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      I endured the torture for as long as I could, but it was no use. The pain was excruciating, and the torturer had no remorse. His voice droned on and on and I succumbed to its mind-numbing effect. I ended up giving in and agreeing with anything my captor said, anything to make the pain stop.

      I sat there in my Modern Science class, my last class of the day, longing for it to end. I glanced at the clock thinking an hour had gone by since I last checked. Five minutes had elapsed.

      I gave a low sigh and propped my head in my hand, turning my attention back to Mr. Fischer as he continued drawing diagrams and droning on about the intricacies of human DNA.

      Mr. Fisher is only a couple inches taller than me, pudgier, with a balding head. His large glasses made his already large eyes even bigger, almost threatening to take over his whole face.

      Normally I am really interested in stuff like human DNA and science, but Mr. Fischer's voice is maddeningly monotone. My best friend Scott had the idea to record it and "make millions of dollars on the insomniac’s black market."

      I glanced over to Scott’s seat in the row next to mine. His eyes, too, were glazed over, his head propped up on his hand, staring at the board. He sensed me looking at him and glanced over. He let his eyes slip closed, nodded his head a little and a little more, then let his chin fall off his hand as if he’d fallen asleep. He jerked his head, blinked his eyes a couple times, and did it again, at which point he slumped over his desk as if he’d fallen soundly asleep.

      I couldn't help but grin, chuckling to myself. But I hid my smile when Mr. Fisher turned around to sweep his huge eyes over the classroom.

      "Any questions?" he asked in his flat tone. I half-heartedly looked around the class to see if anyone was still awake to ask questions.

      A hand across the room inched up and I could almost hear the unspoken moans as people turned to glare at the student.

      "I’m wondering, where do some superheroes get their powers? I heard it’s like a genetic thing or something."

      I’d also wondered about superheroes whose powers did not come from a suit or falling into a vat of radioactive goo. I knew it had to do with genetics or something, but I wasn't sure how. I sat up in my chair and glanced around the room nonchalantly, wondering if this topic caught anyone else's attention. Several other students sat up in their seats as well, turning inquiring gazes to Mr. Fischer.

      He wagged his right finger and opened his mouth in a silent "ah ha." He turned around and wrote "Homo Sapiens" in large blocky letters on the board. "Homo Sapien is the scientific name for the human species. Homo"—he underlined it on the whiteboard—"is the human genus, which includes Neanderthals and many other extinct species of hominid." He glanced around the room.

      I leaned over to Scott and whispered, "Neanderthals. You know, like Barry and the rest of the football team.”

      He snorted and covered his mouth with his hand to stifle his chuckles.

      Mr. Fisher underlined Sapien on the board and continued, unaware of my joke.

      "Sapiens are the surviving species of the genus Homo." He turned and looked at the board and pondered for a second. "Actually…" He wrote down another Sapien on the board after the last one, making it "Homo Sapien Sapien." He nodded and turned back to us. "Homo Sapien Sapien are modern humans. Us. You and me. We are actually a subspecies of Homo Sapiens. Now…" He waved his finger in another gesture, his voice actually sounding on the verge of being excited. He turned to the board and wrote "Homo Eximius."

      I flung open my notebook to a new page and jotted the name down, noticing a flurry of activity from the rest of the class doing the same thing.

      "Homo Eximius is the scientific name given to those of the human species with a certain mutation in their DNA sequence, thus altering their genome and causing the body to manifest odd traits or abilities not exhibited by Homo Sapiens." He turned to the class and opened his arms. "In other words, super powers. Homo Eximius's rough translation in Latin is 'super man.'"

      "What about super women?" came a female yell a couple of rows over from me.

      He smiled and opened his mouth, but then the bell rang. The room erupted in a flurry of activity as students put their things away and rushed to pull out their phones to check their favorite social site.

      "That last bit of information won't appear on the regular part of a quiz, but it could be an extra credit question. And don't forget to read chapter four!" He yelled over the students as they made a mad dash for the hallway to get to their lockers before their bid for freedom.

      "I think that was the first time I was actually interested in hearing what he had to say." Scott glanced over his shoulder to make sure we were out of earshot of the teacher.

      I smiled and nodded in agreement. I have to admit, ever since I donned the Guardian armor, I sort of grew a little more curious about the world I am now a part of. It's not like superheroes received a monthly newsletter or had a special web page we could visit to answer our questions.

      I mean, I knew some of the usual stuff you pick up from the comics and stuff, but I hadn’t really gotten around to talking about it yet with my dad or anyone.

      Scott and I split up at my locker with promises to meet up tomorrow morning. I was pulling out tonight's homework when Annika leaned against the locker next to mine. She wore her cheerleader outfit today, her raven black hair pulled back into its usual ponytail, a pair of small gold studs in her ears. In other words: stunning as usual.

      "Hey, stranger." She flashed her gazillion-watt smile.

      "Oh, hey," I replied, trying to sound casual. You would think after staying with us for almost a week, she wouldn’t cause my heart to race every time I saw her. "I thought you guys had practice today or something." I seemed to remember her mentioning it last night over dinner.

      A look of sadness or disappointment flashed across her face for a second but disappeared and was replaced by her patented radiant smile. "Yeah, it sorta got postponed today. We'll probably meet tomorrow." She gave a slight toss of a shoulder. "So, you want to do something instead?"

      I paused for a second, about to close my locker, my heart beating at double speed. I turned to look at her. "What?"

      "You know, hang out at the mall or something? Maybe grab a cone or something before we walk home? I can’t drive my car since being grounded." She looked very interested in studying the locker she leaned against. "If you’re not busy or anything…"

      "Umm…no. I mean, no, I'm not busy. Sure, going to the mall sounds neat." I stammered. Sounds neat? Ugh, you buffoon. I mentally kicked myself.

      "Okay, cool, let's go." She started off down the hall.

      I crammed everything into my backpack, slammed my locker closed, and took off after her. I caught up in the school lobby right before the front doors. I looked over at her as we left, but she stared straight ahead, her mind seemingly on other things.

      Holy crap, Annika’s willing to be seen in public with me! Well, I mean, we still have the whole "I'm her Computer Science tutor" charade going on, but still! I secretly wondered if maybe, against all odds, she might actually like me.

      Whoa there, Cory, let's not get carried away.

      I fished through a million questions to ask her when she stopped. I took another step before I realized she’d stopped walking. She stood and stared toward the street, a look of surprise and confusion on her face. I turned and followed her gaze.

      A large, black SUV was parked along the curb in front of the school. It had tinted everything, and it came with a matching pair of very large, scary men in black suits standing nearby. Both appeared Japanese and each wore matching black sunglasses and dark stares. One stood near the hood and the other near the back, like a pair of muscled bookends. They looked as if they’d been cut from the same intimidating henchman mold.

      But Annika's gaze wasn't directed at them. It was locked on the pair standing between the bodyguards.

      The guy leaned against the SUV, cleaning a nail with some sort of long, stiletto-like blade. He was tall and thin with hair long enough to cover his eyes. He wore a very nice, light gray, modern pinstripe suit, a pale gray open-collared shirt, and a pair of gray Converse high tops.

      The girl standing next to him wore a very similar gray suit, a skirt instead of pants, and gray high heels. Her hair was the same raven black as Annika’s, but she wore hers down. Behind a pair of large, white-framed sunglasses, you could tell her stare was aimed at Annika.

      Both of them looked Japanese and both were around college age. The girl finally broke her gaze and leaned over to backhand the guy in the arm. He finished cleaning his nail, put the blade in his pocket, and straightened. He tossed his head, sweeping the hair out of his eyes, and smiled at Annika.

      I stared at them for a long moment, then turned to Annika to ask if she knew these people. But she had already started moving toward the SUV with a look of grim determination. I saw her hands drop to her sides as if wanting to grip the nonexistent blades at her hips.

      I followed close behind, eyeing the two as they approached Annika as well. We all stopped about three feet apart and the girls glared at each other. The guy smiled the whole time, but the girl looked as if she’d swallowed a dump truck full of Lemonheads.

      They stood there for a good thirty seconds, nobody saying a word, but everyone looking each other up and down, as if sizing each other up. I thought I’d better try and alleviate the awkward tension.

      "Umm, hi, I'm Cory MacGregor." I gave a half-hearted wave.

      The guy and Annika continued to stare at each other, but the girl shot me a withering gaze that would have probably reduced me to a pile of ash if it hadn't been for her sunglasses. I took a step back, but Annika's hand shot out and grabbed my left arm, holding me in place. Her grasp was almost vice-like.

      "Forgive her manners, Cory," Annika snapped. "It's probably been a long time since she last used them."

      The girl glared back at Annika and snarled.

      I'm not kidding, actually snarled!

      At which point the guy brought his hand out and rested it on the girl’s arm in a calming manner. At once, she seemed to relax.

      "I think we can all be civil here, don't you, Annika?" he said, the smile never leaving his lips.

      “Cory, forgive my manners. I would like to introduce you to my older brother, Hiro, and my older sister, Kaho."
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