

  [image: ]




  

    




    MUTATION




    




    My job was to be a distraction, to keep Estrella from seeing Li. I shifted into super speed and charged her, catching her in the midsection with my shoulder, then slammed her into a wall.




    At super speed, I rarely ever hit anything with my bare hand; it’s a good way to end up with broken bones. Some speedsters don’t care, though; they’re so hopped up on adrenaline that they don’t feel the pain, and their metabolisms are so high that they heal almost immediately. I didn’t feel like testing that theory, and I was in no position to deal with a broken hand, so – while it may not sound gallant – I pistol-whipped Estrella with the gun Li had given me. Then again. And a third time.




    Before I could get a fourth turn at bat, she vanished. She had obviously teleported, and my first thought was to check on Li. I’d barely turned my head in that direction when a crushing weight fell on me. Estrella had teleported above me.




    Her weight bore me down to the ground, where she cupped my head in her hands, lifted and then smashed it against the concrete floor. I immediately saw stars, as if someone had just put my skull in a car compactor. I tore a page out of her playbook and teleported.




    I didn’t go far, just a few feet away. I needed to keep her preoccupied so that Li could finish. I raised the gun and fired as she turned in my direction. The light around her body intensified and the bullets seemed to dissolve. At the same time, I became violently ill. I clutched my stomach, doubled over, and threw up.




    I was still heaving when Estrella appeared beside me a few seconds later and kneed me in the face.
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    Chapter 1




    




    Someone once said that invisibility is a power that is really only useful for doing bad things: spying on people; stealing things; playing nasty pranks. Having used my own invisibility to do a couple of those things (I haven’t stolen anything yet), I tend to agree. In fact, I was currently using it to spy on a couple who were out on a date. Not just any couple, though - the woman on this date was my mother.




    To be frank, I hadn’t done anything like this in a long time. Just a few years back, when I was maybe eleven or twelve years old and invisibility was a talent I’d only recently developed, I’d almost made a habit of it. If my mother had a date, I’d wait until they left and then turn invisible. After that, following them was a piece of cake for someone who could fly (as well as phase through walls like a ghost).




    Naturally, I didn’t think any man was good enough for my mother back then, so I’d do things like trip her date while they were walking. Maybe knock a drink out of his hand so he’d look like a klutz. Or just go for one of the classics and tie his shoelaces together.




    Unfortunately, it didn’t take long for Mom to put two and two together. (What were the odds of her dating a long string of clumsy oafs?) Afterwards, there came a stern lecture from her and my grandfather, with the result being that I never spied on her during a date again.




    Until now.




    To be clear, however, I hadn’t started out the day intending to tail her. She had already told me earlier in the week that she would be going out, and I really hadn’t given it much thought. The truth of the matter is that Mom is exotically beautiful and gets asked out a lot. She could probably have a different date every night of the week if she wanted, but she’s very selective - purportedly for my sake, since she’s a single mother.




    The guy she was going out with was someone I hadn’t met before, but that’s not unusual. Mom only tends to introduce me to her dates after they’ve been going out for a while and when there’s some type of “potential” to the relationship. In other words, the fact that she wanted me to meet this guy meant something.




    His name was Malcolm Schaefer, and I greeted him at the door when he came to pick my mother up. Through the generosity of a friend, we were staying at a spacious house in an upper-middle-class neighborhood. Our own home was in the process of being rebuilt, having been burned to the ground by a fire-wielding supervillain named Incendia. (She had also torched the apartment above our garage that my grandfather lived in.)




    Schaefer was about average in height and build, with brown hair, green eyes and a smile that probably set most women’s hearts aflutter. Dressed in brown slacks, a white shirt, and a blue blazer, he’d shaken my hand as he came inside, and I’d immediately gotten a weird vibe from him. Being an empath, I normally tune out the emotions of other people, but Schaefer was broadcasting an odd feeling - almost as if he were more excited about me than my mom. I kept my face neutral as my grandfather also came out to meet him, and then we all made small talk until my mother appeared a few seconds later.




    Schaefer had commented - as men usually did - on how stunning my mother looked. (I often wondered what they’d think if they knew that part of her appearance came from having an extraterrestrial mother.) Then they had left, but not before he shook my hand again, once more emanating emotions that gave me the distinct impression that something was amiss. Although I knew Mom could probably take care of herself, I wasn’t just going to stand idly by when I knew something was wrong.




    So there I was, spending my Friday night as a snoop as opposed to being with the girl I was crushing on: Electra. But this was our last free weekend before leaving for school at the Academy, and Electra had some things she needed to take care of. Thus, we wouldn’t have been together tonight anyway, although we did have some things planned for tomorrow.




    As to Schaefer and my mom, they surprised me by doing the same kinds of things that kids like me do on a date. First, they went to dinner - some middle-of-the-road steakhouse that was too cheap to be considered high class, but too expensive to be construed as low-end. Personally, I was a little miffed that he wasn’t pulling out all the stops to impress her: caviar, champagne, the works. Then again, it wasn’t their first outing, so maybe he’d already gone through the spend-a-lot-to-impress-your-date phase.




    I floated in the air, unseen, above a family of four eating a few tables away. Upon turning invisible, my vision had - as always - reflexively switched over to the infrared, so I saw the world (and everything in it) in varying shades of crimson, scarlet, and the like.




    I watched as my mother and Schaefer made small talk, and as she laughed gleefully every now and then at some witticism he made. I wasn’t close enough to hear what they were saying, but I wasn’t listening so much as feeling. I had my empathic senses turned up to the max, and one thing came through loud and clear: Schaefer didn’t exude the feelings of a man who was on a date with a woman he liked.




    Normally, the emotions I pick up from a guy on a date run the gamut from nervousness and trepidation to excitement and titillation. They’re dreading the possibility that the date won’t go well, elated by the possibility that the girl might like them, etc. Schaefer, however, gave off the vibe of someone stuck in a business meeting.




    After dinner, I followed them to the movies. I spent the first hour literally hovering above them in the darkened theater, and then hunger got the better of me. I hadn’t eaten anything since this impromptu surveillance had begun. (After all, this was not how I had expected to spend my evening.) Plus, they weren’t likely to be going anywhere for a while. That being the case, I phased through the wall and found myself in the hallway leading to the theater.




    There were people around, but I didn’t think anyone was really looking in my direction so I solidified and became visible. I walked to the concession stand and ordered a couple of candy bars - not the healthiest of meals, but it’s catch-as-catch-can when you’re on a stakeout. In all honesty, though, I could have just teleported home and wolfed down a sandwich; however, I had essentially snuck into the theater, so I felt I needed to pay for something (even though movie concession prices are a total rip).




    I ate the candy bars out by Schaefer’s car. I didn’t need to watch my mom for every second of this date, and they’d have to come back to his vehicle to leave. He drove a limited-edition black Mercedes Benz. Leaning over, I phased through the driver’s window and took a peek inside. The car contained a high-end instrument panel, as well as an impressive entertainment console. There was GPS, satellite music, a DVD screen. Like Schaefer himself, the car seemed too smooth, too slick, and as I phased back out of the vehicle I fought a weird, juvenile compulsion to smear chocolate on the driver’s side door handle.




    While waiting for the movie to end, I spent the next hour lying, invisible, on the roof of the Benz, looking up at the stars. There’s something about staring at the nighttime sky that just relaxes me. It always gives me a sense of serenity.




    At long last, I heard my mother and her date approaching, discussing the merits of the movie they’d seen. I silently floated up from the roof of the car into the air.




    *****




    




    I found myself somewhat relieved that Schaefer drove my mother straight home after the movie. Thankfully, she didn’t invite him in for a nightcap; their goodbyes were said at the door, and punctuated by a short kiss on the lips. Still invisible, I phased through the car door and into the back seat of his vehicle.




    Schaefer got back into the car and began driving. After a few minutes, he pressed a button on the entertainment console, and I heard the distinct drone of a telephone dial tone. Apparently there was a phone system built into the car as well.




    “Call Nighthawk,” Schaefer said.




    The chimes of numbers being dialed on a touch-tone phone sounded, followed by a number of odd clicks. Presumably, the number that Schaefer had dialed was being filtered through various channels in order to minimize the possibility of the call being traced. I sat up, listening intently.




    After a few seconds there was an odd, hollow ringing. The phone was answered almost immediately. However, neither Schaefer nor the person on the other end said anything.




    “Confirmed,” a male voice on the other end finally said after a lengthy silence. “Line is clear.”




    “This is Walker, calling in to report.” Schaefer said. “Identification number two-seven-alpha-psi-nine.”




    “Voice ID and number confirmed. You are free to report.”




    “Contact with target finally established,” Schaefer stated, and I felt the same emotional discharge from him that I’d picked up on earlier when he shook my hand. “Requesting instructions regarding Phase Two.”




    “Acknowledged. Pick-up point for Phase Two instructions will be delivered tomorrow.”




    “Understood.” With that, Schaefer (or Walker, whatever his name was) hit another button on the console, disconnecting the call.




    In the back seat, I was trying to make sense of what I had heard. Schaefer/Walker had mentioned “finally” making contact. It was unlikely that he meant my mother (since he already knew her), and based on what I’d picked up from him emotionally, there was little doubt that I was the target in his crosshairs. Basically, this clown was just using Mom to get close to me, which really got me fuming. But I still had more questions than answers: who was he working with? What did they want with me?




    Whoever they were, it was obviously someone who knew that I was Kid Sensation. No one who knew me as Jim Carrow would find me interesting. If asked, they’d probably describe me as a quiet kid, not a troublemaker but a bit of a loner.




    For a second, I debated prying the info out of Schaefer/Walker. As a telepath, I can - technically - read minds, but it’s not something I do on a regular basis. Long story short, going deep into other people’s brains makes me physically ill. It’s as if the other person’s mind is the house of a hoarder, fill with all kinds of garbage, trash, filth, and debris. It’s completely unsanitary.




    On the flip side, however, I can broadcast my thoughts to people – and pick up surface thoughts and what they willingly want to share – with ease when I want. For me, that’s akin to standing outside the hoarder’s house and communicating with them through an open window. In other words, I don’t get exposed to the unhealthy conditions in their mind that way.




    The sudden deceleration of the car brought me back to myself. While I had been busy internally debating whether to try to read his mind, Schaefer/Walker had driven into an underground garage and was parking the car. A quick glance around revealed a sign that indicated that we were in the parking area for guests of a posh five-star hotel. (And he couldn’t treat Mom to an expensive dinner?)




    Schaefer was getting out of the car, so I made the decision to just try the direct approach. I teleported behind him and became visible as he was shutting the door to his car.




    “Boo,” I said as he turned around.




    Startled, Schaefer/Walker took a step back, at the same time seeming to reach behind him for something. However, he stopped in mid-motion and looked closely at me.




    “Jim?” He stared at me in open surprise. “What are you doing here?”




    “I figured we needed to talk,” I answered.




    “Talk? About what?”




    “Why don’t we start with Nighthawk and go from there.”




    “I see,” he said, eyes narrowing. “But why don’t we discuss this up in my suite?” He walked past me without waiting for a response, heading towards the hotel elevator. I fell in step behind him, ruminating on the fact that he had a suite in a swanky hotel, but took the cheap route on his date with my mother.




    “Ahh…” he muttered as he began patting his pockets. “This elevator requires a room key to operate. Security, you know.”




    I was only half paying attention when he suddenly swung around with some kind of weapon in his hand. It bore an odd resemblance to a gun, but instead of a barrel, it had some metal studs on the end.




    Some kind of stun gun, I thought as he fired. I shifted into super speed, and the world slowed down around me. I watched the probes approach and then sidestepped them. I slowed back down to normal speed.




    “Bad move, dude,” I said as I teleported the weapon from his hand and into mine.




    

      


    


  




  

    

      


    




    




    Chapter 2




    




    I will say one thing for Schaefer (Walker was apparently a code name), he was indeed well-trained. Of course, I had never tried to extract information from anybody before, so it could have been my lack of experience that made him seem so formidable. Still, I like to think that I did more than just give it the old college try.




    He hadn’t talked after I’d taken the stun gun from him and asked nicely. He still refused to say a word when I teleported him to a frosty mountain peak where a blizzard was blowing. He also continued showing steely resistance after I took him to a height of a thousand feet and let him drop. Nothing I tried seemed to work, and I had almost resolved to try reading his mind when I remembered a trick my grandfather had taught me.




    I telepathically parked myself right outside his mental house and - peeking in through a “window” - asked him, “What are you most afraid of?”




    Needless to say, he didn’t respond verbally, but an image flashed through his brain and I was inside just enough to get a glimpse of it. I smiled to myself, and then teleported us to the shark tank at the city’s aquarium.




    We were actually in the observation room, with its huge glass walls that let you see inside the various fish habitats. A huge great white - at least fifteen feet long - swam by a second after we appeared, its mouth open and full of monstrous teeth. Schaefer took one look and went white as a sheet. (He hadn’t even looked this white after I’d teleported him out of that blizzard.)




    “No,” he murmured. “You can’t…”




    I didn’t feel like arguing. I popped him into the shark tank.




    It was almost comical. As he had been in the middle of saying something, Schaefer appeared in the tank with his mouth open and working. His eyes suddenly bulged, not just from having water suddenly gushing into his lungs, but also from the sight of a massive three-ton image of appetite and teeth suddenly heading in his direction.




    From the way his mouth moved, I imagine he was trying to scream as the shark closed in on him. The huge mouth opened, then clamped down…




    …on nothing.




    I had phased Schaefer, making him insubstantial so that the shark passed through him as if he were a ghost.




    I teleported him back out of the shark habitat. He collapsed to the ground, completely soaked and retching uncontrollably. The whole ordeal had lasted less than ten seconds, but it was another five minutes before he coughed up all of the water in his lungs and was able to speak. And at that point, he was ready to tell me everything.




    

      


    


  




  

    

      


    




    




    Chapter 3




    




    The Men in Black showed up the next day around noon. Frankly speaking, I had expected them earlier, but maybe they got caught in traffic.




    My mother had just left to run some errands, leaving me and my grandfather playing video games. The old man was crushing me in NCAA Football when he suddenly sighed in annoyance and hit the pause button.




    “Get the door,” he said. “We’ve got company.” Gramps is psychic (a universal term for anyone with mental powers), and was once the most powerful telepath on the planet. He had been retired for a while now, but his abilities had only mildly diminished from his days as an active superhero.




    I went to the door and opened it just as the MIBs were preparing to knock. Correction: I opened it just as a man in a pinstriped gray suit was about to knock; however, MIBs formed a tight semi-circle around him - one on each side and two behind. They were dressed in accordance with urban legend - black suits, white shirts, black ties, and sunglasses. (Obviously these guys believe their own press.)




    Knuckles poised to rap on the door, the man in the gray suit looked a little surprised when I opened it. He appeared to be in his early sixties, with iron-gray hair that he wore combed back. He gave me a smile that didn’t quite reach his cold, gray eyes and extended a hand towards me.




    “You must be Jim,” he said, pumping my hand as we shook. He had a strength that belied his age, and I felt an emotional intensity deeply embedded within him. There was some driving force in this man, but I didn’t quite know what it was.




    “It’s okay to call you ‘Jim,’ right?” he asked, as I disengaged my hand from his. “Or do you prefer ‘Kid Sensation’?”




    “Jim’s fine,” I responded, keeping my face and voice neutral. After my conversation with Schaefer last night, it wasn’t any surprise that they knew who I was. I kept my position in the doorway, my body language making it clear that they weren’t invited in. “And you are…?”




    “Gray,” my grandfather said from the interior of the house behind me. “That’s Mr. Gray. Go ahead and let them in.”




    I stepped aside and Gray entered, followed by the MIBs, who fanned out and took up strategic locations around our living room. One stayed by the door. Another stepped to the walkway between the living room and kitchen. The third stood by the stairs and the fourth just took a position in a corner of the room whereby he could see everything and everyone.




    Gray went straight to my grandfather and shook his hand. “Good to see you, John.”




    My grandfather returned the handshake without comment. He motioned to a nearby recliner, which Gray plopped down into. My grandfather and I sat back down on the sofa in the positions we’d previously held while playing the video game.




    “So what’s it been, John - forty years?” Gray asked.




    “No,” Gramps answered. “Forty years ago is when you crashed my wedding. It’s been more like thirty-five, but it feels like yesterday.”




    Gray chuckled. “Look, I think we both know I was just doing my job. I wasn’t trying to harass you.”




    “Really? My wife and I saw it differently.”




    “Wait a minute,” I interjected. The conversation had taken a decidedly personal turn: they were talking about my grandmother. “Gramps, who is this guy?”




    “Mr. Gray here runs the MIB organization, and their primary focus is extraterrestrials.”




    “Huh?” I was really just being facetious when I’d called them that earlier. “There really is an MIB organization?”




    “Actually, our official name is classified,” Gray said. “But ‘MIB’ works for us.”




    I was somewhat surprised. “So even your agency name is classified?”




    Gray responded with an acquiescent shrug.




    Gramps grunted in annoyance. “Don’t get too chummy with him, Jim. Gray here made me and your grandmother his own pet project from the time we were engaged up until the moment she left.”




    “What did you expect?” Gray demanded. “You married an alien, John. Nobody knew anything about her, where she came from, what her intentions truly were, and suddenly she’s got access to the most powerful telepath on the planet! A man who can read anyone’s mind - who can find out about our latest weapons technology, or dig nuclear launch codes out of the president’s brain!”




    My grandmother, Indigo, was an alien princess from a distant planet. Mom had been an infant when her mother had been compelled to return to her homeworld, leaving my grandfather to raise their daughter on his own. They’d had enough problems to deal with at the time – him with his dusky complexion and her with skin like porcelain. It had never occurred to me that they were also being hassled by the government.




    “And did any of that ever happen?” My grandfather asked.




    “No,” Gray admitted, smiling. “No, it did not. In fact, she became a superhero and a member of the Alpha League. But of course, you already know all this.”




    “Yes, but thanks for the history lesson,” Gramps said. “Anyway, to what do we owe the pleasure?”




    Gray’s face darkened a bit before he replied. “I’m afraid it’s serious, John. Your boy here assaulted a federal officer last night.”




    I felt a slight mental probe from my grandfather. <???>




    <Later,> I responded. I hadn’t told him about spying on my mother’s date and the whole thing with Schaefer, but I’d known that I would have to, eventually.




    “Jim, don’t say a word,” my grandfather cautioned, his expression never changing. It struck me as sound advice, so I kept my mouth shut.




    “He doesn’t have to say anything,” Gray quipped. “We have a sworn statement from the agent involved.”




    “Did he identify himself as a federal agent?”




    “He flashed his badge,” Gray answered, which was true. After our sojourn to the blizzard-whipped mountain peak, Schaefer had pulled a little gold shield from his pocket and declared himself to be with some agency or other. I was so intent on getting usable info from him that I hadn’t even paid attention to the name of the organization he said he worked for. Using my telekinesis, I had yanked the shield from his hand and then crumpled it like a wad of paper.




    “Well, if he works for you, Gray, then anything dealing with Jim is outside his scope of authority. Your jurisdiction is limited to extraterrestrials, so he couldn’t have been acting in an official capacity.”




    “Actually, your grandson falls dead center into my wheelhouse.”




    My grandfather scoffed. “You’re crazy. Jim’s not an alien of any sort. He was born on this planet, in a local hospital in fact, which makes him a citizen of this country, just like you and me.”




    Gray turned to me. “John Indigo Morrison Carrow. Also known as Jim Carrow. Also known as Kid Sensation. Born sixteen years ago to Geneva Carrow – herself the natural daughter of the alien known as Indigo – and the alien super known as Alpha Prime.”




    I kept all of the emotion out of my face as he spoke. They had clearly done their homework; very few people knew that I was the son of Alpha Prime, the world’s greatest superhero.




    Turning his gaze back to my grandfather, Gray stated, “With three-fourths of his physiology being alien, I would argue that my authority definitely extends to him.”




    “Except your math is wrong,” I chimed in, ignoring the concerned glance Gramps gave me. “My father’s from an alternate dimension, not an alien world. He’s as human as anybody else – just more powerful.”




    “Fine, then,” Gray countered. “You’re one-fourth extraterrestrial, two-fourths extra-dimensional. Doesn’t change the fact that, based on bloodlines, our planet has the weakest claim on your loyalties.”




    Gramps was frowning. “You’re construing loyalty based on genetics? That’s not just outside the extent of your commission, it’s completely absurd.”




    Gray simply shook his head. “You’ve been out of the game a long time, John. Things have changed.”




    “Like what?”




    “Like the fact that my agency’s authority and jurisdiction has been expanded exponentially. Ever since the V’lgrath invasion a few years ago, a lot of people have become extremely concerned with what might gently be described as ‘alien infestation’.”




    “What the hell does that mean?”




    “It means that the world is suddenly quite keenly aware of illegal aliens living here – and I’m not talking about people slipping across borders. I’m talking about beings from other worlds, sneaking onto the planet with powers, abilities, and technology that we know nothing about and which could pose a significant harm to terrestrial life.”




    “Jim’s no threat, and you know it. You’ve been watching him his whole life, just like you did his mother.”




    Gray raised an eyebrow slightly in surprise.




    Gramps went on. “What, you think I didn’t know? You might not have shown your face in over three decades, but you didn’t think I could feel you guys out there? Watching my daughter as she grew up? Spying on her friends? Noting the birth of my grandson? Keeping tabs on him his whole life?”




    I had to fight to keep my mouth from dropping open. These people had had me under a microscope since the day I was born?




    “All true,” Gray admitted, “but out of respect for you, John, and the service you’ve done for your country – and your world – we tried to give you a reasonable amount of privacy. We never bugged your phone, your home, anything like that. We kept a respectful distance.”




    “Until now,” I said. With that, I opened up a mental link with my grandfather and shared with him my escapades from the night before.




    Communication between two telepaths – especially those that share a bond, like kinship – is often a high-speed affair. It’s beyond just conveying words; it’s also images, emotions, concepts, and more. Basically, it only took a few seconds for me to bring him up to speed on what had happened. However, instead of the explosive anger I thought would result, I felt only mild vexation from him.




    “If you’re talking about sending agents to date your mother,” Gray noted, “let me just say that that is a relatively new development. As I said earlier, our jurisdiction has increased, so we’ve started taking additional steps to encompass our expanded mission. In essence, we’ve got carte blanche to do whatever we want on a global scale.”




    Gramps frowned. “So what does that mean as far as Jim is concerned?”




    Gray shrugged. “It depends on how he’s perceived. If we decide that he’s a threat, we could strip him of his citizenship and deport him.”




    My grandfather laughed. “What, kick him out of the country? Go ahead. You seem to forget that as Kid Sensation, he saved the world just a few weeks ago; his role in it may not be public knowledge, but enough people in the right circles know. He’ll have a dozen countries lined up to offer him residence - especially if word of it gets leaked to the press.”




    Gray made a tsking sound. “You weren’t listening, John. Our authority is global now, so I’m not talking about stripping him of national citizenship.”




    My grandfather’s eyes went wide, and I felt anger starting to boil in him as the full implications of what Gray was saying sank in. I’m pretty sure I looked to be in shock myself.




    “Offworld? You’d deport him off the planet? Where would he go?”




    “Not my problem,” Gray said indifferently. “And as to the media, we can suppress pretty much any story we want, or spin it in a light that’s favorable to us.”




    Gray lean forward conspiratorially. “But let’s not put the cart before the horse. I’m talking about things that could possibly happen if Jim here is believed to be a threat. However, if he were to exhibit some token of loyalty, something to let us know whose side he was on…”




    “Cut to the chase, Gray,” Gramps said. “What do you really want?”




    Gray cleared his throat before speaking. “I want your grandson to work for us.”




    

      


    


  




  

    

      


    




    




    Chapter 4




    




    “What?” I asked incredulously.




    “It’s simple enough,” Gray said. “You’re going to be attending the Academy in-residence, learning what it means to be a superhero along with hundreds of other students. It may come as a surprise, but it’s the single largest gathering of superpowered beings that we know of.”




    “It’s a bunch of kids!” I shouted. “A bunch of teenagers, all still in high school. That’s all the Academy is: a big high school for teen supers.”




    “Some of whom are incredibly powerful,” Gray added. “Like yourself. The whole world saw how you singlehandedly took down the Alpha League following your tryout.”




    I frowned and shamefully lowered my head. Two years earlier, during the ceremony to induct me as a Teen Super with the Alpha League, an altercation with another teen had erupted into a full-scale battle with me on one side and a bunch of superheroes on the other. In retrospect, no one really blamed me for what happened, but the incident was a major embarrassment for everyone involved - especially since it was all caught on tape.




    “Are you trying to say that supers - even terrestrial supers - now fall under your purview?” Gramps asked.




    “I’m saying that whatever I decide is under my purview is what’s under my purview,” Gray smirked. “Think of me as a modern-day J. Edgar Hoover, but without the same limitations on authority. So if I decide it’s supers, then it’s supers.”




    That sounded bad - on several levels.




    “Since when?” my grandfather demanded.




    “Since a bunch of so-called superheroes went rogue and tried to take over the world!”




    “First of all, those were super teens, not full-fledged capes,” Gramps retorted. “Number two, Jim here is the reason they failed. You should be giving him a medal, not harassing him.”




    Gray snorted dismissively. “Well, before you get too generous with bestowing glory on your grandson, bear in mind that Paramount, the leader of that rogue group, was his brother.”




    “Uh, half-brother,” I corrected. “And we never had any familial interaction.”




    “Doesn’t matter,” Gray said. “You’re guilty by association.”




    I raised my hands in exasperation. “How can I be guilty by association regarding someone I never associated with? Paramount didn’t even know we were related!”




    “So says you,” Gray countered. “But back to the subject at hand - the Academy. As you stated, Jim, the majority of the population there is a bunch of kids. Teens like yourself. Young, immature to some extent, and probably very impressionable.”




    “That’s teens everywhere,” I said.




    “True,” Gray admitted, “but the teens at most high schools don’t pack enough combined firepower to destroy the planet ten times over. And right now, we don’t have a firm idea of what they’re being taught.”




    “Huh?” My grandfather interjected. “Are you telling me that you can’t get information about what goes on at the Academy? That’s a crock!”




    “We get reports, true enough,” Gray stated. “But we’ve got no way to verify their accuracy. What do we really know about what those kids are being taught? What are they learning about patriotism? Love of country? Loyalty to their home planet? Paramount’s entire clique consisted of people at that school, so we need better intel on what’s going on there.”




    “So that’s how it happened,” Gramps said. “This increase in power you’ve been given - including authority over supers - is a direct result of that incident with Paramount.”




    “Incident” seemed too mild a word for it. Led by Paramount, a group of super teens had joined forces with a half-dozen of the worst supervillains on the planet. We managed to foil their plans, but it kind of left the superhero community with a black eye from a public relations standpoint.




    “You always were a smart one, John,” Gray said in acquiescence. “But the machinery to make the changes was already in the works. That thing with Paramount just kind of greased the wheels, made it all happen quicker.”




    My grandfather was clearly unimpressed. “So now, instead of just bullying extraterrestrials, you also get to strong-arm kids like my grandson.”




    “I’m not trying to muscle anybody. I’m just asking young Jim here to show us where his loyalties lie by giving us a pair of eyes on the ground at the Academy.”




    “You mean be a spy,” I said. Gray just shrugged noncommittally. “What if I don’t want to do it?”




    “Then, after last night’s assault on Schaefer, I may have to declare you a danger and consider my options,” Gray stated sternly. “But I’m a reasonable man. You don’t leave for the Academy for another couple of days. I’ll give you until then to think it over.”




    He got up to leave, and the MIBs moved in unison to flank him as before. They had been so still and silent during our conversation that I’d almost forgotten they were there.




    As they were walking out the door, Gray stopped and turned to me.




    “Just so we’re clear, I’ll be expecting your answer before you depart.” He handed me a card made of heavy white stock. There was nothing but a phone number on it in a large, raised font. “It would be a mistake to take off for the Academy without talking to me first.”




    And with that, they were gone.




    

      


    


  




  

    

      


    




    




    Chapter 5




    




    “You knew,” I said to my grandfather after Gray and his entourage had left. “You knew that Schaefer was a phony.”




    My grandfather just shrugged. “How’d you figure that out?”




    “You. Your reactions. Normally, you blow your stack regarding anything that’s a threat to me or Mom. But when I told you about Schaefer, you were just annoyed.”




    “I was more irritated by the fact that you’d found out about it than the act itself.”




    “Does Mom know?”




    “Of course.”




    I should have guessed as much. She doesn’t put it on display very often, but Mom’s a powerful telepath in her own right. There was even a time when she had ventured to become a superhero herself, but then I came along and derailed those plans before they’d come anywhere close to fruition.




    “If she knew, then why did she go out with him?”




    “To keep Gray and his crew off-guard,” Gramps responded. “Did you think this was the first time they tried to get close to us? To you? If she continually turned down dates from all their agents, they would have figured out we were on to them. This way, we avoided suspicion.”




    “Until I screwed it up.” I was aghast at what I’d done. It was like I’d blown someone’s cover on a secret mission. Even worse, I’d done it for almost no reason, because Schaefer hadn’t really known anything. He’d been aware that I was a super, and his initial assignment was to date Mom in order to get close to me. Beyond that, however, his knowledge was severely limited. (He didn’t even know who his contact, “Nighthawk,” actually was.) Apparently all of the mission-critical information was to be delivered to him later - presumably as part of the “Phase Two” I’d heard mentioned.




    “Don’t beat yourself up about it,” Gramps said with a smile. “It’s pretty clear they were planning to approach you soon anyway. You just pushed up their timetable.”




    “So now what?”




    “Now nothing. You just keep doing what you’ve been doing.”




    “What about Gray’s offer?”




    “You mean his ultimatum? That’s up to you. You’re old enough to start making these decisions for yourself. But if you’re asking my advice, Gray’s considered a necessary evil by the powers that be, but he’s the last person you want to crawl into bed with.”




    *****




    




    After our conversation about Gray, Gramps took me for a driving lesson. A few weeks earlier, I had been greatly ashamed when – after arranging to take a girl on a date – it came to light that I didn’t know how to drive. (In my defense, being a teleporter and a speedster means that a car is a superfluous item.) Shortly thereafter, I had made daily driving lessons a high priority. I had made a lot of progress, but was not quite proficient enough to get a license.




    After the lesson ended, I teleported to an Alpha League safe house for my date with Electra. The League’s headquarters had suffered extensive damage when Paramount went off the reservation. Much of it had been repaired, but Mouse – the de facto head of the Alpha League – had decided to use the reconstruction to incorporate several significant changes.




    “We’re rebuilding anyway,” he’d said. “Why not use the opportunity to make some meaningful improvements?”




    What those improvements were exactly had yet to be made common knowledge, but the upshot of it all was that the League was operating out of various safe houses for the moment. Aside from Mouse’s lab, League HQ was not yet fully functional.




    The safe house where I was meeting Electra was a boarded-up tenement in one of the worst parts of town. It was flanked on one side by a notorious crackhouse, and on the other by a burned-out shell of a building that basically served as housing for a large number of homeless people.




    To the outside world, the safe house appeared deserted, but it was definitely one of those instances where you shouldn’t judge a book by its cover. The interior was decidedly high-end in terms of layout, facilities, accommodations, and capabilities. By way of example, the exterior doors on the ground floor appeared to be made of wood, but were actually reinforced steel encased in a wooden shell. Many a crackhead had dislocated a shoulder or broken a toe trying to batter or kick their way in. (And even if they had managed to get inside, the doorways were always guarded.)
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