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​CHAPTER ONE
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Saturday, Aug. 13, 2016

Coeur d’Alene, Idaho

WyldWing zipped around one tall pine tree to see an impenetrable thicket just feet away. She angled up, whipping her head to move a stray lock of brown hair from in front of her goggles. Her dragonfly wings buzzed faster than they had in the four months since they’d sprouted from her back. She cleared the tree tops in moments, racing her unseen opponent. Below, a dense evergreen blanket stretched for miles, all the way to Hayden Lake’s glistening waters. She had no time to take in the view, though—she was on a mission. She dropped down beyond the thicket, staying focused and intent on her destination deep in the heart of the Coeur d’Alene National Forest.

You have to get these plans to the secret government base before Drone finds you, her mission coordinator had told her before she set out. The fate of the world depends on it!

She heard a whirring sound and glanced to the side to see the black device she’d been trying to evade, the one with Gotcha Chloe painted on its side. The drone’s pilot must’ve found a passageway through the thicket while she’d had to go over it. Very sneaky, Dad, she thought. Annoyed at herself for failing yet another training mission, she stuck her tongue out at the drone’s little camera, which was trained right on her . . . 

And slammed head-first into a tree.

* * *
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“Chloe, how you feeling, honey?” her dad asked from the doorway. She sat propped up on pillows with a tray over her lap. It contained the wrappers from two protein bars, a tall milkshake glass, a large bowl with the remains of clam chowder sticking to its sides, and a plate covered in sandwich crumbs. Next to the plate, three dirty face wipes showed all the grit and grime that always covered her after flying. Her dad liked to tease about her reverse superhero mask—white around the eyes, where the goggles covered, and dirt-brown everywhere else.

“My head doesn’t hurt as bad,” she said, “but my neck’s killing me. How long’s this gonna take?”

Phil Wyld chuckled. “Believe it or not, hitting a tree at fifty miles an hour is a pretty big deal. Just be glad you’re not frail like us wimpy humans, or you’d have a long hospital stay ahead of you.” He held up her cracked helmet for emphasis. “This could have been your skull.”

She sighed and shifted the wings behind her back, trying to get comfortable. She still wasn’t used to leaning back against them. “Yeah, but it’s just a few days until I go to the Hero Academy. I need to be on my game.”

“They don’t expect you to already be a top-notch hero, kiddo.” He sat on the side of her bed and looked up at the gymnastics medals hanging from hooks above the headboard, next to a poster of Mustang Sally, until recently the field commander of Just Cause New York. “You’re not going to Nationals—it’s your freshman year. You’re a noob.”

“But they said there’d be testing . . .”

He put a hand up. “Just to gauge where you are. It’s not a competition. They have to determine your baseline before deciding what kind of training you’ll most need. Remember how much you hated balance beam, especially when your coaches made you do it twice as much as floor and bars?”

“Yes.” Chloe made a pouty-face. She still hated balance beam, even though she’d never get to compete on it again.

“It doesn’t do nearly as much good to train at something if you're already good at it. Coach Amy knew that. That’s why you got to spend all those extra hours on the beam, and that’s why it doesn’t matter how good you are at flying now. There will be other areas you’ll need more training in, and the Academy will design a course program to fit your needs. Now, why don’t you settle in and watch that episode of Heroes Among Us Mom told you about?”

She rolled her eyes but laughed while she did it. “Fine, Dad, I’ll be good.”

“Well, that’ll be a refreshing change.” He grinned and winked, then handed her the remote off her nightstand and left the room, closing the door behind him.

She shook her head, then winced at the pain it caused, grabbing at taut neck muscles. “Work faster, superpowers,” she grumbled as she turned on her tablet, hoping to have a message from Lindsay Malone, her soon-to-be roommate. She’d gotten Lindsay’s email in an Academy welcome packet a few days ago, but Chloe didn’t know what to say so she hoped the other girl would start the conversation.

Her finger hesitated above the email icon. Taking a deep breath, she tapped the screen to open it.

The first three subjects made her shrivel up inside, as she did every time she opened email these days. “Cheater,” the first one said. The sender was named Flip, a poor cover for a gymnast trying disguise her identity. Chloe knew it was Jessi, her former teammate and, unfortunately, former best friend. Back in their first year of competition, their coach had nicknamed them Flip and Flop, because every time one did well, the other flopped. Whoever did better at any particular meet got to be Flip. Chloe had hated the names even then. She deleted it. The next was from the cleverly named “Anonymous” and the subject line was, “Coach is being investigated cause of your cheating.” She deleted it, too.

She did hope Coach Amy wouldn’t get in trouble. It wasn’t her fault Chloe had sprouted wings during a meet.

She’d never forget the moment. She released the high bar and focused on “flying” to the lower one, when she felt some kind of muscle spasm in her back and realized she was hovering between the bars. Not moving forward, not falling—stuck in the air somehow. A loud buzzing sound filled her ears.

Chloe didn’t understand what was happening and watched as her coach ran across the gym to her and her parents stood at the edge of the floor, staring with terrified expressions.

“What’s going on?” she’d asked the coach in a trembling voice.

“Chloe, I don’t know how to tell you this, but—you’re flying,” Coach Amy said. “You have wings.”

Chloe looked over shoulder and saw them, blurred with motion, and still couldn’t comprehend what was going on.

“Can you get yourself on the ground?” Coach asked.

Chloe’s head spun. “How?”

Coach took her hand and pulled her down until Chloe could swing her feet down onto the mat. Everyone stared. A few people clapped while most of them sat in stunned silence.

Instead of getting to finish out the meet, she’d been taken to the hospital for a battery of tests and examinations of her new appendages. There was no question in her mind who had flopped at that meet. It was her.

The bylaws of the gymnastics association had no provision for parahumans, but it had only taken the officials a few minutes to determine that her points earned in competition were void. She had new muscles in her back, and the muscles and wings constituted an unfair advantage. They booted her off the team. With her scores nullified, it had meant the team was ineligible to compete in State for that season, which was why her former teammates were so incensed with her.

The third email, from “X” and titled Bitch, also went to the trash.

The fourth message raised her spirits a little. It was what she’d been hoping for. Chloe clicked on it, butterflies replacing the knots from moments earlier.

Hey! It’s so awesome to meet you! I saw you on the news and it’s so cool how your wings came out. Flying must be the best thing ever.

Are you on ParaFrosh yet? If not you should totally get on it. Some of our other classmates are there already.

Chloe remembered seeing something in the welcome packet about ParaFrosh—an incoming-freshmen-only part of the Academy’s social media site—but she’d dropped off all social media after the harassment started and wasn’t anxious to get back into it.

Maybe it’ll be okay, she thought, since it’s just parahuman kids, like me. She did a quick search for the welcome email and got registered.

She accepted an invitation to friend Lindsay, whose profile pic showed a white girl with freckles and long black hair. Next, she found a list of the nine members of her class. It included photos and she recognized the name Zayden Lord right away. Everyone did—he was probably the most famous parahuman outside of Just Cause and the Champions. He was the subject of the Heroes Among Us episode her mom had wanted her to watch. Her stomach fluttered when she looked at his smile and bright blue eyes.

Icons next to everyone’s names showed her five classmates already on the site. There was a girl named Rhiannon, with white-blond hair, deep tan, dark eyeliner, and bright pink lips. Also signed up were Isabella Machado and Jacob Cotton. His name seemed familiar, so she Googled it.

“That’s right, I remember now,” she murmured as headlines popped up about him rescuing kids from a flooding daycare, along with a Black Lives Matter meme in the image results. It showed a white neo-Nazi kid who’d shot up a black church and threatened police when they arrived, yet was arrested without being hurt, in a split screen with Jacob. Above the Nazi was written “Drop Out with History of Violence.” Above Jacob, it said “Hero & Honors Student,” and below his face, “2.5x more likely to be shot by police.”

A second meme showed Jacob with cross hairs over his face. It had the N-word “AND parahuman?” written above him, and below, “Better shoot him twice.”

Chloe sucked in a breath and felt nauseous. She knew how much she’d hated all the attention, both positive and negative, after her wings’ dramatic appearance during the televised meet. Every time she saw the video, she wanted to run and hide. How horrible must it be for Jacob to know that meme existed?

She clicked on an article and learned he was a speedster, just like Mustang Sally. A reporter had asked what made him run into the daycare and he’d answered, “Why wouldn’t I? I mean, no one would let kids drown if they could help them, right?” Chloe decided she liked this guy and marveled over having two classmates who’d already performed superhero rescues while she’d only just figured out how to maneuver in the air.

She Googled the rest of her classmates but just found social media sites, so no others had made the news, apparently.

A chat window popped up and she expected it to be Lindsay, but it turned out to be Isabella. Her profile pic featured the singer Selena Gomez.

Hey! I’m Izzy. You’re Lindsay’s roomie, right?

Yeah, Chloe sent back. It’s so cool meeting ppl before school starts!

Right? I’m stoked to get to the academy. Do you know who Zayden Lord is?

Chloe’s face got hot. Ya kinda, my mom’s trying to get me to watch a show about him.

You totally should watch it, it’s pretty good. And OMG, he’s so cute I’m dying.

Hahaha. Srsly. Have you met him? Or anyone else in our class?

No, I just know my twin brother irl and Lindsay and Rhiannon here. Well and you now. Heehee. Plus my big sis goes to the academy.

Wow, you’re all three paras? Chloe asked.

Yep. Not our other brother tho. He doesn’t have the gene. Gotta go but ttyl, k?

Ttyl

* * *
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From the TV series Heroes Among Us, Season 2, Episode 7, “The Lord Family: Triumphs & Tragedies”

Segment 1

The Lord family looked like any other, raising their sons in Lee’s Summit, Missouri—America’s heartland. Little did they know what changes were in store for them.

In 2009, Nathan and Anna Lord welcomed the first change: their seven-year-old son Zayden’s parahuman powers revealed themselves when the family witnessed a grisly car wreck—and Zayden used his telekinesis to separate the cars so the occupants could escape, and in the nick of time. Just as the last person got to safety, the engine burst into flame.

But then, tragedy stuck. The very next day, three-year-old Daxton—previously described as a chatterbox—went silent. He was listless, eyes unfocused, and Anna rushed him to the emergency room. What doctors found remains a mystery to this day. In the ER, on one of the worst days of her life, Anna Lord says she felt attacked by medical personnel.

“The ER doctors said it had to be exposure to some kind of toxic chemical and asked me what he’d been into, like I’m a horrible parent who lets my toddler play with nuclear waste or something.”

Weeks later, she’d find an ally in Dr. Preston Huxley, the country’s preeminent parahuman neuropsychologist.

“Portions of Dax’s brain were simply gone, as if they’d been eaten or burned away somehow. It’s similar to the damage we see with high-level mercury exposure, but tests showed no trace of mercury or other known neurotoxins in his system. Right away, I suspected another cause.”

The ER doctors said Dax’s brain could perform only the most basic activities—those that kept the little boy alive. But Doctor Huxley disagreed, seeing activity in what remained of young Dax’s brain that was anything but normal.

“You see these areas here, how they’re lit up? This is consistent with Dr. Grace Devereaux’s well-documented findings of parahuman brain activity. I believed from the start that, rare as it is, Dax’s powers had surfaced at just three years of age. For some reason we don’t yet understand, those powers destroyed these areas—here, here, and here. It’s unprecedented. No one has ever seen anything like it.”
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​CHAPTER TWO
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Sunday, Aug. 14, 2016

Coeur d’Alene, Idaho

Feeling almost well when she woke up the next morning, Chloe slammed down a few bowls of cereal, a grapefruit, two bananas, and a glass of chocolate milk. She knew if she took in enough calories, she’d heal at maximum speed. In gymnastics, she had always recovered quickly from falls, muscle pulls, ankle twists, and the other myriad bumps and bruises that came from the life of a competing gymnast. She’d never once stopped to consider that her healing might be parahuman in origin, at least, not until a torn ligament miraculously stitched itself back together a few years ago. That hadn't gotten her booted off the team, but it was one more thing to separate her from her former friends and teammates.

After a quick shower, she got dressed in her training clothes—a gymnastics leotard with a deep-cut back to allow her wings freedom of movement, tights, and goggles. She’d discovered small foot movements helped her steer and control her speed during flight, so she wore five-finger shoes even though she thought they looked weird. She emerged from her bedroom into the hallway.

“Just where do you think you’re going?” her mom said from behind her.

Chloe startled and spun around. “Seriously, mom, you need to wear a bell. I’m going out to train. Where else would I go dressed like this? The mall?”

Heather Wyld ran one hand through her bed hair as she closed the distance to her daughter and put an arm around her back between the two sets of wings. “Not today, you’re not, Fly Girl. Dad and I agreed—you’re taking the day off, no matter how good you say you feel.”

“But, mo-o-o-om . . .” Chloe drew it out into several whiny syllables.

Heather shook her head and chuckled. “But mom! Nope, sorry kiddo, but you’re grounded for the day.” She grimaced at her choice of words. “Sorry, that was supposed to be a flight joke, but it sounded more like you were in trouble, didn’t it?”

Chloe wrinkled up her face. “Probably better if you left the jokes to dad.”

“Yeah, you’re right.” Her mom leaned in conspiratorially. “Just don’t tell him I said so, okay? I’ll never admit to it.”

Chloe chuckled. “Deal, but only if you let me train for an hour or two tonight.”

“Not fair, negotiating before I’ve had coffee. You know it makes me soft.” Heather sighed and started toward the stairs. “Fine, one hour. Until then, get some rest.”

Chloe went back into her room and changed into pajamas while wondering how she’d fill a whole day without training. After six years on the gymnastics team, then moving right into flight training, she didn’t know how to do anything besides working out.

She decided maybe she’d watch that episode on Zayden Lord after all. She grabbed the remote from her nightstand, scrolled through the menu until she found it, and settled in to watch. Despite her intent not to enjoy it, she found it a lot more interesting than she’d expected, especially the more recent footage of Zayden.

As the closing credits rolled, Chloe’s stomach rumbled and she smiled when her mom came in moments later, carrying a tray piled high with food.

“Oh good, you watched it. What did you think?”

Her face flushed. “Zayden Lord’s really cute.”

Her mom laughed. “That’s your take-away, really?”

* * *
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“Honey, let me do that—you should still be taking it easy,” Chloe’s mom said as they packed. A tower of boxes now dominated one corner of the room.

Chloe sighed and grabbed more clothes from a drawer, then arranged them in an empty box. “Mom, I told you, I’m fine.”

Her phone dinged and she checked the alert. It was an email from a name she didn’t recognize, something she’d learned not to trust. Won’t they ever give up? she wondered about the girls who’d been like family until a few months ago.

“Everything okay?” Heather eyed her, worried. Chloe shrugged and tried to look casual. “Yeah, just spam.”

The pinched brows let her know her mom knew better, but she didn’t press.

The bedroom door swung open to reveal her dad with sandwiches piled high on a plate. “How’s it going in here?”

“Good. I think we’re about done with my clothes and sheets and stuff.” Chloe hadn’t realized she was hungry until she saw the food. She grabbed a PB&J. “Thanks, dad. Can I be off house arrest soon? I’m dying to get out and fly.”

“How’s your neck?” he asked.

“Totally fine.” That was true, but she would’ve said the same thing even if it still hurt a little.

Phil looked sideways at his wife, who rolled her eyes and chuckled. “Fine, Coach Phil. You can take her out to train once we’re finished here.”

* * *
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Chloe’s phone dinged again as she stepped from the shower and shook the water off her wings, spraying droplets onto the bathroom walls that she’d have to remember to wipe dry. She’d had a short but fun training session in which she’d flown low over a beach along Lake Coeur d’Alene, racing a yellow lab who thought a flying human was the most fun thing ever. His owners, aging hippies, laughed and cheered and said it reminded them of some old Heart song, but Chloe had no idea what they meant.

When she turned on the phone, she saw she’d left her email open earlier. She stared at the unknown name next to the subject line “Winners Only” and wondered if it was yet another harassing message from a former teammate. If so, they’d found a new name and tactic. Although her anxiety spiked a little, she tapped it and read.

You’re special. You’re better than the people around you, yet they do everything they can to keep you down. Don’t you get tired of that? Don’t you want to be part of a group of people like you, who have superior abilities?

Of course you’re tired of it, and of course you’re looking for other parahumans—and not those with just any powers, but those with truly superior abilities. We’ve left the rest behind genetically, and now it’s time to set ourselves apart from them in every other way. Join us now! Be part of something that will shock them into realizing how superior we truly are!

The words join us now were hyperlinked, but Chloe had no intention of finding out where the link went. If it was an attempt to harass her, she didn’t get it. She deleted it and checked the new alert, which was a message from Lindsay on ParaFrosh.

Yay, you’re here!

They chatted about their favorite superheroes and how they wanted to decorate their room. Chloe grinned over how good it felt to just talk to another girl without fear of being hurt.

So, before you meet my mom, Lindsay said, there’s something I should tell you.

* * *
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From the TV series Heroes Among Us, Season 2, Episode 7, “The Lord Family: Triumphs & Tragedies”

Segment 2

Despite his parents’ best efforts, as well as the staff of a highly rated special-needs pre-school, Nathan Lord says Dax never spoke again.

“He eventually started making nonsensical sounds, but that was it. My wife swore he was trying to talk, but it was just wishful thinking on her part. It never made any sense.”

However, he and Anna disagree on that point.

“He did speak—I understood him, even if Nathan didn’t. If you took the time, had the patience to piece his sounds and actions together, you could understand what he was trying to say.”

Dax’s disability changed life for the Lord family. As Dax grew older, he lagged farther and farther behind other kids his age. At six, he wasn’t able to dress himself. He struggled to hold a spoon. He needed constant care and supervision—with his mother shouldering the lion’s share of the burden. Friends say it put a big strain on Anna—and her marriage.

“Anna was so selfless, doting on that little boy, working with him constantly. Nathan, though, could hardly be bothered to look at Dax. He put all his energy into Zayden and resented Anna for not doing the same.”

In 2011, Nathan moved out and contacted a divorce attorney. Documents reveal that Nathan wanted full custody of Zayden unless Anna would consent to put Dax in an institution.
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​CHAPTER THREE
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Monday, Aug. 15, 2016

Coeur d’Alene, Idaho

Chloe shut the back of the SUV with a thunk that felt final. The time had come to leave home and it had Chloe anxious and scared and excited and in disbelief all at the same time. It made her head spin, like she’d done one too many loop-the-loops over the trees.

Heather hugged her. “I’m so sorry I can’t come with you to Denver, babe.”

“That’s okay, mom, I know this is a big case.” She grinned. “But you better win it or I’ll be super mad.”

Her mom snorted and mock punched her shoulder. “I’m gonna miss you, Fly Girl.”

“I’ll miss you, too.” Chloe blinked back tears. “I’ll text you when we get to the airport and again when we land.”

Phil Wyld gave his wife a long hug and climbed into the driver’s seat. He sighed, looking back at his daughter, who had to sit in the center of the backseat because of her wings. “You sure you’re ready for this? Leaving home at fourteen? It’s a big step for anyone, superhero or not.”

Chloe took a deep breath. “I guess I’d better be, huh? At least some of my classmates seem cool.”

“It’ll be good to have a fresh start, eh?” He gave her a wistful glance as he pulled out onto the street. “I know you could use that.”

She nodded, not wanting to think about how the summer had gone. “New friends will be good. And lots of training, I hope.”

He laughed. “I hope Mustang Sally can keep up with you. I still can’t believe your luck, getting your idol as a combat instructor.”

“Oh! I don’t think I told you who Lindsay is!”

“Other than your roommate?”

“Yeah,” Chloe said. “She’s Katie Malone’s daughter.”

“Wait, the Deep Six hero? That Katie Malone?” Everyone knew about the one and only breakout from the parahuman prison in Montana and the woman who’d brought down a plane to end it. She’d been a rookie guard at the time but was now deputy warden. “Is everyone at the Academy famous?”

“Seems like it, right? And the ones who aren’t yet probably will be someday.”
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​CHAPTER FOUR
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Tuesday, Aug. 16, 2016

Denver, Colorado

“We’re pulling onto campus now! Oh my gosh, it looks so big in person,” Chloe told her mom on the phone. “I’ll call you later and tell you about everything, okay? Love you, too.”

She hung up and stepped out of the rental car into the heat of the day. It would take some getting used to—Denver summers tended to be several degrees hotter than home, and she thought it might be a little drier as well. Chloe looked around at the brick and cinder block buildings making up The Hero Academy’s campus. She had the map memorized: In front of them stood Heroes Hall, which housed the auditorium and all the administrative offices; she could see the library to the left, and behind it, the five-story dormitory; next to the dorm and behind Heroes Hall was the quad; training and academic buildings lined the rest of the quad; and beyond them all and down a hill was a small stadium.

The campus seemed enormous for just thirty-some high school students and the handful who stayed on to train for another two years. It covered at least three times the ground of Lake City High, the school of fifteen-hundred where she would’ve gone at home. Then again, some superhero work required a lot of space. After all, she’d covered a good chunk of North Idaho forest learning to fly.

To the east, she could just barely see the white tent-like points of the Denver Airport terminal, where she and her dad had landed last night. To the west and just a few miles away, Denver’s tall buildings towered over the suburbs. Beyond the city stood the Rocky Mountains, so much taller than the mountains she was used to. The higher elevation would take some getting used to, as well—she couldn’t seem to catch her breath. She had wondered if the thinner air would make flying more difficult, but some early morning experimentation had proven that wouldn’t be a factor.

Chloe wore a lime green and white sun dress she thought looked good with the iridescent green in her wings. As with all her shirts, her mom had modified the back into a harness-like design to accommodate the dual sets of wings. Goggles hung around her neck. She always wore them since she never knew when she’d want to get off the ground, and taking a bug in the eye at high speeds? Not fun.

“There’s the Just Cause headquarters.” Her dad pointed across the field behind them at a massive building surrounded by tall barbed-wire fences, like a prison. Until they had opened Just Cause New York, the Denver facility had been the headquarters for the world’s premier superhero team. Now it was just one among several facilities spread across the country.

“Wow, it’s that close?” She stared at the building she’d seen so often in news reports and the butterflies she’d had all morning kicked up again.

“Yeah, this is all government-owned land.” He gestured with both arms. “In World War II, the army used it for making chemical weapons.”

Chloe put her hands on her hips in a classic superhero pose and added a thunderous, operatic lilt to her voice like a ‘60s radio announcer. “And now it’s used for making weapons against crime!” Phil gave her a you-gotta-be-kidding-me look and they both burst out laughing.

“Ten bucks if you can keep a straight face while you do that.” He put a hand on her shoulder and led her toward Heroes Hall, where the admissions letter had told them to check in. Inside the front door, ceilings soared above a spacious hall. An enormous blue circle around a gold HA—the familiar Hero Academy logo—adorned the center of the floor.

About a half dozen kids Chloe’s age, all with at least one parent and a few with siblings as well, stood in line at a door across the hall. A sign above the door indicated it was the auditorium, and taped below it, a piece of paper said NEW STUDENT ORIENTATION in block letters. She stood at the end of the line, leaving a good distance between herself and the girl in front of her—Rhiannon, she remembered from the girl’s picture on ParaFrosh. She recognized Jacob from his pictures as well, and she was pretty sure Izzy and her brother Miguel stood at the head of the line, but she didn’t see Lindsay. Or Zayden. No one appeared to notice her, so Chloe hung back and stayed quiet. She couldn’t help but notice how normal they all looked—she was the only obvious parahuman. She folded her wings back as tight as she could.

“Is it ten o’clock yet?” she asked her dad.

He checked his watch. “About two minutes till.”

The door behind them opened and a girl and her mother hurried in, breathless. With their fair skin and pale eyes, they looked just alike except for their hair color—the mother had auburn while the girl’s was jet black and hung in a sleek ponytail half way down her back.

“See, Mom, I told you we’d be on time,” the girl said. Chloe realized it was Lindsay.

“Barely,” her mother muttered.

Lindsay rolled her eyes, then saw Chloe and lit up. “Hey, roomie!” Lindsay hurried over, spread her arms and hesitated, trying to figure out how to hug a girl with four wings, then threw her arms around Chloe’s neck.

Taken off guard, Chloe gave her a hesitant hug in return. “Um, hi.”

“Have you met everybody yet? Who all’s here?” Lindsay asked.

Chloe stammered, not wanting to say she’d been too shy to talk to anyone. To her relief, the auditorium door swung open and the line moved forward.

A deep voice greeted the kids just inside, but Chloe didn’t realize who it belonged to until she stepped through the door—and her heart leapt into her throat. MetalBlade! I can’t believe it! He was not only a legend, but a heartthrob. How many posters and calendars had she seen of the handsome black man with the beguiling grin? She’d known he was the principal, of course, but seeing him in person brought home what it meant to be here: she and these other ordinary-looking kids would someday be heroes, working for Just Cause or the Champions or even as the rare independent heroes. Despite the press coverage she’d had, she’d never been able to imagine really being famous. If Academy graduates had proved anything, though, it was that heroism came with a whopping side of celebrity status—plus criticism and hate in equal measure.

MetalBlade directed the parents to sit to the left of the aisle and the students to the center section. Butterflies again in full flutter, Chloe took a seat between Lindsay and the blond girl. She glanced to her left, past her roommate, and realized someone else had come in at the last minute—Zayden Lord! With shaggy blond hair and bright blue eyes, he was even cuter in person. Her heart raced. How nervous can a person get without just exploding? she wondered.

On the stage sat the faculty. Among them, Chloe spotted Icebreaker—Ingrid Jordan, Dean of Students and MetalBlade’s wife. Her beauty was even more legendary than her husband’s, thanks to dramatic high cheek bones and ice-blue skin. Beside her sat Chloe’s long-time idol, Mustang Sally, still as blond and pretty as always, even though Chloe still missed the long braids that used to be her trademark. Head spinning, Chloe thought she just might explode after all.

“Are you dying?” Lindsay asked. “Mustang Sally, our teacher!”

Chloe giggled. “I was just thinking the same thing! I can’t believe I’m in a room with a bunch of famous heroes.”

“You’re kinda famous, you know that, right?” Lindsay asked. “I saw the video of your wings popping out on YouTube and it had like a billion views.”

“Yeah.” Chloe blushed like crazy and wished she could control it. “It was so weird—I thought about flying from one bar to the next, and suddenly I was hovering there between them! Took me forever to figure out what was going on.”

“That’s so cool!”

“Kinda . . . but I lost the meet.”

Just then, MetalBlade—Mr. Jordan, Chloe reminded herself—walked onto the stage and took his place at the podium. The murmur of the crowd died out.

“Welcome, Hero Academy class of 2020, our twentieth graduating class!” His smooth, deep voice boomed through the speakers. Everyone applauded and a few students cheered. He introduced himself and the faculty and staff members behind him. “And this year, we’re delighted to have a new combat instructor—none other than the legendary Salena Tibbets, whom you probably know better as Mustang Sally.”

Applause broke out again, and Chloe cheered with the rest.

Once it became quiet again, Mr. Jordan continued, talking about the relatively brief but rich heritage of the school and parahuman community. “An example of that heritage is with us here today. Katie Malone, will you stand up?”

He looked toward the parents and Lindsay’s mom rose.

“Katie is with us today for a very special reason. Her daughter, Lindsay, starts school here today. Stand up, Lindsay. I hear you inherited her mother’s abilities with fire, and then some. And after looking over your transcript, it looks like she passed on her intelligence, as well.”

Lindsay stood, face red, and gave an awkward little wave before plopping back down.

Mr. Jordan continued. “Being a hero comes with a lot of publicity, and a few incoming students have had an early taste. Jacob Cotton, please stand up. I’m sure you’ve all heard of Jacob’s bravery during the horrific flooding in South Carolina last year, when he used super-speed to rescue children from a rapidly flooding daycare.” He broke for applause as the broad-shouldered black boy rose with a sheepish grin. “We also have Chloe Wyld, the competitive gymnast whose dragonfly wings made a rather dramatic appearance a few months ago.” More applause. Chloe stood and glanced around, then sat down as fast as she could. “Last but not least, Zayden Lord, who has made headlines for no less than seven rescues in the past six and a half years.” Zayden got the most enthusiastic clapping. He half stood, looking humble, then took his seat as Mr. Jordan continued. “I’m certain this class will go on to great things, as so many of our graduates have. I’ll stop yammering at you now, and if you’ll step back out to the foyer, the school registrar is waiting to give you your room assignments and class schedules. Then, you can get moved into your rooms, we’ll have lunch, and then it’ll be time to say good-bye to your families.”

“Okay, that was so embarrassing,” Lindsay said as they filed out.

Zayden looked over his shoulder, grinning, his blue eyes almost seeming to sparkle. “Yeah, I don’t think I’ll ever get used to it. I wish people wouldn’t make such a big deal about everything we do.”

Chloe’s mind raced as she thought about his cute Midwest accent and struggled for a response that didn’t sound stupid. She breathed a sigh of relief when he turned away and kept walking, which he did with a slight limp. He joined his mother, who looked thinner than she had in the documentary—too thin, actually—and moved like a skittish bird. Chloe noticed she had a strange bald spot on the back of her head she’d tried, without success, to cover.

Chloe’s dad caught up to her. “Hey, how does it feel being so famous that MetalBlade even knows who you are?”

She shot him a please-stop-embarrassing-me look. “He’s the principal, Dad, it’s his job to know who I am.” Secretly, though, she thought it was pretty awesome.

They all formed a line and each student came away with a large blue envelope. As Chloe stepped to the side to open it, Lindsay scanned a piece of paper from her own folder. “What’s your schedule look like?”

They compared them as they followed the group to the dormitory and found they were almost identical, except for math—Lindsay had a more advanced class—and Abilities Training. Lindsay would be with the pyrokinetics for that, Chloe with the other winged fliers.

“So will you help me with math?” Chloe asked. “I’m kind of hopeless.”

Lindsay shrugged. “Sure. You can check my spelling. Mom says she’s always surprised when I get my name right.”

Lindsay’s mom chuckled. “She’s not exaggerating.”

Chloe giggled, nervous about talking to someone as famous as Katie Malone.

They walked through the dorm’s front door into a small reception area where a guard sat behind a desk, a bank of monitors on one wall showing the hallways on each floor. The guard smiled and nodded as they passed by through the open door into a lounge area featuring two couches, some beanbags, and a round table with several chairs. A metal door in a direct line from the entrance opened on a staircase, but they didn’t head that way—all the freshmen lived on the first floor. The hallway to the left, according to a sign, was the “Girls Wing,” with the “Boys Wing” to the right.

The right side of the girls’ hall contained the bathroom and an open door marked “Isabella.” Across the hall, the first door said “Ava & Rhiannon” and the second one belonged to them. Several blank doors filled the rest of the hall, which ended in an emergency exit.

“Izzy, hey!” Lindsay stopped at the open door.

Izzy hurried over and hugged her. “Hey, it’s so good to finally meet you! How cool is it you’re right across the hall?”

“I know, right? Izzy, did you meet Chloe online?”

Chloe had already opened their door and gone in. She turned and gave Izzy an awkward smile and wave. Izzy waved back and she and Lindsay chatted like they were old friends, until someone down in the lounge called to Izzy and she jogged off that direction.

Chloe had stayed in a lot of dorms for gymnastics camps and meets, and the room was larger than she expected. She noticed Lindsay’s desk had a regular chair but hers had a stool. She thought that was weird and then realized a stool would accommodate her wings a lot better. That’s when she realized something odd. “Why is the furniture wood instead of metal, like in most dorms?”

“Oh, that’s in case of magnetic powers,” Mrs. Malone said. “Makes for fewer mishaps. Of course, Linds, you’ll have to be careful with your fireballs.”

Lindsay rolled her eyes. “Jeez, mom.”

Chloe nodded. “Makes sense, I guess. I never thought about how hard it would be to design rooms for all kinds of crazy abilities.”

Mrs. Malone sighed. “There’s definitely some special challenges.”

“I guess you’d be the expert on that,” Phil said, referring to her job at Deep Six.

Mrs. Malone nodded. “Keeps us on our toes, for sure. The school, too. I read up on the security here, and once the doors between the wings are closed, it takes a passcode to get in, and they’ve got motion and temperature sensors in addition to cameras to account for things like speedsters and invisibility.”

“Is there always a guard at the door?” Lindsay asked.

Mrs. Malone shook her head. “Usually just at night, and when a parent is scheduled to pick someone up, so they can sign them out. Otherwise, someone monitors the cameras from the security office.”

When they went out for another load, they heard Izzy and her mom speaking Spanish across the hall. Lindsay noticed Ava and Rhiannon’s door was open and stuck her head in. “Hey, guys!”

Rhiannon flashed a big smile that almost looked too wide for her face and came to the door. “How awesome is it to be here?”

“So cool!” Lindsay looked past Rhiannon to the Asian girl digging through a suitcase on her bed. “You must be Ava. I’m Lindsay and this is Chloe. We’re next door. Have you met Izzy yet?”

“Lindsay, I’m gonna get more stuff unloaded. Nice to meet you two.” Chloe smiled at the two girls and followed her dad back out to the car.

“So, your roommate seems pretty outgoing,” he said.

Chloe nodded. “Uh, yeah. For sure.”

He smiled. “That’s good, I won’t have to worry about you sitting alone and studying all the time.”

“I wouldn’t study all the time. I mean, I have to train, right?”

“I don’t want you doing that all the time either, Chloe. This isn’t gymnastics. You don’t want to burn yourself out.”

“I won’t, Dad.”

After a few trips laden with Chloe’s clothes and personal effects, they headed over for lunch. They walked into the dining hall one building over to find the older students already seated around large tables. Sophomores wore regular clothes but the juniors and seniors all sported custom-made costumes featuring the Hero Academy logo. They all stood, clapping and whooping as the freshmen came in and made their way to empty tables off to the right. One girl had purple skin and burgundy hair, a muscular boy sported ram-like horns, and a guy stretched from normal height to about eight feet tall to see over the people in front. Maybe I won’t feel so freakish here, after all, she thought. She noticed a girl pointing at Zayden and whispering to her friends as well as several people eyeing Lindsay’s mom. She didn’t know if she wanted anyone to recognize her or not.

“Hey, dragonfly,” a boy yelled in her direction. “Lemme see your wings!”

Chloe looked for the voice’s source—a tall, lanky red-head with beautiful moth-like wings spread out on full display. The top set had tan veins running through black, and the bottom set featured black spots over the same orange shade as his hair. Chloe spread out her wings, buzzed them a little, and lifted a foot or so off the ground. The closest kids put their hands up to ward off the breeze buffeting their faces. The winged boy gave her a huge grin and a thumbs-up and she blushed.

“Oh, wow, those are cool.” Zayden came up beside her. “They’re so loud, and they move crazy fast.”

“Thanks.” She searched for anything else to say. “Um, why are you limping?”

He shrugged and looked down at his feet. “Sprained my ankle last week.”

Once again, she found herself at a loss for words. She sat down next to her dad, turning the chair sideways to accommodate her wings. It excited and terrified her that Zayden sat on her other side. Lindsay and Mrs. Malone sat across the table, along with Ava and her parents. Lindsay asked the others what math they were in and found no one else at the table would be in Trigonometry with her.

She sighed, looking disappointed. “Does that mean I’ll be with sophomores or something? I won’t know anyone!”

Her mom chuckled. “Honey, you’re one of thirty-seven students here. You’ll know everyone within the week. Sooner, if I know you at all.”

Servers delivered food to their tables before long, and the meal exceeded Chloe’s expectations. “This is nothing like my middle school lunches.”

“They have to serve fresh food here to make sure everyone gets the protein and vitamins they need while training,” Mrs. Malone said. “Paras tend to require more calories, too.”

Chloe’s dad chuckled. “Yeah, we’re familiar with the caloric needs, aren’t we?”

“Dad!” Chloe shot him another please-don’t-embarrass-me look.

He winked. “I read something about special nutrient-packed options, too, so you don’t always have to rely on volume. I might need to get those recipes before you come home for the summer.”
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