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CHAPTER ONE

Zane lived a mediocre life, doing mediocre work for mediocre people at a mediocre wage, and he was content with that. Most would say happy, but the idea of happiness made Zane exhausted. Why work desperately when he could wake up, go to work that required little to no physical or mental effort, sleep ten hours a day, and play video games or binge watch TV?

Exactly, there was no point, so he never struggled, never strived for anything better than less than average. He was content with the simplicity of his mediocre life. He was content with The Easy Way Out. Mediocre was the epitome of his life. His life motto, if you will.

So, when he heard a surprised shout, then witnessed a college kid fall in the entryway of the dorm lobby, he thought nothing of it. He upped the volume on his headphones to block out the world around him and continued to mop. Though his desperate act of avoidance was for naught. Someone tapped his shoulder; “Excuse me?”

Scowling, Zane turned his head to peer—glare more like it—over his shoulder. A boy peered up from beneath his rounded glasses, donning a smile bright enough to make one squint.


Ugh, tone it down, Zane thought, annoyed.



“Hello,” the boy spoke with a natural booming voice that once again made Zane think, fuck, tone that down too. Mr. Green Eyes practically glowed with that smile of his. It made Zane feel the need to grab himself a pair of sunglasses.


“Um, can you hear me?” The boy tapped his own ear to show he was speaking of Zane’s headphones.

With a sneer, Zane replied in a monotone voice that could lull anyone to sleep if he really tried, “Yes.”

Could the kid go be chipper somewhere else? Zane felt like he was looking into the sun. It was exhausting. He was a night owl for a reason.

“Oh, okay, just making sure,” the boy chuckled. He pushed back his wet hair before dropping his hands to his side. He was drenched, obviously having gotten caught in the rain that had been coming down like a tsunami for the past few hours. His hair was caked to his head while droplets of water fell to the floor.

“Um… My name's Bailey. I was meant to move into the dorms with the rest of the students today, but ended up getting into heaps of trouble along the way,” Bailey explained.

Zane cocked a brow, crinkled his upper lip, and wondered what made the kid think he wanted to know. It seemed Bailey was going to tell Zane about said Heaps of Trouble. He didn’t care, didn’t wanna know and didn’t wanna stand there and listen. He was working overtime that weekend, thanks to the kids coming back on campus. Overtime, as in time that was over, as in extra work and, to make it worse, it was mandatory. Since when did colleges want to pay their workers more? Zane wasn’t sure what universe he had been transported to, but he in no way liked it.

“Get to the point,” Zane breathed out, borderline hissed, hoping to end their interaction.

Bailey gave a look of shock that slowly disappeared before he nodded his head like he didn’t find Zane’s bluntness totally rude. Hmm, Zane felt he would have to work on that.

“Right, sorry, you’re obviously working. Anyway, I just got here, and I see everyone is basically already in. Truth is, I lost my campus card to swipe in order to get into the dorms. Do you know how I can get in?”

“With your card,” Zane replied. “But since you don’t have yours, looks like you’re shit out of luck. The offices are already closed.”

Zane conveniently ‘forgot’ to mention the student worker at the front desk was on a bathroom break and would be back soon to sign the boy in. Cards weren’t really needed. It was more a formality, but that wasn’t Zane’s job to tell him.

Bailey stiffened when he stared into Zane’s light blue eyes. The poor thing started sputtering like a fish out of water. Zane took that shock and slight panic as time to slowly back away to the glass doors that Bailey needed through in order to get into the main lobby. Zane had a card of his own, being the custodian and all, but he sure as hell would not let Bailey in. Not just because he was an ass, but also because it was troublesome.

Mostly because he was an ass, though. However, say the kid wasn’t a student, Zane could lose his job. Losing his job would mean he would have to put effort into finding another. He wasn’t up for that kind of hassle, so nah, let the kid struggle. Wasn’t his problem.

As if Bailey could read minds, he quickly asked, “Can’t you let me in?”

“No,” was Zane’s immediate stern reply.

By then, he was already at the door, having swiped his card and made it in. Bailey panicked, waved his arms about for a moment, then tried to follow. Zane slammed the door in his face. It hit the poor boy in the nose. Grunting, he stumbled backwards, rubbing the slightly red appendage.

“What the hell?” Bailey yelped, glaring at Zane through the glass doors while his eyes watered. “There has to be another way to get in!”

“Yeah, find your card.” Zane waved teasingly at Bailey, finally showing the pitiful boy a smirk that was the definition of pure evil. The sight made Bailey curse while Zane left the boy there.

Zane actually passed the student worker on her way back to their station. A second later Bailey’s voice echoed in the halls, “What an asshole!”

Zane was confident Bailey spoke of him. It made up for the fact that Bailey bothered him earlier. It wasn’t his job to tell the kid that all he had to do was wait and he could sign in.

Not long afterwards, Zane finished his work for the evening with a tired yawn he had been doing all day. Sluggishly, he made it back to the custodian’s break room after putting everything away, changed out of his uniform into a pair of black sweats and a blue hoodie, and clocked out for the day. He had Sunday off and walked to his car with about one hop in his step, which for him was a miracle. If Zane ever went faster than wandering, it was best to take him to a hospital because something was obviously wrong.

Like most days, Zane stopped for food, since he clearly wasn’t making something himself. Who even cooked anymore? Standing in front of the stove, watching the food, stirring it or putting it in a skillet? Ugh, no way. He got himself a hoagie from a nearby gas station and a blueberry slushie, then made his way home to his one-room apartment that most people would probably find inconvenient. It was cramped with Zane’s futon pressed up against the left wall, a short but long bookshelf beneath his window full of games and movies, and a large flat screen mounted on the wall.

He had what he needed though, a fridge, a microwave, a stove, and a bathroom with enough room for a shower, toilet, and sink. Why else would he need a bigger space? Then it would get dusty everywhere and he would have to clean it. It was tiring enough cleaning at work. The idea of cleaning a large apartment made Zane want to take a nap, not that he didn’t always want to do that.

And like every day before, Zane stripped down for a shower, finished it in less than 10 minutes, then planted his ass on his futon in nothing but his black boxers. Turning on the TV, he got comfortable, then realized what was missing; his hoagie. The hoagie sat on the stove, shimmering like a bright star for his grumbling stomach on the kitchen counter.

Ugh, getting up was so tiring, though.

For a very brief moment, Zane pondered, his blue eyes darkening when he raised his hand. He sat still, devoid of any emotion, yet his eyes filled with so much that a person couldn’t possibly pinpoint one. Taking his bottom lip between his teeth…

Zane dropped his hand and got up to retrieve his food before sitting back down. With his hoagie now in his hands, Zane was content, watching movies, eating, crumbs dropped all over his chest and bed while he chewed, and his day ended the same way it always did, the same way he hoped for it to always be.

Simple. Easy. Mediocre.

Sadly, we didn’t always get what we want.


CHAPTER TWO

Bailey never liked his nickname; Bad Luck Bailey. Yep, that was him in a nutshell, the simplest explanation ever to sum up him and his life. He was a walking catastrophe. He was an accident waiting to happen. People learned to expect the unexpected when in his vicinity.

After Bailey had the encounter with that custodian, Zane Levitt—whose name he only knew by seeing his nametag—he thought he was safe. That had to be the worst thing that would happen on his first few days of school, right? What could possibly go wrong!?

Simple answer, everything. What made the poor boy think he could go a day without trouble was unknown, because Bailey never went a day without catastrophe. However, after a long life of misfortune, he learned to be optimistic regardless of the circumstances.

As per his usual shit luck, Bailey’s phone died. Somehow, the charger fell out of the wall. Because of his dead battery, his alarm didn’t go off Monday morning. Bailey awoke five minutes before his first class started. He hadn’t the time to do much of anything other than throw on some jeans and a t-shirt. Bolting out the door, he forgot everything except himself and a notebook. He had forgotten his schedule, which had the classroom number he couldn’t remember, yet he remembered the building and professor’s name. And where the hell was his wallet? His phone? His dorm keys!?

Bailey patted himself down, finding that his wallet was missing, or rather left forgotten in his dorm, which meant his campus I.D. that he finally found yesterday after cleaning out his car was gone as well. Not that it mattered, since he didn’t have his keys to get back into his dorm anyway, so hopefully his roommate, Ryan, was there. He didn’t even have his phone to call him!

Bailey took a deep breath, puffed out his cheeks with the urge to yell. Then sighed. He would not be that late, so it was better than not showing up at all!

Sometimes Bailey hated himself, or his luck really. Even when he desperately tried to make everything right, it never worked. He once had two umbrellas in his car, three jackets, two scarves, a laundry basket of extra clothes, and even food. A week later, someone broke into his car to steal everything on—because it wasn’t bad enough—cold rainy day in the middle of August, which meant he was in shorts and a short-sleeved top.

Yeah, the universe hated him. A lot.

Bailey ended up having to ask a stranger where his class was. Upon entering, the professor gave him a warning glare. Then, after taking a seat, the girls behind Bailey grimaced and mentioned an awful smell. He sniffed only to discover it wasn’t his armpits the smell was coming from. Frowning, Bailey picked up his foot. He had stepped in dog shit on the way to class. Well, at least it was one shoe and not both. His first day was off to a great start.

While Bailey’s professor lectured, he spoke of his plans for the class, what he expected, assignments to come and tardiness. He glanced towards Bailey during the entire talk about tardiness and attendance. Such attention caused him to sink low in his seat. He desperately wished the class to be over so he could run back to his dorm and at least brush his teeth. Until he remembered he didn’t have his keys, so if Ryan wasn’t there, he would be fucked.

No use crying over spilt milk. He would find some way to fix things he always did.

Class couldn’t end soon enough. When it finally did, Bailey left as quickly as he ran to it. Unlike the day he arrived, Bailey got into the dorms with ease without his campus I.D. He made it back to his dorm to find Ryan walking out the door.

“Wait!” Bailey called, running full speed down the hall.

“Hey man,” Ryan greeted Bailey, who was gasping for breath. “You make it to class ok?”

“I was late, but at least I made it,” Bailey sighed, kicking open the door. Ryan announced he would be back later and wished Bailey luck throughout the rest of his day.

Was it sad that they only knew each other for a little over a day and Ryan was already well aware of Bailey’s bad luck? That was sad, wasn’t it?

Bailey finally got to do his bathroom routine. He had time to fix his unruly dirty blonde hair, successfully putting it into the proper comb over he preferred. He fixed his glasses, put on deodorant, brushed his teeth, and cleaned off his shoes. After checking his backpack for his belongings, multiple times to be safe, Bailey deemed himself ready for his next class. Though deep down, he knew something would go wrong. It always did because that was his luck, or lack of luck, more like it.

It wasn’t all-bad though! Even with the shit going on, Bailey was pretty upbeat. It was his first day of college at Ringgold University; one of the best Mutant Studies schools in the world. Bailey was thrilled about getting his acceptance letter. He thought he wouldn’t make it. For once, the world cut him some slack and allowed him to go to his dream school.

He was having the first of his major classes in a few minutes. Unlike this morning, Bailey made it on time and found a seat in the middle.

“Hey, I know you!” a familiar voice shouted from the left of Bailey.

The student worker who had let Bailey in the day that he met the evil custodian smiled at him. She was a lovely young girl with fiery red hair, cute freckles against her pale white skin, and bright green eyes. “You’re Bailey, right? I let you in on Saturday.”

“Yeah, thanks for that.” He chuckled, then patted the seat next to him as an invitation.

The girl happily took it, retrieving her books for the class. “The name’s Amery Lloyd.”

“Bailey Schaefer.” Bailey took the hand Amery offered for a quick shake.

“I’m assuming you are a Mutant Studies major. You planning on going the political or medical route?” Amery questioned, seeing as the class was literally called Mutant Studies 101.

“Medical,” he replied. “You?”

“Same thing,” she announced, sounding very proud, which she should be. Mutant Studies was a very fresh major, even more so the medical aspect of it. After all, 150 years of mutants seemed like a lot, but it certainly wasn’t politically or medically. Most of the research only hit the ground about 30 years ago. There were many trying to get into mutant studies now that it was so acceptable and growing dramatically, so it was definitely a triumph if you got in.

“Do you have one?” Amery suddenly asked, twirling her pen in her hand. “A mutation, that is.”

“No, you?”

“Nope.” Amery made a cute pout. “A fourth of the population has already evolved, but we’re left in the dust. Boo!”

Bailey nodded, thinking over the percentage Amery mentioned that grew each year. Studies estimated that perhaps in another 100 years half the population could be mutants. Mutant was the term given to those humans that fell into the 25% that possessed supernatural abilities.

During a time, for about the first 60 years, mutants were feared, shut out from the rest of the world until people quickly realized that a political side had to be formed for mutants or it was going to be disastrous. Well, worse than it already was. It took some time. It was still in effect really, but most rights were given back to mutants that were once taken away.

Most mutants appeared normal. Some had side effects of their own abilities, but most could pass off as everyone else, which was a cause for uproar. People wanted them marked or in uniforms to tell them apart. Though that quickly fell through, since it easily put a target on their back for hate crimes. The sudden appearance of mutants was difficult, still was, however, the world slowly getting by. Each year, they were treated more and more like everyone else.

For a while, it felt as if the entire world was on hold. Technology took a drastic downfall when mutants first arrived. Some were used for their own abilities. It put a sort of “halt” on the evolution of everything. It was tough times, or so Bailey read.

“I knew a Level 1 with enhanced smell. Imagine what it was like taking a shit,” he commented. Amery gagged.

“That would be awful!” She cried, throwing her hands over her nose. “No way, I’m good. Enhanced smell is not worth it.”

Moments later, their professor walked in, successfully cutting off their conversation. Both Amery and Bailey watched in slight awe when the woman got to her desk, waving her hand across the slightly drooping plants she had rested there. In a second, the plants stood upright, their color returned and in full health.

“Welcome to Mutant Studies 101. I am your instructor, Professor Lou. I hope we get along during this semester. Sorry to announce that I am only a Level 2 mutant.” Professor Lou slogged her way around her desk. She leaned back, pressing her weight against the desk while she twirled her finger around one of her plants. The attention caused a couple of flowers to bloom.

“The most I can do is grow flowers and heal some minor injuries,” Professor Lou explained, her dark brown eyes observing the class. “In this class, we will learn more about that, about Levels, about mutants, the people who possess mutations, and the basics of it all, honestly. Feel free not to answer, but how many mutants are here?”

Bailey and Amery turned their heads to watch 21 out of the 50 students raise their hands.

“Terrific, we have quite a lot here with us,” Professor Lou exclaimed, clapping her hands happily. “I may ask for demonstrations later on, but again, feel free to decline. This class will not force you to do anything you are not comfortable with. Except for tests. You’re going to have to put up with those, sorry.”

A few laughs broke across the room before Professor Lou went on explaining the course, much like Bailey’s first professor did. She focused on her plans, attendance, the grading system, and so on. Before Bailey knew it, the class had ended.

“Level 2 or not, that’s still pretty cool,” Amery stated at the end of class. She and Bailey headed to lunch in the Student Center in the middle of campus. “It’s simple, but totally cool. I mean, since people with powers like Professor Lou popped up, the amount of deforestation has dropped drastically. Imagine in another 50 years what it will be like. Our air is going to be pure as fuck.”

He snorted.

“Sometimes I think the appearance of mutants was the universe’s way of telling us to stop fucking everything up and use your abilities for good.’”

“You’re forgetting that not everyone does, though,” he countered. Amery puffed out her cheeks cutely, then released the air in an annoyed whistle.

“Villains are just ungrateful bastards. They should be more outstanding like Scorch and Frostbite!”

Bailey was pretty sure he heard a hint of a girly sigh at the mention of the famous heroes. He gave Amery a look that translated to ‘I totally heard that loving tone in your voice.’ Amery giggled, then waved dismissively.

“Oh, come on,” she said. “You know they’re both hot. They’re twins, a hot guy and a hot girl. I gotta say we Northeasterners have the best of luck with superheroes!”

He rolled his eyes, shaking at Amery’s giggles and flushed face. She pressed a hand to her cheek, pretending to be bashful and batting her eyelashes while staring at Bailey for a response. He looked about, wondering why she wanted a response and, in the end, completely agreed. “I guess they’re both pretty hot.”

“Besides, both of them should fascinate us. They’re Level 9’s. They’re so rare, aren’t they?” Amery said.

“Yeah, Level 8 to 10 is the rarest.”

A good thing too, seeing as most of them possessed such immense power, they could demolish an entire city if they wanted. It was why the Mutant Officer Registry, or MOR, was formed. It hired and registered mutants as part of the military, allowing them to fight against other mutants who went rogue or partake in heroic actions that would have required far more work and suffering if not for them.

It basically made them superheroes, which was what everyone called them though the technical term was Mutant Officers, but how lame was that? Superheroes sounded way cooler.

“Do you have classes later?” Amery asked when the two of them reached the Student Center. Amery headed towards the pizza shop. Bailey followed.

“No, just two on Mondays but I got work in,” Bailey pulled out his phone to check the time. “About two hours.”

“Oh yeah? Where do you work?”

“Cassi’s Café here on campus.” It was actually going to be his first day.

Amery was saying something like ‘that’s awesome.’ but he kind of tuned her out when he spotted a flash of silver out of the corner of his eye. Shaking his head, Bailey turned his head around to examine the freakishly tall guy that had passed him. He recognized that blue uniform, even if they wrapped the top of it around their waist to show the white undershirt instead. It was that jerk custodian!

The custodian headed for the steps leading to the exit. His head was down, headphones on, and focused on the phone in his hand. There was a mere moment where Bailey felt the urge to give the custodian a piece of his mind for being an ass before then decided against it. It wasn’t like he would see much of him, anyway.

Or so Bailey wished, but he forgot his curse of luck because it was quite the opposite. He basically saw the evil Zane every day!

Yes, he was evil. No human could ignore someone’s troubles that much and not be evil. He had to feel pity at some point, but nope! He defied logic and human decency. And so Bailey had dubbed their encounters The Levitt Incidents. There were many, but to just name a few…

A few days after classes began, Bailey walked through the halls, minding his own business, when loud shouting erupted from a nearby room. Hesitating, Bailey cautiously stepped towards where he suspected the sounds to be originating from. Without warning, a door opened, nearly clipping Bailey. He jumped back, smiling triumphantly at successfully avoiding getting his face bashed in. Except a boy came out of the dorm with a furious girl right behind. She threw a punch, one that her boyfriend dodged. Her fist swung past him to collide with Bailey’s cheek.


Shrieking, he fell to the floor, clutching his cheek and staring up at the shocked couple. Rather than helping or apologizing though, they started shouting at one another about how immature the girl was, look you hit someone, and if you hadn’t dodged I wouldn’t have hit him.


They forgot about Bailey. However, he heard a chuckle just a few doors down. He looked past the boyfriend to find Zane snickering to himself while wrapping up a vacuum chord. As if he could sense Bailey’s gaze, Zane glanced his way. He smiled, villainously amused, then walked off. Bailey didn’t like the word hate since he felt it was too strong, but he certainly disliked Zane with an extreme passion.

Then there was the accident at the café. Customers were setting up early for club registration and required coffee to overcome their exhaustion. Bailey got stuck with the early shift, running about when the cafe door opened. Grasping a tray of orders and wearing his customer service smile, Bailey went to greet the guest. However, he met the light blue eyes that, if someone else had them, would be considered intoxicating.

Zane didn’t bother to hide his annoyance. The moment he saw Bailey, his face contorted into that of displeasure. His eyes clenched shut, as did his lips. Just as Zane opened his eyes, Bailey got caught up with some guys messing around behind him. One had shoved the other, and so they shoved Bailey, who went flying forward. The cups of coffee on his tray went flying, sending both glass and coffee everywhere, including Bailey’s own face. He shouted, the hot coffee tingling his face. When he looked up, he saw he was laying just before Zane’s feet. Instead of being a normal nice person, Zane did nothing other than spin on his heel and walk out. Bailey was thinking hate wasn’t a strong enough word.

Next was the paint fiasco. A couple of buildings on campus were being repainted. Bailey had to pass those buildings to get to his dorm, so he was being extra careful. His phone was in his back pocket. He didn’t listen to music. He watched those painters above on their ladders. If he didn’t, he would somehow mess something up or get messed up. He felt he made the right decision when one worker stumbled, kicking a bucket off from the roof. Bailey jumped back, dodging it successfully, but then he tripped on his own feet, fell back, and hit the scaffolding on the opposite side. He had enough time to open his eyes to see white splatter across his chest when another paint bucket fell, hit beside him, and rolled across the ground. He was covered in paint and his head hurt. And guess who was getting off work when that happened?

Zane! The custodian stood a few feet away beneath the doorway of the dorms, shaking his head in total fascination. Like before, he chuckled, then walked away.

How did he always catch Bailey’s worst moments? Because those were only a few of what felt like hundreds of times, Zane caught him in embarrassing situations. Bailey suspected Zane was the bad luck charm. Though he knew that to be a lie because there were plenty of accidents that Zane never witnessed. However, Bailey wanted to blame the guy because he was a jerk. Most of the time he could have offered a helping hand or at least pretended not to see or, y’know, not laugh! Alas, the man was simply a jackass and found immense joy in watching Bailey’s suffering.

“Write a complaint?” Amery suggested over lunch after listening to another of Bailey’s stories that involved Zane chuckling when Bailey tripped in the dorm hallway.

“I could, but it’s not like he’s doing anything wrong. He caused none of the incidents either, so I feel like I’m being an asshole,” Bailey explained, though Zane had no problem being an asshole, which meant Bailey should be an asshole to teach the asshole a lesson.

“True, I mean, everyone else laughs at you.”

Bailey shot Amery a heated glare. Shrugging nonchalantly, she added, “Come on, you have some great accidents! I mean, yesterday when the AC broke in your room, then the moment you walked out it worked, and you walked back in and it stopped working again, and you walked out–”

“I get it, no need to remind me!” Bailey held up his hand, hoping to get Amery to stop. She stopped speaking, but her laughter continued while she breathed out through her laughs about how Bailey was the definition of bad luck.

“I know. What did I do? I must have been a real jerk in a past life,” he groans.

“Maybe you have a mutation, the mutation of bad luck!” Amery teased, reaching across the table to poke at Bailey’s nose that was scrunched up in annoyance. He swatted her hand away.

“That still would have shown up on the tests. I am mutation free, but my luck sure as hell should count as one, anyway.” He crossed his arms, pouted, and leaned back into his chair.

Amery fell silent, stifling her giggles by eating her sandwich. When lunch finally ended, she announced she would catch up with Bailey later. He waved her off, remaining in the food court until about ten minutes prior to his shift. Entering the cafe, he was happy that it wasn’t busy. He wasn’t really in the mood for chaos. Martin and Darcie were already in the back, getting ready for their own shift. Bailey joined them, eagerly talking with his co-workers about class, homework, the usual.

It was all perfectly normal. Bailey made snacks and coffee for the customers. Martin flirted with any hot chicks that came in while Darcie got most of their numbers before him. Martin bagged her to share. She wouldn’t because she, too, was evil. In short, Bailey enjoyed his work. That meant the universe had to step in, or more specifically, Zane did.

The custodian entered the cafe showing the same expression of annoyance as ever. Bailey didn’t have regular working hours, so he wasn’t surprised that Zane showed up when he was working. However, Bailey had no idea why Zane looked so annoyed. Even if he really, like, really, seriously didn’t want to, Bailey put on his best smile, that made Zane groan, and asked, “Hello, what can I get for you today?”

Zane glanced over his shoulder, then sighed and walked up to the counter to order. It felt strange being close when most of the time Zane was at the end of the hall or across the road. Seeing the towering man, who had to be at least 6’4, standing near Bailey’s, not short but sure as hell felt short now, 5’11 self was intimidating.

Zane didn’t look intimidating prior to this encounter. However, those blue eyes, even with dark bags beneath them, were piercing. Clear as a blue sky, a mirror reflecting whatever someone else thought. Long silver hair framed an angular face and danced over his shoulders to cut mysterious shadows on his face. The pierced lip that Zane continued to nip at, the stud in his nose, the piercings that ran up both his ears, they all somehow added to his Don’t Come Near Me effect sent a slight shiver down Bailey’s spine. Zane was no longer on duty. He wasn’t in the uniform Bailey normally saw him in. Instead, he wore jeans and a loose fitting black tee. Simple, yet oddly fitting on his wide shoulders.

“French vanilla cappuccino,” Zane spoke, his tone coming across as it had before, monotone. It was incredibly low, almost low enough that Bailey couldn’t hear it. Zane quickly pulled out his wallet, got his money and tacked on, “And a blueberry muffin.”

Bailey took the money and rang up Zane’s order, then handed him his change. Zane’s eyes lingered on Bailey’s hands. Bailey ripped them back to rest beneath the counter. He rubbed his hands, feeling the burn scars that weren’t so obvious from a distance. Rather than asking or even seeming to care, Zane feigned never having seen them. Bailey was grateful he was ‘kind’ enough to do that.

While making Zane’s order, the TV released a shrill siren that had all attention turning to watch. Breaking News flashed across the screen, changing the channel to the chaos of the news. Sounds of screaming and destruction echoed throughout the café. Pillars of smoke and flames danced across the screen. A chopper caught the scene from above, relieving crushed cars on the street below. Civilians sprinted through the streets, desperate to escape a cloud of green gas spreading from the central plaza. The gas dissolved anything caught in its path, reducing it to a smoking paste.

Reporter Ashley Kempt narrated the horrors on the screen. “What you see here is happening in Marshall City. I repeat, the villain known as Corrosion is attacking Marshall City. If you see any sign of green smoke, please, do not go near it. Get as far away as possible. We are asking all those in the Marshall City area to evacuate immediately.”

Everyone in the café watched. Even some who passed by strolled in to witness the news unfold.

“I repeat, evacuate Marshall City. Please follow proper evacuation procedures to not cause any more panic. Those in the surrounding cities such as Ringgold and Shore are asked to keep their eyes open and be prepared in case the chaos spreads.”

Whispers erupted throughout the café, some a bit scared, while others waved the reporter’s words off, claiming that heroes would be on their way. Everything would be fine.

Bailey jolted when someone cleared their throat loudly. Zane’s annoyed blue stare caught him. “My order,” he said, holding out his hand.

“Oh, right, my bad.” Bailey glanced back at the TV, more than interested and very concerned. Marshall City was near Ringgold and it was possible that they would put an evacuation into effect.

Shaking his head, Bailey quickly handed Zane his drink and grabbed him a muffin. Before Bailey could wish him a good day or tell him to be safe, Zane left. Bailey wasn’t all that surprised that Zane seemed uninterested, but whatever. It wasn’t his problem if the dumb ass got into some trouble because he chose not to heed the warnings.

On the TV, they had already contained the smog of destruction to an area thanks to the on-site heroes. Though there was no one on the task force strong enough to take on Corrosion, who was known for being a Level 8 mutant. Their job was to prevent as much mayhem as they could until the big guns arrived, and they did a few minutes later.

And they did only a few minutes later.

“Scorch and Frostbite are on the scene,” Ashley Kempt spoke, sounding as relieved as most everyone felt. Seeing the two star heroes in their suits ready and raring to go made the entire cafe release a heavy sigh of relief.

Scorch was the first to jump out of the military vehicle that had come onto the scene in her deep red fire retardant suit. Her long, flowing brown hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail, keeping it from her dark brown eyes hidden behind a matching red mask. Following behind Scorch was her twin brother, Frostbite, in his own dark blue suit. He brushed back his curly dark hair, proceeding to hop up and down like he was warming himself up for the fight to come. Chants and cheering filtered through the TV from the citizens being evacuated. Neither Scorch nor Frostbite paid the cameras any mind. They went straight to work, disappearing into the green mist that would kill even some lower level mutants.

“Both are healed up from their last battle against Gorgo just a few weeks ago in Brownsville, Virginia. The Mutant Officers on the scene have been able to keep the smog within the central plaza and most of the people of Marshall City have been evacuated safely. As we can see, Scorch and Frostbite have made their way in. Let’s wish them, and all the brave officers, the best of luck, and pray that this ends with as many lives saved as possible.”

“Amazing, aren’t they?” Darcie’s voice chimed in, appearing behind Bailey with a bagel to munch on. He leaned against the counter, facing Darcie. “They don’t have to be heroes or risk their lives just because they happened to be born with the power to do so, but they do it anyway, though they know the risks. Not just them, but all the heroes. I know I wouldn’t have the guts to do half the shit they do. They’re amazing, don’t you think?”

Bailey nodded, facing the TV to watch the smog practically evaporate. Sparks of fire flashed within the cloud, preceded by a tower of ice erupting into the sky. Though the battle was tough to decipher, everyone knew that Scorch and Frostbite were fighting for not only their lives, but everyone’s in the city. For that reason, they were called superheroes.

“Yeah, they’re amazing,” Bailey whispered.


CHAPTER THREE

Halloween; one of Bailey’s favorite times of the year. The leaves changed to the beautiful shades of reds, oranges, yellows, and browns. The weather had changed from the 90% humidity of summer, where everyone felt like they were melting even with the AC on, to a nice cool autumn breeze. Sweater weather, long sleeves, hot chocolate, candy, creepy themed foods and that one-day a year where everyone dressed up because they fucking could. Horror movies, blood and gore, pumpkins and skeletons, witches and ghouls. It was the best! Bailey loved the first of October.

Halloween was one of the, if not the, best holiday. It was everything he loved, jam-packed into a single month. Parties, particularly, were fun. Though Bailey was not one to get plastered, he had no issue watching others get hammered. Campus was pretty crazy, events going on from Halloween themed dances to the cafeteria making Halloween based food. Even Cassi’s Café brought out some gooey delights decorated with bats, spiders, or green goo. Honestly, it all tasted delicious. Bailey had no issue biting into a doughnut that oozed green cream.

“You look like you’re eating snot,” Amery commented, grimacing. Bailey wiped remnants of the cream from his lips with his thumb to lick clean.

“Yeah, and you have fake blood dripping from your lips,” he said, gesturing at the red stains on either side of Amery’s mouth. She also had some creepy bright red contacts in and a black wig. She went for the typical vampire look, though toned down for class. However, she expressed that Slutty Amery would make herself known at the party Darcie invited them to later that evening.

Many others dressed up as well, including Bailey. He went for a dead rocker look with his face and hands painted like a skeleton. His hair was hidden beneath a black worn out top-hat that matched his black long-sleeved jacket and pants. It was about all he could do as a broke college student, but he was content with the look.

Amery shrugged, brushing pieces of her wig back as gently as she could to not to mess it up. “At least it doesn’t look like snot.”

“As a medical student, snot should not gross you out. It’s a normal bodily fluid.”

“No, as a medical student, I have to put up with bodily fluids, but on the inside, I’m still allowed to cringe.”

Bailey rolled his eyes and mentioned Amery wouldn’t last. She stuck out her tongue, then regretted it because she thought she messed up her makeup. Watching her run off to the bathroom to check on it made Bailey let out a laugh, followed by snickers when she returned, glaring at him for laughing.

“Come on, let’s get classes over with so we can party!” Amery hooted, grabbing her things before gripping Bailey’s arm and tugging him off to class. “I am so happy Halloween is on Friday because I am definitely going to have a hangover tomorrow.”

“And likely going to wake up in some strange person’s home with no recollection of how you got there.”

Amery put on a sickly smile that made Bailey shiver. She pinched his arm, making him open his lips as he let out a silent scream.

“You know what? I definitely will. I hope I do, and I hope you do too!” Amery tapped Bailey’s nose, causing him to glare at her because damn it, it took him like an hour to put all the paint.

Rolling his eyes, Bailey grumbled about how he wasn’t really a fan of one-night stands. He had bad luck; she seemed to forget that. Either Bailey would mess up the evening, or the sex was extremely disappointing.

Amery joked, “Make it a two-night stand.”

Bailey’s eyes were going to permanently roll into the back of his head. Amery giggled, though the two continued to joke all the way to class. The day went by quickly. Students dressed up and talked about the holiday, professors passed out candy, then classes ended. Amery and Bailey bolted the moment they were free.

Sitting in Amery’s dorm, Bailey watched TV to pass the time. Amery had to change into Slutty Amery. and before they realized it, the school day was over. Though the party didn’t start until later, Amery and Bailey bolted out of class the second their professor let them. When finished, she strutted out of the bathroom in a corset, lace skirt, and a pair of killer heels. Seriously, she could stab someone with them.

“Go on, praise me.” Amery raised her arms, spinning around to show off her attire.

“Everyone at the party will want to be bitten by you, or bite you, whichever you’re more into,” he said, chuckling.

Amery gasped. “The most flattering of compliments for a vampire, thank you!”

Then the two of them picked up Ryan. He dressed up as a caveman to show off his muscles that Bailey stared at and Ryan teased him for the attention. Darcie, along with her two roommates, had gotten themselves a pleasant house off campus that transformed into a ‘spooky’ hangout for the evening. Witches and headstones littered the yard, ghosts and bats hung off the porch and through the house, cobwebs stretched across the porch and in the windows. They had gone all out, even the inside was decorated!

Darcie greeted the three of them at the door, then Amery disappeared into the crowd. Either to find booze or someone else to praise her, whichever came first honestly. Ryan left too, running straight to the beer pong table while Bailey searched for snacks. Eventually, Bailey joined Ryan at the beer pong table, where he played horribly. He eventually backed out, allowing those with actual talent and depth perception to try it. Of course, that depth perception was ruined after enough drinks. Watching a bunch of drunkards try to throw balls into cups was always amusing in Bailey’s book, though.

Next, Amery came to Bailey’s side insistent on a dance. Why would he say no? Seeing as Bailey was thoroughly enjoying himself dancing, not only with Amery but also with whatever stranger joined in, that meant something bad had to happen. He shouldn’t have been surprised when his phone vibrated.

Bailey considered not answering it depending on who it was, but seeing as it was the school calling, it concerned him. He excused himself, disappearing outside so he could actually hear before he answered with a worried, “Hello?”

“Bailey Schaefer?” A male voice asked from the line.

“Yeah, this is him.”

“This is campus security calling. There were a few break-ins at Guesman Hall.”

“You’re fucking kidding me,” he whispered. Of course, there were break-ins, and of course it had to be his dorm.

Grumbling, Bailey got off with the officer after agreeing to come back as soon as he could. He had planned to take Ryan. However, when he went inside to find the guy chugging beer away like it was air, he thought it was best not to bother him until morning.

“Do you want me to come with you?” Amery asked, standing outside on the porch where a few others lingered to smoke or make out.

“Nah, stay and have fun. If it doesn’t take long, I’ll come back. If not, then call me so I can give you a ride back.”

Amery frowned, ready to argue, then sighed in agreement. Bailey hadn’t driven since Darcie’s was only about a ten-minute walk and he planned to drink. Now he wished he had to get everything done and over it. Plus, about two minutes after leaving, it started raining.

Bailey wasn’t even bothered. His mind was on the break-in. Hopefully, they didn’t steal much. Breaking into a jog, he crossed his arms to shield his chilled hands and buried his face in the collar of his jacket. He turned down a smaller street to cut some time in his walk. Three men huddled together near the other end having a smoke. Bailey jogged past them, but a hand abruptly shot out to grab his shoulder. A slight shove sent him stumbling, confused, then standing face to face with a man dressed in black.

“Hey man,” the stranger said around a cough. The other men stood behind him, dressed in damp and dark clothes. “Where you comin’ from, a party?”

Bailey knew he was in trouble when he found himself surrounded. Cars passed by at the end of the alley. The main street was near. If he could just get to that, he would be good. There would be cameras, people, witnesses, at least, he hoped so.

“Yeah, I’m heading home,” Bailey breathed out, glancing at the thugs on either side of him. One had his hood up, blocking nearly all of his face. Another brushed his back, showing off intense dark brown eyes that looked ready to throw a fist. Bailey felt that certainly was going to happen because he wouldn’t go down without a fight, pitiful or otherwise.

“Listen, I’m just trying to get home, so I don’t want any trouble.” Bailey wasn’t sure what made him think that would get the guys to back off, but it was worth a shot.

“Hey now, neither do we.” Thug One said, holding out his hands to appear in a menacing manner. “We’re just a little short on cash, so why don’t you be a pal and hand over what you got, huh?”

In that moment, it was best to agree, hand everything over, and get the hell out of there. It wasn’t like Bailey had much on him other than maybe 20 dollars in cash along with his phone, but…

“No.” Bailey decided to make things difficult. “I’m not giving you anything, pal.”

The jerk on his left threw the first punch. Bailey stumbled, cheek throbbing and head spinning. However, Bailey had been in a fistfight before and quickly brought his arms up to defend against the second attacker, challenging him. The thug beat his fists against Bailey’s arms. Bailey brought his knee up straight between the jerk’s legs. It was three to one. He sure as hell was going for cheap shots.

While in shock, Bailey punched the guy straight in the nose. He fell to the ground, groaning. Two left, but one thug had gotten behind him. Bailey cursed when a pair of arms wrapped around his neck. Bailey gasped. He flailed his legs and clawed at the arm around his neck. There was a moment of panic before Bailey finally elbowed the jerk as hard as he could in the gut. He let out a grunt, his arm loosened. Bailey flung the hold off him and sprinted towards the main street.

A heavy weight rammed Bailey’s back. He plummeted to the sidewalk, tackled by the thug from behind. There were a few more minutes of struggle with Bailey throwing kicks and punches, either successfully landing them or missing entirely before everything became futile. Thug Two and Three had Bailey pinned against the wall of the alley. Thug One unleashed his anger with his fists over and over until Bailey’s world spun. He tasted metal, felt blood trickling down his nose.

Bailey wondered how the hell he was going to get out of this mess, or rather, how beaten up he would be by the end of said mess.

Thug One ceased the brutal assault upon realizing that they had a witness. Scratching beneath his nose, the jerk stepped towards the end of the street. A tall figure stood on the main street in front of the street lamp so that the light cut harsh shadows across them. For a moment, the stranger took a step to the left, as if to leave, then hesitated.

Grunting, Thug One finally shouted, “The fuck you lookin’ at?”

Bailey never thought the day would come that he would actually enjoy hearing the monotone voice that replied, “Some dumbasses trying to prove their masculinity.”

Taking a few steps forward, Zane appeared with a frown on his face and a box of beer in his left hand.


Zane had his hood up, shielding his face from the rain that had calmed to a light drizzle. Unfortunately, he heard the fight, witnessed a small portion of it too. Though his mind screamed, walk back to your car and pretend you didn’t see it. Ok, your car is right across the street. Just go. He went against those thoughts after hearing Bailey’s pained groans.


Zane knew he was an asshole, but he wasn’t that much of an asshole. Damn morality, because that led to three angry men with a lot to prove glaring at him.

“What the fuck did you just say?” Thug one bellowed. His attention shifted from Bailey to Zane. The other attacks released Bailey, now solely focused on the new threat.

Bailey slipped to the floor, glasses clattering on the ground. Woozy, his stomach churned with every intention of vomiting. While he waited for the eventual upchuck, the brutes advanced on a bored as ever Zane.

“Three on one is pretty pathetic, but I suppose that’s about the only way any of you could win in a fight,” he said.

“Provoking them won’t help,” Bailey called hoarsely.

He retrieved his dirty glasses, relieved they hadn’t broken. While he in no way liked Zane, that didn’t mean he wanted the guy to get hurt. He wasn’t exactly buff, or looked the type to get into a fistfight, so all Bailey could imagine was him getting his ass kicked. He wasn’t up to help either, legs shaking enough that he had to use the alley wall for support.

Zane ignored Bailey, which shouldn’t be that surprising. Instead, he sat his box of beer down, proceeding to flick his fingers to provoke the jerks.

“You asked for it!” One man yelled, then lunged.

Zane caught the thug's fist. Bringing back his left fist, he sent it upward into the jerk’s gut. The attacker coughed painfully. He toppled to his knees when Zane released him. Another attacker approached from behind. Zane’s kick caught him in the chest with a resounding crack. The jerk tumbled down the alley like a bag in the wind. If not for the dumpster that he hit, the guy may have skidded a few more feet.

With strength like that, Bailey surmised Zane was definitely a mutant. He couldn’t send someone flying like that without an enhancement. However, Zane wasn’t the only mutant around. A harsh ringing sound rippled through the stormy air. Bailey cursed at the agonizing headache that sent him to his knees. The ringing became so high pitched it resembled needles in his brain.

The sound originated from thug one, who merely pressed his lips together to create the concussive noise. He didn’t even care that his friend couldn’t handle it either. The other attackers protected their ears, begging for the noise to stop. Zane flinched, then glared.

Zane took one menacing step forward after the other. After each step, the thug took one, shaking one back. His whistling grew louder, forcing Bailey to release a silent scream. Zane held up his hand, fingers twitching and lips set into a thin line. Then he huffed and sprinted forward. His fist met the thug’s cheek in a violent hit that snapped the jerk’s nose. Blood poured from his nostrils. The whistling ceased, replaced by an agonizing shout from Zane sending his fist into the asshole’s stomach. He attempted a fight, though the fist he threw missed entirely. Zane grabbed him by the arm to swing over his shoulder. He hit the concrete with a rapacious bang. One kick to his face ended the tussle.

Without the whistling, Bailey could breathe again. So could the other attackers. He pushed himself to his knees in time to witness the conscious guys run. They abandoned their so-called buddy bleeding in the alley.


For a brief moment, Zane considered going after them to teach a lesson. By brief, it was literally a nanosecond before he thought, no way in hell. That was far too much excitement. He had enough tonight to last a lifetime, and his conscience was clean. He helped the bad luck charm, so his job was done. He grabbed his beer and walked away. The idea of watching movies, munching on chips and drinking beer was almost enough to make Zane smile. Almost. However, Bailey vomiting ruined that glorious vision.



But that was supposed to be the end, Zane thought.


Zane grimaced at the continuous gags coming from the alley. Pivoting on his heel, he spotted Bailey hunched over, spewing whatever food or drink he had earlier. He had yet to return to reality, eyes barely open, glasses fogged, and body shaking. Either from the cold, rain, whistling, or having his ass beat. Honestly, it was likely all the above.

“Ignore him,” Zane said with a very stern nod. Bailey threw up again. Zane slapped his hand over his face, dragged it slowly down and groaned, “I hate trouble.”

Yet he helped said trouble off the sidewalk. Bailey didn’t put up a fight when Zane snaked his arm around his waist, proceeding to toss Bailey’s arm over his shoulder.

Zane dragged Bailey’s practically lifeless body to his car. He grimaced the whole time, grumbling about the smell and mess. When Bailey released a disgusting burp, Zane moved quicker than he ever had in his life to find a container. He found a plastic bag in the back seat, handing it to Bailey to cough in. Zane waited. He doubted a moving vehicle would help a queasy stomach, so he sat there with his eyes on anything but Bailey. He didn’t want to see any more vomit, thanks.

After a moment, Bailey leaned against the seat. In a hoarse, quiet voice, he said, “Thank you.”

Bailey offered Zane a smile. Though his pearly whites weren’t showing, it was bright, and Zane questioned if the kid was human. How could someone look that chipper after getting the shit beaten out of them, then throwing up?

“Who knows how long they would have kept it up if you hadn’t shown up?” Bailey sighed, allowing his eyes to close.

Zane hummed. He sat uncomfortably, back rod straight and hands white-knuckling the wheel. He bit his lip, then squirmed. Though his discomfort could also have to do with how Bailey smelled; a mixture of beer, rain, and vomit.


Silence fell over them after that. Bailey might have tried to speak if he wasn’t so tired. Seemingly in a blink, Zane had driven them to the dorms. He wouldn’t have realized if the custodian hadn’t cleared his throat. Zane’s blue eyes focused on him, narrowing in a manner that said, get out.


Nodding, Bailey slipped out of the car, only to yelp when hitting his head on the roof. Zane pinched the bridge of his nose. With an embarrassed laugh, Bailey finally got out. He turned around and was about to lean in to give another thanks. However, Zane leaned over, grabbed the door handle, and slammed the door shut. Bailey retreated and Zane peeled out of the lot.

He tapped his fingers against the wheel, shaking his head at himself for helping the walking catastrophe. By doing that, he was basically asking for trouble. He grumbled the entire drive home, threatening the very universe’s existence if it ever forced him into a similar situation with Bailey. He just wanted to avoid the kid at all costs.

Sure, it was hilarious watching him get into trouble, but getting dragged into it? That wasn’t on Zane’s to-do list. Bailey was a magnet for trouble within a ten-mile radius. How someone could survive such a life was beyond Zane. He couldn’t even handle the few times his mail got switched with his neighbors and they came over to drop it off, smiling and wanting to talk like Zane had any interest in them. With a firm nod, Zane vowed to stay away from Bailey, even if that meant moving to another continent.

Zane finally made it home, eager to get a beer into him and ready to binge watch movies until he passed out. He kicked off his shoes, dropped his beer into the fridge, got a shower, changed, and was about to start a movie when a knock sounded at his door. He elected to ignore the knock, flopping down on his futon with every intention to stay there. Whoever it was would leave. He was busy and by busy he meant he was drinking and watching horror movies.

“I know you’re in there, Zane,” a familiar voice said. Groaning, he kicked his legs like a petulant child. He was just aggravated now. After his encounter with Bailey he wanted sweet freedom but someone bothered him again. See, Bailey was contagious. Zane knew it. He was infected.

Huffing, he tugged on a pair of sweats and lethargically shuffled to the door. He opened the door enough to reveal one of his eyes peeking out of the darkness of his apartment.

Christopher Walker, a man well into his 40s with short black hair growing grayer each passing day—but don’t let him hear you say that—and russet brown skin stood in the hall. Though shorter than Zane, he had a far more intimidating stature, thanks to his broad shoulders and a rough leather jacket that he always wore. Regardless, Chris always had a charming smile, one that made people realize he only looked scary.

Okay, so Zane knew Chris could be scary, seeing as he was the man who raised him from the age of sixteen. Zane moved out at eighteen; two years didn’t seem like much but, it was enough for Chris to understand Zane to an extent, and enough for Zane to respect the man more than he let on, so it wasn’t at all shocking that Zane let him in.

“Shouldn’t you be busy tonight?” Zane asked, opening his fridge to offer Chris a beer, which he took.

“Detectives don’t mess with dumb, drunk college kids,” Chris replied with a proud smile. He followed Zane to his futon, where he took a seat as if he owned the place. Zane plopped onto his own side of the futon and flipped on the TV, searching for whatever he wished to watch.

“Oh, what do detectives do then? Sit around on their asses all day eating doughnuts?” Zane got a whack to the back of his head for that.

“Real funny you are, kid.” Chris left his hand on Zane’s head for a second before roughly ruffling his hair. He shut his eyes and let it happen because Chris was an old man, so why the hell not? At least, Zane constantly told him that to piss him off because it was funny. “Thought I would come by for a visit. See what you’ve been up to.”

“You were here last week,” Zane reminded him.  “Going senile, old man?”

Chris’ grip on Zane’s scalp tightened until the poor boy cringed and kicked out his left leg like he wanted to fight back, but knew better.

“I am 46. I am not old,” Chris growled.

“Sounds like senility to me.”

Chris put Zane in a headlock that he didn’t bother to fight out of. As if he had the energy to do so. When he released Zane, he added, “You know, you should be out tonight too.”

Zane’s smile disappeared in an instant. He ignored Chris, keeping his eyes on the TV as he attempted not to reply.

“It’s Halloween. You live in a college town with people your age. Zane, come on, go out, make friends…go on a date?”

“I don’t go out.” Zane grunted, deciding not to say anything about those other two suggestions, most specifically the last one.

Zane didn’t date. Caring about another person sounded exhausting. Putting effort into a relationship was the most troublesome thing on the planet. Zane was down for a one-night stand, but he sure as hell wasn’t ok with committing to anyone. That was troublesome.

Chris frowned, then brought his hand up to scratch at the back of his neck. “I worry about you, Zane.”

“I know.”

Zane got up, having finished a beer far quicker than expected, mostly because of the conversation. He knew Chris didn’t just worry about his social life. There were a lot of things to worry about. It was why Zane desperately wished to inhale another beer, then another, then another.

Zane noticed Chris was nearly done with his beer as well, so he grabbed him another. He lingered by the fridge, hand on the handle, hesitating to open the door. Although he was sloth-like by nature, it was clear he was doing it as an act of avoidance. He always avoided serious topics.

“I’m fine. Really.” But to him, fine wasn’t actually fine. He simply had low standards.

Chris’ face scrunched up in a mixture of worry and annoyance. Rather than continuing to pry, he nodded slowly and asked, “You best not be lyin’ to me, boy, but everything is fine, right?”

Zane kicked his fridge closed and  lied; “Yeah, everything is fine.”


CHAPTER FOUR

Bailey’s weekend was a rough one that ended with him not attending class Monday morning. He wished to call himself and Ryan lucky after discovering that a few pieces of spare change and games were stolen Friday night. However, after his beating, he didn’t think lucky was an appropriate term. Amery was kind enough to take notes and bring news of any assignments they may have gotten during his absence. Ryan was kind enough to bring home takeout for dinner. Bailey slept all of Monday and only got up to eat the free food before passing back out.

After all that rest, he was feeling much better Tuesday afternoon during his shift. Although people stared at his bruised face, the injuries were far better than yesterday. Amery visited, sitting in a corner with her laptop plugged in while sipping on some coffee. It was when Bailey’s shift was nearing its end that he finally sat down with Amery to tell her all the details of what happened on Friday. Although she knew the gist of it after discovering Bailey’s injuries on Saturday, he was too exhausted to explain.

“You mean to say the evil custodian saved you from some muggers on the street?” Amery asked, around a disbelieving and slightly amused smirk.

“Yep, that’s basically the gist of it.”

“So he’s not so evil after all. You know, the mysterious type is kind of sexy.” Amery grinned from ear to ear, waiting for Bailey to agree. He didn’t, and soon her smile fell into a pout. “Come on, agree with me here. You know you want to.”

“Not really.”

“Fine, be that way. You should ask him out to dinner or something.”

Bailey coughed; the chips he was munching on lodged in his throat. Amery laughed as Bailey slapped his chest to dislodge the chips. When he finally took a breath, Amery was on the verge of not breathing herself from laughter.

“Come again?” Bailey coughed.

“He helped you out of a tough spot. There’s no harm in asking to go out or something.” It seemed even Amery didn’t know what she meant because her face contorted into confusion.

“It’s not like it hasn’t crossed my mind,” Bailey mumbled while getting up to help a customer. Once finished, he returned to Amery and their conversation continued as if they had never left off. “Listen, I thanked him. Things could have been so much worse if he didn’t show up. What if someone had pulled out a knife or a gun? It could have been real trouble. But he doesn’t seem the type to want thanks. To him, a good thank you probably ends with Thanks, and that’s it.”

Amery pursed her lips in thought, seeming to agree with Bailey but not liking it. Bailey didn’t like not properly thanking someone, so he suggested giving the guy some free coffee from the shop. It was the most he could probably do. Considering that Zane got coffee fairly often, it was about as good as it was going to get. Amery agreed that was likely the best option.

“What are you doing after work?” Amery asked, packing her things into her bag once their conversation ended.

“I plan to grab some groceries.”

“By groceries, you mean junk food, right?” Amery smiled before playfully patting Bailey’s stomach. He rested his hand there and shrugged innocently; he had no idea what she was talking about! Amery rolled her eyes, then gave Bailey a list and some money with the request to pick her up some junk.

“Oh, ok, so I get teased for it, but it’s ok if you want me to get you junk food?” Bailey slipped the cash and paper into his pocket, anyway. Amery thanked him, then left to meet some friends for a study group. Bailey waved goodbye and spent the last 20 or so minutes watching the clock for his shift to end.

It was a nice autumn day, likely one of the last before winter hit. The sun shined, warming the cool autumn air. November had arrived, which meant snow would be on its way. Soon the campus and streets would be covered in white. Thankfully, living in the dorms meant that most things were nearby.

Bailey took his car because he was picking up food and didn’t want to carry it all. With his luck, he had to park at the end of the street since the few spaces in front of the store were taken. He hopped out of his car, grabbed a buggy, then scanned the aisles for the four necessary food groups; chicken nuggets, ramen, mac and cheese, and pizza.

It wasn’t too busy. He was about to push his buggy into the junk food aisle when he stopped in his tracks. Of all the people to run into, he expected this the least. Standing in the center of the aisle with a box of popcorn in his hands was a familiar face. Zane hadn’t bothered to look away from the box. Unlike usual, Zane had his hair pulled back into a ponytail, allowing a few strands of hair to fall against his chiseled cheeks, but he was still wearing his famous pair of black headphones.

Bailey bit his lip. He liked Zane with his hair pulled back. And from this angle, Zane didn’t look so bad. Hot, even. Bailey’s face warmed when Zane looked his ways. Those gorgeous blue eyes locked with his. For a moment, he swore Zane saw right through him. Then Zane’s eyes fell into their naturally bored state.

“What are you staring at?” Zane asked, cutting through the tension.

Bailey sputtered. Zane cocked a brow, gave him a swift once over, then sighed and walked away.

“Wait!” Bailey called out with absolutely no idea what he was doing or why. He pushed his cart forward. He swore his body was on autopilot.

Zane didn’t wait. In fact, he sped up. Bailey sprinted past to catch up. He grasped Zane’s wrist that tore itself from his hold in the blink of an eye. Zane faced Bailey with a glare that had the boy biting his lip to stifle a frown. Based on the animalistic scowl, Zane didn’t like to be touched. He took another step away too, keeping a distance between them.

“What?” Zane asked, tossing the popcorn box into the basket he was holding.

That was a good question. What? Bailey did not know. His brain scrambled to conjure a response. That silence agitated Zane enough to curl his nose. Then he pinched the bridge of his nose like an abrupt headache hit him. He opened his mouth, likely to speak, but Bailey bit him to it by sputtering nonsense, “D-Do you or, w-would you like to get, uh…coffee or something with me? Or food? Or, like, see a movie.”

Zane didn’t hesitate. “Nope.”

Ouch, well that hurt even if Bailey saw it coming. He frowned at the expected answer, then considered explaining why he asked in the first place.

“Listen, I just want to thank you for Friday,” Bailey said, crossing his arms since he felt the temperature of the room drop. He was feeling a bit nervous, and that probably had to do with being in front of Zane, who clearly didn’t want to be there. “What you did, it was…it was great. You could have ignored me but you didn’t, and I don’t feel a thanks is enough to express my gratitude, so I want to buy you dinner or, like, take you out for coffee or something. I don’t know!”

Sighing, Zane’s shoulders dropped. What being in the sky hated him enough to make his life intertwine so frequently with Bailey’s? All he wanted was to pick up popcorn, pop, and pizza. With Zane being anti-social and Bailey being stubborn, they weren’t getting much of anywhere. Even if Zane continued to say no, he concluded Bailey would discover another way to be bothersome. He needed to get the kid out of his life, and fast, so he held out his hand.

“Uh, what?” Bailey asked.

“Give me five dollars,” Zane stated. “For the coffee you would have bought me. Give me the money and we’ll call it your thanks.”

“No…that…that’s not the point!” Bailey wondered if Zane had any friends, because who in the hell could put up with the guy? He was as antisocial as they came, while Bailey sure as hell wasn’t. He had every intention of explaining ‘the point’ to Zane, but he never got to it.

It happened suddenly and quickly. Zane pushed Bailey without warning. He fell to the floor, perplexed by Zane resting on top of him prior to a concussive blast that rattled the store. Bailey threw his hands over his ears that rang from the concussive noise. For a moment, the world itself shook and trembled. If Bailey wasn’t already on the ground, would have brought him to his knees. Then, suddenly, there was no sound at all. An intense wave of heat burst through the front windows and blew through the store. The windows shattered, shards of glass scattered across the quaking floor. Shelves flew off the walls, others tipped back and forth. Everything in the store was thrown about like paper, falling to the floor or bursting in the air.

Sound returned, but only as an intense ringing that made Bailey dizzy. Dust and debris rained from the ceiling, casting the world in a brown blur. Bailey searched for his glasses before realizing he hadn’t lost them. His vision was simply blurry from the pounding in his head, whatever hell rained down upon him, and the shock coursing through his veins.

Groaning, Bailey tried to get up. Then he remembered Zane had thrown himself on top of him. He stopped, glanced at Zane, who had his face practically cradled into Bailey’s neck. He was moving. At least that meant he was alive. Huffing, Zane pushed himself off Bailey. He wore a perplexing glare.

“W-What?” Bailey coughed, overwhelmed by the dust.

Zane sighed heavily, as if the weight of the world was resting upon his shoulders. He pushed himself onto his feet, then dusted off his close. Scowling, Zane spoke more to himself than Bailey, “Bad Luck Bailey indeed.”

Bailey flushed, getting up with every intention to tell Zane off until he glimpsed what was happening outside the store. People screamed. Tires screeched. Sirens pierced the air. Dozens of people ran by. A building across the street spit black smoke and billowing flames. Fire shot out of every window, engulfing the building and moments away from destroying another. Bailey couldn’t take his eyes off it. Fire and smoke. The outside world was utter chaos. Bailey’s legs shook so violently that he had to clutch Zane’s arm to keep steady.

Zane cocked a brow. He almost brushed off the hold, then noticed the fear in Bailey’s eyes. The time at the café, the burn scars on Bailey’s hands. It was no surprise he couldn’t move at the sight of the flames. Hell, he didn’t even appear to be breathing. Zane snapped. The distraction broke Bailey’s trance. His gaze shifted to Zane, and he took a deep breath.

“We need to leave,” Zane stated. He mentally cursed the universe for putting them in this situation. He couldn’t leave Bailey behind. The boy barely nodded at being spoken to. Grumbling, Zane grabbed Bailey’s shirt to tug him towards the exit. Bailey stumbled over his feet. Zane clutched his shoulder to keep him upright until they finally reached the crumbled street.

They had to get away as soon as possible. Zane suspected there was a villain nearby. If that were the case, they could end up getting quarantined depending on how much damage was done. From his quick look at the street, it wasn’t just the bank that was hit. Buildings burned to the left and right. The entire block, likely even a few, had been hit. Though sirens blared, they were distant. Zane wasn’t sure how long it would take for anyone to arrive.

The cause of the explosion was unknown. Zane’s eyes lingered on the bank. Likely an important target, if not the most important one of the attack. Before he pushed Bailey towards safety, a voice spoke from above that made escaping rather difficult; “Hello, hello down there!”

A girl stood atop the bank building along the edge where the flames had yet to reach. A smile spread across the girl’s face, cheerful as if she had won a game rather than blown up a block. Her short blue hair was easily recognizable even beneath her baseball cap.

Zane recognized her from the news; a villain that recently broke out of prison or received help in breaking out. He wasn’t paying enough attention to remember correctly. Regardless, a villain was trouble, and he had a bad luck charm attached to his side. He considered relocating to Alaska. Nothing too crazy happened in Alaska.

“My name’s Boomer!” She introduced herself with a flamboyant bow. “And I’m here to have some fun with you guys.”

With her smile still on, she focused her gaze on a trembling couple in the street corner. She snapped her fingers that caused a minor explosion directly at the couple’s feet. The two screamed and jumped back just as she snapped again and again, until they displayed a tortuous dance for her amusement. It wasn’t until the woman dropped to her knees in exhaustion and fear that Boomer finally stopped.

“Tired already?” Boomer frowned. “But we just started!”

Bailey slowly returned to his senses. He noted Zane inching them away from the scene. A street corner grew close. He assumed they would turn and run for it once they reached the corner. However, he didn’t like the idea of leaving others behind when it was clear Boomer would not let them leave with their lives.

Although his heart raced from the proximity of the fire, he finally had control of his trembling limbs. Much to Zane’s immense displeasure, Bailey chose to be stupid. He slipped from Zane’s grasp to run for the couple. The woman laid on the ground, practically hyperventilating while her partner shielded her.

Zane stood, gaping; a few feet away while he questioned how an idiot like Bailey had survived so long. The dumbass had literally thrown himself in front of trouble like it wasn’t even something that deserved thought. Zane, on the other hand, had no desire to die, nor was he interested in playing the hero. With Bailey’s distraction, Zane disappeared around the corner without any noticing.

Boomer stared wide-eyed at Bailey; the one who had the bravery, or stupidity, to put himself in harm’s way. Her smile turned from amused to impressed when she put her hands on her hips.

“And who might you be?” she asked, leaning forward.

“My name is Bailey,” Bailey replied with a tremor in his voice that nearly made it break.

He cleared his throat and stood his ground even when Boomer jumped from the building. She landed gracefully on the sidewalk, as if she didn’t fall over four stories before standing straight and actually skipped towards them.

Bailey wasn’t sure if he was breathing any longer. Boomer was so close that she could reach out and touch him. There was a brief moment where Bailey actually thought he saw his life flashing before his eyes. A second felt like an eternity; sweat formed on his brow. The very air in his lungs turned cold.

“I like you, Bailey,” Boomer said. “You’re fun.”

Bailey’s stomach knotted. Vomiting sounded like a good idea, but he doubted Boomer would appreciate that. If anything, she would probably kill him quicker. He wasn’t sure what Boomer had in store, but whatever it was, she put it on hold.

A car came hurtling down the street to ram Boomer’s side. Bailey slammed his eyes shut at the sound of glass shattering and Bommer screaming. It happened so fast. One moment, Boomer stood in front of him. The next, a car had shot her down the street. Bailey moved instinctually. He grabbed the couple-se arms and ran. He didn’t know who drove that car, but they likely didn’t survive. The impact of Boomer’s body against the windshield was likely more than enough damage, but her anger afterwards? That would be catastrophic.

Bailey wasn’t sure how far the car had gone, but it was far enough to give him, along with the couple, time to run. Sirens rang in the distance, likely they set a blockade up hoping to keep Boomer confined to one area. If they could make it close enough, they would get out, so the three of them ran like their lives depended on it because it did.

Another explosion rattled behind them. Bailey chanced a peek over his shoulder. Fire and explosive shocks shot into the sky. A loud scream followed. More smoke rose, the earth shook, and all their paces picked up since it was clear Boomer was not happy with being hit. It was more obvious when she came speeding around the street corner, clothes torn and mouth bleeding, that someone was going to pay for hitting her with a damn car.

“Get back here!” She screamed.

Luckily, before she used her mutation again, a hero arrived. Down from the sky came Seraph. Her huge black wings carried her with immense speed as she swooped in to scoop Boomer from the ground. Boomer snapped her fingers, successfully hitting a nearby trash can with an explosive shot that sent the can over Bailey’s head. He ducked and peered back to watch Seraph carry Boomer into the sky. There was a tussle before the girl dropped to the ground. By then, there was a battle between them and no one wanted to stick around for that, especially since Seraph could be heard screaming about her ruined snapback.

It was during his curious look back that Bailey’s eyes peered past the battle scene to notice something peculiar, literally etched onto a building. Though the boy felt his arm being tugged at by someone to get away, it didn’t bring his gaze away from the very obvious R lit up by flames.

“We have to go!” The woman from earlier shouted, pulling Bailey so forcefully that he stumbled to his side.

He cursed as he caught himself, looked back once more to make sure he saw correctly, then allowed the woman to continue tugging him towards the police blockade at the end of the street.

They had reached safety, though Bailey wasn’t sure how long that safety would last.

Officers shuffled through the loud precinct. Every phone rang, police shouted about the ongoing fight between Boomer and Seraph, and those who witnessed the explosion sputtered over their stories. Bailey was one of those people.

One of the TVs played the news coverage of the ongoing battle. Though the area had been quarantined and the civilians evacuated, the damage was catastrophic and got worse from the continued battle. The crumbled city said enough; countless bodies would be discovered afterwards.

“Sorry about the wait.” A voice broke Bailey of his concentration on the news, a smidge thankful for a distraction.

The Mutant Detective taking his statement sat at his desk offering a kind smile that contradicted his intimidating statue. The officer held out his hand and introduced himself. “I’m Detective Christopher Walker, but please, call me Chris.”

“Chris, nice to meet you,” Bailey said as he took Chris’ hand for a firm handshake. “I’m Bailey Schaefer.”

“Nice to meet you, Bailey. Are you feeling alright? Are you sure you don’t need to go to the hospital?” Chris inquired, giving Bailey a swift once over.

Bailey shook his head. He pulled off his glasses to wipe some of the dust away, then frowned at the large crack in the glass.

“No, I’m fine, sore I guess,” he sighed.

“All right, but I would still suggest you checkup with a doctor to be safe,” Chris said. “Why don’t you start from the beginning?”

Bailey nodded, then went over what he remembered. He spoke of meeting Zane in the grocery store, how he ended up on the ground prior to the explosion, then stepping outside to see buildings on fire. Remembering the flames sent a shiver down Bailey’s spine. He squirmed and shoved his shaking hands into the pockets of his jeans. He spoke of Boomer appearing. The attack was a blur, resulting in his recounting of events potentially being out of order. His heart raced, recalling the attack. In his hometown, there was never an attack on such a level. There were a few dumbasses that tried to rob a convenience store, but nothing so drastic as what he had gone through.

“The driver!” Bailey suddenly shouted at the memory of a car slamming into Boomer. “Is the driver of that car ok? The one that hit Boomer.”

“Driver?” Chris asked. “Sorry, but we haven’t gotten into the area yet, and no one here claims to have hit Boomer with a car.”

Bailey frowned; his assumption earlier was likely correct, the driver was probably dead. He bit his lip while nodding, keeping his eyes downcast when he felt a twinge of guilt in his chest.

“There’s no need to force yourself to talk about this. Take your time. It was a crazy ordeal, so it’s understandable why you would need a moment to think it all over,” Chris spoke reassuringly with that same kind smile. He offered to give Bailey a moment by grabbing him a drink. He gave a thankful nod.

Chris got up to retrieve him some water. It was during that time that Bailey finally spotted a familiar face; Zane. He walked out of an interrogation room, only to get stopped by Chris at the water fountain. From where he sat, Bailey couldn’t hear what they were saying, though the atmosphere hinted to them knowing each other. Zane stood in a lax position, hands in his pockets. Chris jabbed him in the chest with his finger, smiling as if he was genuinely pleased to see Zane.

Zane rolled his eyes, then Chris ruffled his hair like a child. Bailey’s jaw dropped. How well did they know each other for Zane to allow that? Last time Bailey tried to so much as grab Zane’s wrist, he was swatted away in an instant. Chris poked Zane, ruffled his hair, then pulled him in for a hug as he patted his back roughly.

After the encounter, Zane waved while heading for the exit. Though Bailey understood why Zane wanted to leave so quickly, he had hoped to speak with him again. Now Bailey owed him even more after what happened. Prior to Zane’s escape, Bailey called to him, “Zane!”
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