broken up by laughter. “That’s what you get for going off into your imaginary loopy Rex-land.”

Tate is a large man, even more so than Caleb. He has dark-brown skin and eyes only a few shades lighter. Everything about Tate is big and warm and in your face. He’s got the kind of personality that makes him impossible to forget or ignore. He has his shit, yeah, just like everybody else. But I don’t think there are many people who are as comfortable with themselves as Tate is. It’s bloody unnatural. We’re humans, we’re supposed to be anxious, awkward messes, damn it. Or at least I hope so, because otherwise I am failing badly at this whole life thing.

I’m distracted from having a go at Tate when I catch sight of Mei trudging along the beach towards us. She’s wearing cutoff shorts and a white vest top. Her face is devoid of any makeup and her straight black hair hangs loose around her shoulders.

She comes up behind Tate and slaps his head hard enough to make a thwacking sound.

Tate touches the place where she hit him and pulls a hurt face at her.

“Abuse, Mei, you monster,” he grumbles. “I sincerely hope you don’t go around hitting everyone like that.”

Mei smiles brightly at him. “Nope, only my friends.”

Tate nods in acceptance. “Well, that’s all right then.”

Mei Zhao is absolutely my hero.

“Mei, you’re my favourite,” I tell her.

“’Course I am.” Mei gives me a more genuine smile.

I make space for Mei to sit down between my legs, a typical spot for her to occupy. When she settles back against my chest, I wrap her up in a hug, pressing my nose briefly into her hair. I’m hit with the familiar smell of apples, thanks to Mei’s preferred shampoo.

Tate drops down onto the sand next to me. He leans into my space and rests his head on my shoulder. I think about shrugging him off, but I don’t really mind it. I won’t ever admit it to him. I mean, he knows. But it would ruin the game if either of us said so.

Mei reaches over to poke Caleb in the stomach. He grunts and slides open one eye, giving her his attention.

“Have you three written your speeches for Friday?” Mei asks.

Tate, Caleb, and I all groan in unison.

“You know we did, Mei,” Tate says.

I tug on a lock of her jet-black hair.

“Yeah,” I add. “Because you stood over us and threatened to freeze the water in our bodies whenever we tried to leave.”

Which is terrifying because it’s something she could do.

Mei has the ability to manipulate and create blasts of ice. She can freeze water with her mind and do a lot of scary stuff with it. It’s some serious Elsa level shit. The world should be eternally grateful that Mei is one of the good guys, because otherwise we’d all be ice statues in her impressive snow palace.

“Yeah, you said you would give our organs frost bite and make them explode,” Tate reminds her. “It was savage. And, also, I don’t think that’s how frostbite works. Like, at all. At least I’m pretty sure it isn’t.” He looks worryingly thoughtful for a moment. “Hold on a minute. I’ll ask Google.”

Tate reaches into his pocket and takes out his phone. He fiddles with it and taps away at the screen for a few seconds. Then he makes a disgusted noise.

“For bloody hell’s sake, internet, why does it always come back to porn with you?” He looks up at us and waves his phone from side to side. “Google is being a horny motherfucker again.”

Caleb sits up and reads whatever’s come up on the screen of Tate’s phone. He makes a humming sound.

“There are a lot of people who really shouldn’t have tried to have sex in an igloo.”

Tate turns his phone back around and starts tapping away at it again.

“Let me try a different…” Tate’s eyes go wide, and he looks at us. “Nope, it just got weirder.”

He shows us the phone again, and I take a look at it this time.

What I see on that screen makes me question my faith in both the advancement of technology and humanity as a whole.

What the fuck, internet? Like. What the actual fuck?

Caleb peers at the phone screen again. After a moment, he asks, “Does it still count as voyeurism if you have sex in front of penguins?”

Tate turns the phone back around and starts tapping at it again. I assume he’s googling that question, and I am genuinely horrified to hear what the internet will have to say about it.

“Why would anyone want to have sex in front of penguins?” I ask. “That’s just wrong. Penguins are like, pure or whatever.”

Tate taps God knows what into the Google search engine.

“The internet says a woman had sex with a dolphin as part of a NASA experiment,” Tate informs us.

“Why would NASA do experiments with dolphins?” Caleb says, scrunching his nose up in that way he does when he’s perplexed by something. It’s an expression he shares with both his father and brother. “Were they planning on sending some to space?”

“Apparently, they were trying to teach the dolphin to speak English and—” Tate starts to explain, but Mei snatches his phone away from him. Thank fuck. I do not need to start having nightmares about people getting off with sea-life. I live way too close to the ocean.

Tate makes grabby hands at Mei.

“Phoney!” he cries. “Nooo! I cannot live without you. You are my world, my stars, my everything.”

“You can have your phone back when we go home,” Mei says, with the strict tone of a teacher telling off a six-year-old for playing football indoors.

Tate presses a hand to his chest and gives Mei a wounded look.

“Mei, I am Gen Z. I am a zoomer. I need my phone. What if we start talking about something and I have a question I require an immediate answer to? How do you expect me to continue interacting with other human beings without easy access to the internet? Why are you trying to ruin my life, Mei? I thought we were mates, and yet you would betray me like this?”

Mei does not look even remotely moved. She arches one perfectly shaped eyebrow at him. It is the Eyebrow of Judgement. I am surprised Tate doesn’t burst into flames under the power of it. Or, more likely, turn into a giant Tate-cicle.

“You made me picture someone having sex with a dolphin.” Mei crinkles her nose. “Your phone privileges have been revoked. If Fiona was here, she would agree with me.”

Fiona is Tate’s mother. Fiona is tough as nails and does not take shit about anything, from anyone, ever. She’s strict in a completely different way to Hector. It’s the fear factor. Jamie is afraid of disappointing his father. Tate is just straight up afraid of Fiona.

Unlike Hector, though, Fiona shows the love and pride she has in her son with equal ferocity.

Tate is a lot more like his mum than his quieter and more unassuming father, Quinton.

Tate also favours his mother in appearance. They’re both tall and athletically built with thick dark hair and expressive brown eyes.

But I’d argue that Tate has Quinton’s easy smile and his general sense of optimism. They both tend to see light in even the darkest corners of life. It’s one of the best, and occasionally frustrating, things about them.

“I am twenty years old.” Tate is irate. “I paid for that phone. I’m a bloody adult. I don’t care what my mother would think.”

We all stare at him.

Tate winces, and he looks at us with wide eyes.

“Please don’t tell Mum I said that,” he pleads.

“Okay.” Caleb sounds more than a little amused. “Back to Mei threatening us with her frost of fury.”

Mei fixes us all with her patented Eyebrows of Judgement.

“I threatened you for your own good,” she says with a put-upon sigh. “I know you twits wouldn’t do it without some kind of encouragement. You’d wait until the day of and then quickly write something down at the last minute. Or worse, you’d make it up on the spot.” She shudders at even the thought of being so unprepared.

“All right, Mei, we get your point.” There’s a small, teasing smile on Caleb’s face. “We are but lowly minions, please do not confiscate our phones or freeze our insides, we beg of you.”

Okay, so, the speeches thing.

When my friends turned eighteen, they officially joined FISA and became agents. In doing so, they allowed Anabell Snow, the Director of FISA, to create the Secret Superhero Service unit. My friends patrol Danger City at night as their superhero alter egos and are almost entirely responsible for protecting the world from supervillain threats.

For the last two years, I’ve attempted to broach the subject of me joining FISA with Roux on a number of occasions. But he always shuts me down, mostly by mumbling things like too young and not safe.

I’ve let him brush me off all this time because I trust him, and I understand where his reluctance comes from. But I turned twenty last month and I finally feel ready to push this with Roux. I’m tired of putting my life on hold. I can’t sit around Colbie for the rest of my life doing nothing while my friends risk their lives to keep the world safe.

Roux doesn’t want the FISA life for me. He thinks I’ll get myself killed. He thinks I’ll regret giving my life over to a government agency, even if it is the very agency he has learned to trust and believe in.

But I’ve wanted to be a FISA agent ever since I can remember, and I can’t think of a better way to use the abilities my father forced upon me than to help people. If I can use Liquid Onyx to save lives, then maybe it will make up, at least a little, for all the terrible things my father did. Just because I’m stuck with his legacy doesn’t mean I have to live in the shadow of it.

I realise I haven’t even told you what my power is yet. Not properly. Sorry about that. It’s hard to talk about sometimes.

My power is pure destruction. Just like my father, I have the ability to cause explosions with my mind. I can, quite literally, combust matter by willing it so.

I’m not sure if that’s something you can fully wrap your head around. I certainly struggle with it. The absolute horror of it.

I’ve spent most of my life terrified of setting something off by accident. A lot of what I know about the true extent of my power comes from what my father did. He blew up buildings and cars and weapons, and, well, anything that got in his way. People included.

Roux and the other parents have tried their best to train me. To help me control what I can do.

I’ve never hurt anyone. I’ve never used my power on a single living thing. And I don’t ever plan to. Even if I use my power as a FISA agent, or as a superhero, I refuse to be anything like my father. I refuse to step over the line I’ve drawn for myself. There have to be limits. There just have to be.

That’s another reason why I want to be a FISA agent. I want the chance to prove I can work within those limits. It’s a selfish fucking reason to want to do anything. I know. But I’ve never claimed complete selflessness as one of my virtues.

There have been times when I’ve gotten so frustrated by my own inaction I’ve thought about contacting Director Snow myself and asking her for the chance to become an agent. But the knowledge of what that would do to Roux has always stopped me before I could make the call. Roux, whatever faults he may have, deserves more from me.

I’m also more than a little wary of Director Snow. If I had one major concern about joining FISA, it would be working for her. Our first meeting left an impression I’ve not been able to shake since.

 

A bean bag flies through the air and bounces off my cheek. It was thrown with enough force to make me bite my tongue. I make a squawking sound and press a hand to my injured cheek. The skin beneath my hand feels hot, either from the bean bag assault or due to the indignant rage flaring up inside me.

I turn and glare at the complete bumhead who I will endeavour to destroy from this moment forward.

“That hit me in the face, Tate!” I shout at my ex-friend.

Tate grins unrepentantly at me.

“I know. I was aiming for your face.” He dances on the spot and does a weird double fist pump before proclaiming, “Three points to the amazing Tate Bishop.”

“There are no points, you bum,” I snap at him.

“Yes, there are. I just won three of them by hitting you in the face, like, five seconds ago.”

“It hurt.” My fingers already twitch with the need to wreak vengeance on Tate.

Tate snorts and rolls his eyes at me.

“It did not.”

“Yes, it did. You don’t know. You’re not my face.”

I’m already planning how I will insist at the next town meeting that Tate Bishop be banished from Colbie and told he can never, ever return. I will have to tell them it was Tate who stole all Mrs Markin’s vegetable cookies during Colbie’s annual baking festival.

He took the cookies with the intention of burying them, as you should all evil things. That’ll be enough to convince most of the Colbie residents Tate simply has to go.

But then I remember that Tate didn’t end up burying those cookies. He used them as ammo for his slingshot when he caught Josh Walters calling me names and just generally being a massive poo.

I wanted to hit him. I knew I could really hurt him if I wanted to, and he would leave me alone if I did. But Roux and Lady Mars taught me you shouldn’t hit people for calling you names. Lady Mars said if you go around hitting every idiot you meet then you won’t have time to do anything else.

Josh kept trying to take away the book I’d been reading. It was a book about stars that Roux had gotten for me, and I really liked it. I think he bought the book as a kind of apology. He’d been away on a mission for over two weeks.

I hate it when Roux goes on extended missions. I don’t sleep very well when he isn’t in the house, snoring and talking and bothering me.

Tate hid in a tree and pelted Josh with the rock-hard green cookies until Josh ran away and left me alone. Afterwards, I climbed up into the tree with Tate and we shared the good chocolate cookies Lady Mars made for me.

So maybe I won’t have Tate exiled. He’s definitely a bumhead. But he’s my friend, and I’d miss him if he weren’t around.

Probably.

I also feel a lot better when Caleb sneaks up behind Tate and gets him in the back of the head with two bean bags.

I laugh at the shocked outrage on Tate’s face.

Caleb salutes me and runs away. Tate swears revenge, picking up all three bean bags and chasing after Caleb.

I escape the battleground of children gleefully throwing bean bags at each other and go to sit with Mei by the climbing apparatus. Mei sits alone, reading a comic book she snuck into the hall under her white polo shirt.

We’re in the middle of what should technically be a PE lesson. Our teacher, Mrs Locke, is sitting in a fold out chair at the far end of the school hall. She’s slumped in what we call “The Hangover Chair,” wearing sunglasses and drinking out of a big metal flask.

Mrs Locke is a large woman with pale, freckled skin and more muscles than I’ve ever seen on anyone. Her usually well tamed brown hair is a mess of curls, and when she took off her sunglasses earlier, her blue eyes were bloodshot.

Today, she marched us into the hall after we’d changed and dumped a box full of bean bags onto the floor. She said, “Learn to throw and don’t kill each other,” and that was it.

Learning to throw quickly turned into flinging bean bags viciously at each other for no real reason.

Despite this, Mrs Locke hasn’t said a single word to us since she sat down. The Hangover Chair is a No Talking Zone.

The Hangover Chair made an appearance a few months ago. Mei thinks the reason has something to do with what has been dubbed The Dinner Lady Incident.

During one lunchtime, we heard the obvious sound of arguing coming from the school kitchen. The kitchen is sealed off from the school hall by a sliding metal barrier.

It was near the end of lunchtime, and everyone who didn’t bring a packed lunch had been given their tray of food, so the metal barrier was closed. But Mrs Locke and Helen the lunch lady were shouting very loudly. It sounded like they were throwing pots and pans around too.

We all clearly heard Mrs Locke call Helen a “cheap husband-stealing whore with fake tits made of lies and plastic.” We also clearly heard Helen the lunch lady call Mrs Locke a “frigid bitch who needs to take a bloody pill made of chill.”

Eventually, Mr Locke, a year five teacher, came running into the hall with Headmaster Wong. They rushed through the hall and went outside so they could get into the kitchen through the side door. The two men practically climbed on top of one another to open the door and get inside the kitchen. Headmaster Wong looked even more sweaty and stressed than he usually did, which was saying a lot.

Once, during a parents’ evening, I asked Roux why Headmaster Wong looked like he wanted to hide under his desk and never come out again. Roux just patted my shoulder and said, “Because parents are arseholes, Rex. Parents are terrible, terrible people. Don’t ever become one.”

My friends and I listened as the shouting between Mrs Locke and Helen the dinner lady turned into shouting between them, Mr Locke, and Headmaster Wong.

After a few minutes, a loud clanging sound rang out through the hall. This was swiftly followed by a muffled grunt of pain, and the kitchen fell silent.

Another few minutes later, Headmaster Wong came back into the hall looking like he’d just gone a few rounds with a sentient washing machine he had previously wronged in some way. He announced to all of us there was nothing to worry about, but we would need to be escorted back to our classrooms immediately.

We found out later that Helen the lunch lady whacked Mr Locke in the face with a big metal ladle and broke his nose. About two days after that, both Mr Locke and Helen the lunch lady were gone, and Mrs Locke started using The Hangover Chair at least once a week.

I sit with Mei and ask about her comic book. In typical Mei fashion, she begins earnestly describing the entire plot of the comic point by point. Mei likes to be thorough with her explanations, regardless of the subject matter.

I listen intently to my friend, mostly because she always listens to me when I talk about my books, so it’s only fair that I do the same.

However, when a woman I don’t recognise comes into the hall, I become distracted. The woman is tall and thin with dark hair done up into a bob, porcelain skin, and sharp facial features. She looks oddly familiar, but I don’t know who she is or where I would know her from. It’s Mei who tells me in a surprised voice that the woman I’m staring at is Director Snow of FISA.

Director Snow doesn’t spare a glance for us and instead heads straight for Mrs Locke. She stops next to The Hangover Chair, startling Mrs Locke, who seems to have been napping until now.

Caleb and Tate, having clocked the entrance of Director Snow, come running over to us.

Tate and Mei share looks of confusion, whereas Caleb appears outright suspicious. His dark-grey eyes are pinned to Director Snow like he thinks she’ll magically transform into a jaguar and eat everyone if he looks away.

I’m pretty sure Director Snow can’t turn into a jaguar. Roux probably would have mentioned that. Unless it’s top secret information. In which case Roux would still have told me, but only if I asked first. Or talked about something related to the secret. Or just looked at him for too long. Roux is not so good with the whole keeping secrets thing. Flip only knows how he’s managed to survive in the superspy business.

“Why is Snow here?” Caleb asks, an unmistakable edge to the question. Even at eight years old, he has an impressive scary voice.

“Must be about our parents,” Mei says.

She sounds worried, and only then does it dawn on me there’s a possibility Director Snow is here to deliver bad news. She might be here to tell one of my friends their mother or father is dead or missing.

I know it can’t be Roux because he came back from his latest mission yesterday and isn’t due back in Danger City for a couple of weeks. But that doesn’t stop my heart from seizing in my chest. I don’t want to think about my friends’ parents getting hurt, and I fervently hope Director Snow is here for some other reason.

Mrs Locke and Director Snow talk for less than a minute before they’re both walking towards us.

Director Snow’s confident strides are a world away from Mrs Locke’s meek trailing steps. Mrs Locke’s expression is tight with mild panic. I wonder what Snow said to make her look like that.

When Director Snow’s eyes fix on me, my body goes rigid with tension.

Roux has talked about the Director before. He said she’s dangerous and sometimes cold, but she’s ultimately a dependable leader. I’m not afraid of her exactly, but it would be naive not be cautious of someone who the wields the power she does.

I am eight years old, but I am not naïve.

Even so, I hold my ground. Roux taught me to never show fear in front of people who could use it to hurt me. Lady Mars taught me to make like a mountain when I’m afraid.

Neither of them had to tell me to be strong, or brave, because I saw it in them, the bravery and the strength, and I wanted it for myself. But to be strong, you can’t run away from things just because they’re hard. And to be brave, you can’t hide from things just because they’re scary.

When Director Snow stops in front of me, I tilt my head up to look her in the eye. She stares down at me with an expression on her face I can’t read.

Before she can say a single word, Caleb is there. Standing in front of me, pushing me behind him. Then Tate is there as well, and so is Mei. My friends form a wall between me and Director Snow. I feel both frustrated and warmed by the act of protectiveness.

Snow raises one eyebrow at all of us, which is epic, but she doesn’t say anything. I think, maybe, she appears somewhat amused. But I have no idea why she would be, or why I even think that.

There’s a short stand-off then as Snow stares down at us, and we all stare back at her. Mrs Locke looks distinctively uncomfortable, shifting from foot to foot behind Snow. I lift a hand tentatively and wave at Snow, because I know how to interact with people. I read a book about it once.

Snow does not wave back. Which is rude. She might need to borrow my book.

Thankfully, Mrs Locke finds courage from somewhere and says, “Rex, Agent Snow would like to—”

“Director.” My friends and I all correct her. Because no matter what reason Director Snow has for being here, respect is respect.

Snow’s mouth curves into a very slight smile. She takes over from Mrs Locke.

“Rexley Nova.” Snow’s Northern accent is surprisingly thick. “You and I need to speak privately. There is an empty classroom available, I believe.”

Mrs Locke nods vigorously, even though Snow isn’t looking at her for confirmation.

I’m very confused. Why would Director Snow need to talk to me? And why isn’t Roux here with her? Does Roux even know that Snow is in Colbie? He can’t possibly know because he would definitely be here with her if he did.

“No,” Caleb says with all the weight an eight-year-old can put into a single word.

Snow’s cool blue eyes shift to Caleb, and she appraises him silently for a few moments.

“Mr Moon,” she says, “your candour is admirable. But in this case, it is unwarranted.” She doesn’t speak to him like he’s a child, which is strange, and interesting.

“It’s okay, Caleb,” I say, stepping out from behind my Friend Wall. I grasp hold of Caleb’s hand and squeeze it. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

I look at Snow to confirm that will be the case. Snow looks vaguely amused again, but she nods her assent.

Caleb doesn’t look happy about me going off with Snow alone. Tate and Mei don’t seem to like it, either, but there’s not much any of them can do.

Snow starts walking towards the hall doors, gesturing for me to join her. I quickly move to do just that, looking back over my shoulder at my friends. Caleb is watching after us with storm clouds in his eyes. Tate is frowning, which is something he very rarely does. Mei is biting her bottom lip and clutching her comic book very tightly to her chest.

Mrs Locke claps her hands and calls for everyone to stop throwing bean bags at each other and gather around her.

My friends don’t move, and they don’t look away from me. I keep my eyes locked on them until the hall doors close between us.

I try my best to keep stride with Director Snow as she leads me back to my now empty classroom. I’m not sure how she knows which classroom is mine. Maybe Mrs Locke gave her directions. Maybe she knew beforehand somehow. The idea of it being the latter makes me nervous.

Snow doesn’t say a word to me until we’re both seated across from each other at a small table at the far end of my classroom. The Director looks kind of ridiculous sitting in a tiny primary school chair, but she’s not any less intimidating for it. I figure they must teach you how to look scary while doing ridiculous things in spy school or something.

She locks her fingers together in front of her on the table and starts doing that intense soul stare thing at me again. I copy her by locking my own fingers together and maintaining eye contact with her.

I hear Lady Mars’s voice.

Make like a mountain.

And I repeat the words inside my head over and over.

We stay like that, just looking at each other, for a few very long minutes.

Eventually though, Snow asks me, “How old are you, Mr Nova?”

I know she knows how old I am. She’s the head of a superspy organisation. It’s her job to know things about people.

“How old are you?” I counter.

“Forty-three,” Snow says without hesitation.

“That’s pretty old.”

“No, it isn’t.” Snow is clearly nonplussed.

Unthinkingly, I say, “It would be if you were a jaguar.”

Snow doesn’t even blink at that. “In the wild, the average lifespan of a jaguar is twelve to sixteen years.”

“Why do you know that?” I scowl at her suspiciously.

Snow smiles then, and it’s the kind of smile that probably strikes fear into the hearts of all the newbie FISA agents. It definitely strikes fear into me.

“Guess.”

I think about that for a minute. Or at least I would have if I had a filter between what I think inside my brain and what words come out of my mouth.

“Because you’re secretly a jaguar shifter?”

Snow’s smile widens, flashing straight white teeth at me. I can easily imagine those teeth becoming fangs.

She leans forward on the table, bringing herself closer to me. I stay perfectly still.

“Are you a Russian spy?” Snow asks me.

There’s only one correct response to that.

“Are you a Russian spy?”

Snow considers that for a few seconds. “Fair enough, Mr Nova, fair enough.” She backs off a bit and moves into a more relaxed position. I think it’s a lie.

We lapse back into staring at each other for a little while.

“Why are you here?” I ask when my eyes start to hurt from all the not blinking. Intimidation is hard.

Snow unlocks her fingers and splays them out on the brown plastic tabletop. Her nails are perfectly manicured, but her fingers and the back of her hands are marked with scars that criss-cross and form what can only be intentional patterns. I look back up at Snow’s face to find her watching me with what could be called abject curiosity.

“I wanted to meet you, Mr Nova.”

“Why?” I ask before I can stop myself.

Roux taught me it’s never a good idea to reveal to someone like Director Snow what information you actually want from them, because it’s just another thing they can use against you.

“I know about your power.”

It’s like I was waiting for her to say it, even though that can’t possibly be the case.

My insides start to twist themselves into knots.

A distant voice inside my head shouts the word “run.”

Run, run, run.

Inhale.

You can’t hide. You can’t hide. You can’t hide. You can’t. You.

But you can.

Run.

Exhale.

I lean away from Snow, unable to push down the need to put distance between us.

Snow continues, undaunted by my retreat.

“I just wanted to talk to you, Mr Nova.” She sounds calm. She sounds reasonable.

It’s a lie. It’s a lie.

“I wanted to see what kind of person you might be one day.”

Because of your power goes unsaid. She knows about my power. She knows what I can do. She wants to know if I’m a threat or a future threat or, maybe, a useful threat. She wants to know if I’m going to grow up to be someone dangerous.

“I’m not my father,” I say stiffly, like me saying it will change anything if Snow decides that I am. Like him.

The truth is.

“Your father was a brilliant man.” Snow’s words throw me off entirely, which I’m guessing was the point.

I’m already dangerous.

“He did bad things,” I say quietly.

I’ve been dangerous since I was four years old.

Snow doesn’t agree or disagree with me. Instead, she says, “Brilliant men can do bad things.”

I’ll never not be dangerous.

“I won’t.” It’s what I want to believe is true.

Snow tilts her head slightly to one side, her eyes boring holes into my face. “Is that a promise?”

It seems like the kind of thing you should coat in amusement, to blunt the sharp reality of it. But Snow doesn’t look or sound amused at all.

I cross my arms over my chest and glare at her.

“Would it matter if it was?”

Snow seems to truly consider my question. She keeps her eyes trained on me, like I’m a spider slowly crawling across the wall. She looks at me like I’m something scary. Something that might have to be stopped or contained or.

Or.

No one’s ever looked at me like that before, but I still know exactly what the look means. It makes me feel funny to be thought of as a potential monster in need of slaying. Not bad, exactly. Just strange, like I’m looking at myself through a distorted lens. Nothing is quite right or as it should be.

 

IN THE END, Director Snow didn’t get the chance to answer. Roux came charging into the classroom a moment later looking ready to spit fire. He was furious. I’d never seen him look so angry before. Or so scared.

He ordered me to go and wait outside. I wanted to argue against being sent away, but defying Roux in front of Snow seemed like a bad move.

I jumped out of my chair and ran to the door. I yanked it open and escaped the classroom.

I was inexplicably thankful to find Lady Mars waiting for me in the hallway. She was standing there in her stripy green tights and her favourite hooded cloak and her dinosaur slippers, looking like a low-key badass. I felt instantly better upon seeing her.

As soon as I got within touching distance, Lady Mars pulled me into a tight hug. It went on for a very long time. She held me like I was something precious, something irreplaceable, something she was afraid to let go of.

When she finally did let go, she led me away from the classroom. I tried to stay, because I was worried about Roux, but Lady Mars wouldn’t have it. I think she was afraid of what I might hear Roux say to Snow. Or the other way around.

Lady Mars took me out to the car park, and we went to sit in her bright-yellow Volkswagen Beetle to wait for Roux. The Beetle is named Gordan.

Gordan has a bumblebee themed dice hanging from his rear-view mirror, a birthday gift from me the year prior. I remember arguing with Roux over what to get her. He wanted to buy something nice, like perfume or flowers. He said women like that kind of thing. I told him women prefer fluffy bumblebee dice, and since Roux was unwilling to do the in-depth polling research that would have been required to prove either of those things definitively, he conceded defeat and bought the dice.

I sat in the passenger seat of Gordan, a large part of me still nervous about leaving Roux behind to deal with Snow alone.

Lady Mars did her best to distract me by telling me a story about the time when she lived in Australia and got married to a koala breeder named Martin. Or Marvin. Or Mark. Or Mick. Or Steve. Or Barbra. Lady Mars had been, in her own words, “hella fucking high” at the time. I questioned whether koala breeding is actually a thing and Lady Mars admitted that Martin-Barbra might have just liked to film koalas doing the deed for unofficial reasons. I didn’t understand what unofficial reasons someone could have for filming koalas having sex when I was eight, and I really wish I could go back to that innocent mindset.

Nothing gets better when you get older. Nothing at all. Sure, you’re legally allowed to drink and have sex and…I don’t know, join the navy. But is it really worth it? I’ve drunk and I’ve fucked and my answer on that one is a big nope. Maybe I should join the navy and see if that changes my mind. I could like boats. Boats are cool.

Roux came storming out of the school not long after Lady Mars finished her koala story. I don’t know what Snow said to him, but it must have been bad because he somehow looked even more livid than he had before.

Roux’s temper was so obviously wrecked that Lady Mars wouldn’t let him into the car at first. She said, “Pissy people don’t get to sit inside Gordan.” If it was anyone else then Roux might have lost his rag, but Roux has a great deal of respect for Lady Mars, so he just went off to pace for a bit.

Lady Mars unlocked the car doors when Roux had calmed down some.

Roux opened my door first and squatted down next to me. He asked me if I was all right. I told him I was. He asked if Director Snow had hurt me. I told him no, that she hadn’t hurt me. He didn’t ask what she said before he got there. I didn’t ask what Roux said to her after I left. It didn’t really matter. Snow showing up like she did was more significant than anything she could have said to either of us.

I’ve only seen and spoken to Snow a few times since then. Roux was a little jumpy about me being in the same room as her for too long. He says he trusts Snow, but he doesn’t trust what she is. I know he also wanted to delay the inevitability of me joining FISA for as long as possible.

Director Snow isn’t the type to be cowed by anyone though. If she’d wanted to recruit me, then she wouldn’t have had to try very hard, and there would have been nothing Roux could have done about it.

The main reason why I haven’t just run off to join FISA is I genuinely want Roux to support me. Maybe I’m too old to need reassurance from my guardian. Maybe I should be trying harder to break away from him, to be more of my own person. But Roux has been one of the most solid things in my life. He’s never let me down, and I think that should mean something. I won’t throw it back in Roux’s face just to fix a temporary problem.

It’s not that I think I need Roux to back me up and be there for me all the time. But I would like for him to trust me, not just as a person, but as someone he can depend on to fight by his side. If I can prove to him I’m able to stand on my own, then perhaps Roux will stop feeling like he’s responsible for everything bad that happens to me.

My friends and I have come up with a plan of action. We’re going to stage an intervention for Roux about him letting me join FISA.

Yeah, it’s not a great plan and it definitely won’t work. But Caleb, Mei, and Tate are less okay with the whole “sit back and wait for the right time” thing than I am. So, I had to let them do something. It’s funny, really, because of the four of us, I’m usually the impatient one.

Caleb nudges my arm again and waits for me to look at him.

“Roux will definitely agree to let you join FISA after we deliver our epic speeches.” He smiles a little caustically at Mei. “I mean, they’re laminated. How could we possibly fail?”

Mei flicks at Caleb’s fringe, clearly unimpressed by his teasing. It’s not an unusual sight. Mei is one of the very few people I’ve seen be consistently immune to Caleb’s charm.

Caleb asked Mei out for the first time when we were thirteen, and she turned him down flat. It was kind of sad and hilarious at the same time. He’d been so confident about it and Mei’s straight up “no effing way” was brutal.

It was especially ruthless of her because I knew for a fact Mei did fancy Caleb. I didn’t share that fact with Caleb, obviously, but it made the whole thing a bit bizarre for me to watch.

Mei did eventually relent and agree to give Caleb a chance, but he had to work for it. Personally, I think she made him wait so long to make a point. Her point being she wasn’t going to be one of those dozy girls who followed him around like lovestruck cartoon animals. Not that there’s anything wrong with getting a little dozy over a bloke. But it does get kind of weird when the giggles of teenage girls start to sound threatening rather than cute.

Honestly, though, Caleb and Mei’s relationship makes zero sense to me. They break up and get back together every few months. I have no idea how they make it work for even that long. They’re so different. Mei is very into making plans and writing lists and always knowing what she’s doing and why. Caleb is one second away from doing something reckless at all times. I think they must drive each other mental, and I can’t imagine wanting to be in such a relationship.

Tate always says it’s probably some opposites attract bullshit that only makes sense in animated films and romcoms.

It’s not like I believe in anything as obnoxious as true love or whatever, but I’d at least like to enjoy being around the person I’m in love with.

I made the mistake of saying that to Tate once, and he called me his precious love hedgehog. I then proceeded to threaten him with grievous bodily harm. I hate him, and I love him. It’s very confusing sometimes to have friends who you’ve known almost your whole life. Tate and his parents are part of my family, so no matter what I’ll never be able to escape him. I’m eternally grateful for that.

Tate grins over at me, his eyes shining with mischief. It makes me feel more nervous than reassured.

“And even if it doesn’t work,” he says, “there’s always plan B.”

I don’t know what plan B is. Either my friends came up with it without me, or this is something Tate worked out on his own. The second option worries me more. Tate Plans are always alarming and should never, ever be green lit.

I look at Caleb questioningly. Caleb shrugs and mouths “fuck knows.” Mei appears equally as baffled.

I know nothing good can come of asking. I ask anyway.

“What’s plan B?”

Tate smiles gleefully, and I want so much to take the question back. It’s too late though; he is already talking.

“We kidnap Roux and tie him to some train tracks,” he explains. “Then we say we won’t release him until he agrees to let you join FISA.”

Mei makes her you-can’t-be-serious face at Tate.

“Tie him to some train tracks?” She sounds incredulous. “Are we cartoon supervillains now? Are we going to kidnap North next week and tie him to some train tracks as well?”

“Nah.” Tate shakes his head. “Pretty sure North is all booked up for the next eight months. We’d have to join the queue of crappy, melodramatic supervillains North always seems to get coming after him.”

Mei makes a scoffing sound.

“North can’t get through a single bloody month without some ridiculous moron trying to off him or kidnap him for ‘revenge.’”

Caleb nods along in agreement.

“I’m starting to think it’s some badge of honour shit,” he offers. “Like maybe you have to get your arse kicked by North to pass the dickhead supervillain initiation.”

North. Damon North. That’s who they’re talking about.

In the last twelve years Damon has made a name for himself in Danger City. He’s known as the superhero Polaris. Apparently, he’s been out there saving lives since he was a child.

Damon is very powerful. He has the ability to create flying orbs of blue energy that burn hotter than any fire. I’ve seen him use his power in YouTube videos and on the news. It’s both incredible and terrifying to witness. His eyes glow an electric blue and balls of blue light appear all around him. They protect him like guard dogs. Or possibly attack dogs, since he uses them to fight numerous supervillains.

When my friends first joined FISA, I asked them about Damon. I told myself I was just asking for the sake of recon. To be prepared, because my father killed his parents and Damon has to feel something about that. I told myself I didn’t really care if Damon was all right or happy or safe. But that’s total crap.

I’ve spent the last fifteen years dreaming about him. Dreaming and wondering and nervously anticipating the day I would see him again.

My friends couldn’t really tell me much about Damon. He’s part of the SSS unit, but they don’t interact with him at all outside of missions. They just said he was a hard person to get to know and he’s very dedicated to saving people, to protecting Danger City in particular. Pretty standard superhero stuff.

“Yeah,” Mei says. “I know North is all in on the super life, but still. At some point, that’s gotta get at least little bit annoying for him. Plus, it doesn’t exactly help his love life. Remember when he was going out with that girl last year and she got snatched up by Firestorm. North almost died trying to save her from him.”

“Well, that’s why I’m going out with you,” Caleb says to her. “At least I know that if you get kidnapped then there’s a decent chance you’ll be able to rescue yourself and I won’t have to go save you from being dropped off a bridge or whatever.”
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