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      I swept my fingers in and out of the Bunsen burner's flame, flirting with the flickering orange and purple and grinning with amusement. I've always felt akin to fire. It was so beautiful and brilliant, yet destructive. Fire could give and it could take.

      "You know you could burn yourself doing that," said a voice, rudely jolting me out of my fire fueled reverie.

      I looked up at the intruder. I'd seen him before in chemistry class. With that bronzed skin, that long, black hair, and those dark eyes, he was hard not to recognize. Not that it really mattered. He was still just another student. Aside from his few defining features, he was just like everyone else.

      I turned my attention back to the flame and resumed what I was doing, a clear dismissal. Instead of going away, he took the seat beside me. How obnoxious. Nobody ever sat by me.

      "I'm Chayton," he said.

      I turned my glare back on him and frowned. "Okay… And?" He was smiling. My scowl deepened.

      "You're Avari Terran, right? We're lab partners."

      I looked at the burner again, sighing. Why did I need a lab partner? I was perfectly capable of doing all of the labs by myself. A lab partner would just get in the way, and mess things up. Did the phrase "doesn't work well with others" that high school teachers so loved to put on report cards mean nothing to these blockheaded university professors?

      "Just stay out of my way and don't screw things up," I snapped at him. When I heard him chuckling, I looked up. "What are you laughing at?" I growled. Maybe if I concentrated hard, his shirt would catch fire. If I was mad enough, I could easily do that.

      "Sorry, it's just…" Chayton trailed off as he fought back a few more laughs. "You're so serious."

      Because this was a very serious matter! I failed to see why it was so amusing for me to be serious about my schoolwork. "Is there a problem with that?" I frowned. I wished he'd go away already.

      "You need to loosen up a little." He leaned back in his seat, putting his arms behind his head.

      I snorted. "Why?" I really wanted to ask why in the hell he even cared, but I stopped myself short.

      "It's not good for you, being serious all the time." He smiled.

      "And who says I'm serious all the time?" I countered his smile with a scowl.

      Chayton leaned closer, and I caught a whiff of campfire smoke and pine. "Are you?" he asked, raising an eyebrow.

      "No," I blurted, meeting his midnight eyes sternly.

      "Oh? What do you do for fun, then?"

      "None of your business." I tore my gaze from him. Who did he think he was, interrogating me like this? I owed him no explanations or assurances about my behavior or hobbies during my leisure time.

      "Okay, okay." Chayton raised his hands in surrender.

      The lab started, forcing Chayton to drop his line of questioning and focus, for which I was grateful. Of course I did well on the assignment. I didn't credit any of my success to Chayton, though I guess he did help a little, which was much better than him screwing something up.

      As soon as class ended, I threw my stuff in my bag and walked out. Footsteps ran up behind me, and I looked back to see Chayton following me. What did he think he was doing? Couldn't he just buzz off? Why was he trying to catch up with me?

      I stopped walking and turned completely around, glaring at him and crossing my arms. "Can I help you with something?"

      "So, since we're lab partners, we need to be able to get in touch with each other. We should exchange numbers."

      Immediately I frowned. It wasn't that I didn't have a phone. I did, mostly out of necessity. Places like the school needed a phone number on file. I would just as soon not have one, because I didn't want to talk to anyone. I really wasn't too keen on the idea of giving my phone number so freely to him, but clearly there was no avoiding it. I sighed and took out my phone. "Fine. What's your number?" I keyed in the digits as he said them and then called him so he'd get my number.

      "Maybe we'll see each other around the campus," said Chayton with a smile.

      "I hope not," I mumbled.

      I turned away and stared at my phone screen, pretending to look interested in something on it like most of the other students on campus often did. In reality, the only thing on my screen was Chayton's phone number. I started to save it to my contacts. How was "Chayton" spelled? What kind of name was that anyway? I guess I would just save it as "C" for now and figure out how it was spelled later.

      I returned to my dorm room. Locking the door behind me, I let out a heavy sigh.

      Finally. Alone at last.

      My last roommate had made it an impressive two days before requesting a different room. Shortly after that my possessions had flooded into the other side of the room: various books on chemistry and mechanics and architecture, notebooks filled with my scratchy writing, and a few old gadgets I tinkered with on occasion. Having to put up with another person's presence at all hours of the day was exhausting, and made it so I had no privacy. Alone was the only place I could be myself.

      I pulled my shirt off and stretched my arms as I unfolded my black-feathered wings. I've never really known what I am, but when I was just a kid I discovered I had these wings on my back. When they were concealed, they seemed to be completely invisible to other people. Which is probably why I didn't get taken away by the government and experimented on.

      Whatever I was, I was sure I wouldn't know it if anyone else was like me. They were probably hiding, or flying under the radar like I was, because I sure hadn't ever heard anything about a race of winged people. I sat at my desk, flexing my wings more. Perhaps I was an angel, or I guess it'd be more accurate to say a fallen angel. Obviously I wasn't in heaven, or whatever realm it was angels—if such a thing existed—came from.

      Why had I been left alone here? My mother was a human, and my father… Who knows what he was or what happened to him. Once, I sneaked into my case file and dug out my birth certificate. Mother: Arya Terran, Father: Unknown, it read. She died bringing me into this world. I'd been to her grave—if the worn, flat stone marking her burial site could be called that.

      Outside, I could hear the sounds of some obnoxious students goofing off. I ignored them as I opened a book and started on some homework. So foolish. Why did they even come to college if they were just going to party until they flunked out? Being here on scholarships and grants meant I couldn't afford such distractions. Not that I'd want to join them, anyways.
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      I'd just finished my afternoon classes, and was making my way across the campus back to my dorm. There were other students about everywhere at this time of day, some soaking up their break between afternoon and evening classes, others done for the day and going back to their dorm to either study like me or going off to shirk their studies. The pace of the people walking in front of me was getting on my last nerve. They weren't even paying attention, more interested in their phones than anything else. To hell with this. I decided to cut across the grass.

      No sooner had I done so did I realize that was a mistake. A familiar figure rose from a nearby tree as I walked past—Chayton.

      "Avari!" Chayton called out, and though I heard him loud and clear, I didn't pause or acknowledge him. Instead I sped up, wanting to be as far away from there and as quickly as possible. With any luck, he'd think I just didn't hear him and forget about trying to flag me down.

      "Wait up!"

      No such luck.

      I refused to wait up; however, Chayton's hand caught my shoulder and turned me to face him. Immediately I shoved his hand off of my shoulder, wincing at the very unwanted contact I hadn't initiated.

      "What?" I snapped at him, meeting the dark-eyed gaze of my unfortunate lab partner.

      If he was at all deterred by my glower, it didn't show on his face. He smiled brightly back at me. "How are you?"

      I raised an eyebrow at him. Was he really inquiring about my well-being? No one ever asked me things like that. What did it matter to him?

      This had to be some cruel trick or a joke. That someone I'd just met—who I would barely define as an acquaintance—would actually care how I was doing was absurd. Whatever Chayton's game was, I wasn't falling for it.

      "Is this about our lab?" I replied tersely.

      "No, I jus—"

      "Then don't bother talking to me," I said, then immediately turned to leave.

      "Wait! Don't leave… I was just trying to be friendly," Chayton said, voice falling.

      "Well, don't be." Without a backward glance, I continued walking, past the towering Campanile and straight for my room. This time Chayton didn't try to stop me, or follow me. We didn't have class together until next week and I didn't care to see Chayton any more before then.

      Eventually, it would sink into Chayton's head that I wasn't interested in any of the dull socialization in which most people engaged. A couple more failed attempts and he would stop trying. It really was nothing personal towards Chayton. I didn't trust anyone. Especially not someone so nice.
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      I sat in chem lab waiting for class to start. After my last conversation with Chayton, I figured he'd gotten the idea. I hadn't seen or heard from him since last week. As Chayton came in and sat beside me, smiling that friendly smile of his like nothing was wrong, I wondered if maybe I'd just been lucky not seeing him around campus.

      I frowned at him immediately. Even though we were lab partners, I wished he didn't have to sit next to me.

      "How are you today?" asked Chayton, apparently undeterred by my frown.

      I looked away, making a noncommittal noise and shrugging. Luckily, the lecture started, preventing Chayton from saying anything more. For now.

      When the lab portion began, I started getting all of the needed items in order. I didn't bother glancing at Chayton as I started reading through the instructions.

      "So, how are your other classes going?" Ugh. And there it was. More small talk. Such a useless waste of breath that I didn't understand. Why should people pretend to be nice and act like they care about another person's personal life or well-being just for the sake of friendly conversation? Did most people feel awkward if they went too long in silence? That was my only guess.

      I shrugged again instead of answering him. "Just turn on the burner."

      Chayton did. Then talked again. "What's your major?"

      "Bioengineering and Electrical Engineering," I replied without looking at him, keeping my attention on measuring. Maybe that answer would get him to shut up and concentrate on the lab. I really wished he'd stop with the small talk soon.

      "Oh! A double major, huh? I'm a Bioengineering major."

      "Ah." And I cared why? "Will you stop asking me useless questions and help measure?"

      That got him to shut up. Finally.

      Chayton wrote our observations while I performed the lab. I didn't look at him, though my curiosity did get the best of me, and I glanced inconspicuously over at his paper to read his name: Chayton Solomon.

      So that's how his name was spelled.

      Once the lab was over, Chayton handed in our worksheet, and I packed up my things, heading out before he got back to our table. When I heard footsteps trailing behind me, I sighed. I didn't have to look back to know who was following me.

      "Hey, um…" I rolled my eyes and kept walking. Unfortunately, Chayton kept up with me, and went on speaking. "There's a party tonight on campus. You think you'll go?"

      I couldn't help snorting. Did he really think I was interested in a damn college party? "I don't think so."

      "Oh. Well, if you do show up, maybe I'll see you there," Chayton replied. He was being ridiculously optimistic, wasn't he?

      "I wouldn't count on it," I said, and kept walking.

      Chayton didn't have a reply for that, and didn't keep trying to walk with me. Good. Maybe he was starting to get it.

      I dropped my things off at my dorm and started walking towards the edge of the campus. Thwarting Chayton's attempts was beginning to get on my last nerve, and I needed some space from everything. As soon as I was in a less crowded spot, I slipped in between some buildings and pulled off my shirt, stretching my wings out to their full span. After I looped my shirt through my belt, I was off.

      Being up in the clouds was like nothing else, and almost instantly, my anger faded. Up here, the buildings, cars and people were just tiny specks, and I could just forget about everything. Even if it was only for a moment. School and all the homework that came with it made it hard to find the time to just get away like this.

      I flew across the Bay, looking down on the vast, hilly cityscape of San Francisco. From this height it almost seemed like a picture, still and silent, when in reality it was the exact opposite. Why anyone would want to be down there in that mess, I would never understand.

      The Golden Gate came into view below me, and I descended, perching on top of it and looking down on the endless traffic going to and from the city. Cars seemed so stressful. I was glad I could just fly.

      I contemplated burritos as a dinner option. Since I was already off campus, I could go somewhere decent, unlike the student center, which always seemed to have awful, stale burritos at this time of the day.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket.

      Was someone texting me? Who in the hell would be texting me? I yanked my phone out of my pocket.

      It was from the letter "C" because I hadn't bothered changing Chayton's name in my contacts.

      What're you up to?

      It's not like I could be honest and say "Oh, you know, flying around, standing on top of a bridge; the usual." Yeah, right. Why was Chayton texting me? Did he think he would actually get a reply from me?

      Whatever.

      I took off into the air again, flying back in the direction of the campus. Part of the way back, I landed on top of a building, trying to settle on where to get a burrito, when my phone rang. I took one glance at the caller ID, sighed, and answered it.

      "Why are you calling me?"

      "Hey, what're you doing?" This again? When was he going to get it through his thick skull?

      "Is this about class?"

      "No…" he trailed off, perplexed sounding.

      "Then it's none of your business." I growled and hung up before he could say anything else.

      I didn't know what the deal was with him trying to be all nice to me, but I was about tired of it already. At this rate, I'd have to change my damn number. I clenched my teeth, seething as my blood started to boil. God, I hated him so much!

      I wanted to hurl my phone across the city, and I almost did, flinging my arm but keeping hold of my phone at the last moment. I'd just have to replace the damn thing if I did.

      A sudden boom from below, followed by screams, startled me. I looked down at the street to see a parked car ablaze. Had I done that? Oops. I usually had better control of it. I looked at my arms. Charred black covered my hands and wrists, and my veins glowed like orange embers. The flames dissipated from around me and I turned my gaze back to the burning car below.

      I stared at the flames, watching them grow along with the chaos. The fire was beautiful, and I probably could have watched it burn down to nothing. It had been a long time since I'd caught something on fire.

      When I was younger, it would happen all the time, but not quite on this scale. Plugs would spark and catch fire, a TV would blow out. The people around me would blame things like faulty wiring. Some of the other children in the foster home knew the truth though.

      It was the weird kid's fault again.

      They saw right through me. Amazing, how little kids can see a person's true nature, yet the adults were oblivious. I never heard the end of their ridicule. When one of them called me a "freak" or "weirdo" it only made it harder to control. Sometimes I didn't even try to. Once, some kid's toy fell prey to my flames, and he told on me. That's when I learned not to trust people. They'll always turn on you. The adults thought I was playing with a lighter or matches. Little did they know there was no lighter, no matches—it was all me.

      A fire truck sounded in the distance, drawing closer, and I knew that sticking around was probably a bad idea. More people were starting to gather at the scene now. Their attention was on the flaming car though, and not me, so I decided it was best to make my exit and head straight back to campus. So much for good burritos.
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      I made it back to the student center, and got my stale and most likely toxic burrito. Also, some Oreos (those things were addictive, and I wanted to give a medal to whoever invented them). The events of the evening had caused me to work up an appetite, so I sat down at an empty table to eat before I headed back to my room. The student center wasn't too busy right now. Not that I was worried about being bothered.

      The burrito wasn't too bad today actually, I thought as I took my first bite. As I ate, my thoughts turned back to the car, up in flames as people flocked around it, horrified and shocked. No one had seen me; they were all looking at the car, or up and down the streets and sidewalks. Not on the tops of the buildings. They were focused on the burning car, but I would bet they weren't thinking what I was thinking. I imagined what ran through their heads was something like: How did such a thing happen? Did someone do this?

      That was the exact opposite of what I was thinking.

      My thoughts were only on the fire, its rage and its beauty as it took over the car, eating away at its upholstery, at the soft top, and everything that its owner had inside. How long had it been since I set something on fire? Intentional or unintentional, it had been too long. Part of me wanted more.

      The chair across from me squeaked as it was pulled out, jolting me from my thoughts. Who would have the courage to sit across from me? Stupid question.

      "I didn't expect to see you here," Chayton said.

      I ignored him and took another bite of my burrito.

      "Why did you hang up on me?" Now he was the one asking the stupid questions.

      "Because I don't want to talk to you. What don't you get about that?"

      "I just want to get to know you," he said.

      Get to know me? I held in a scoff. This had to be a joke. When I was in the presence of others, I made as much effort as possible to give off a stay the hell away from me vibe. I screamed social outcast everywhere I went. Yet Chayton seemed immune.

      "I don't see why."

      "I just do. Do I need a reason?"

      I sighed and glared at him. "Do you think if you keep pestering me that I'm going to come around, or something? Stop wasting your time. I want to be left alone."

      "Don't you get tired of being alone?"

      I narrowed my eyes at his question. Get tired of being alone? The notion seemed ridiculous to me. It was people who had alienated me, pushed me away and made me an outcast. I'd never gotten along with people, so why should I start trying now?

      "No," I said finally, returning my attention to my food.

      "I know what it's like to be alone. I was orphaned at a young age, and I hardly remember my parents at all."

      I looked back up at him, trying to find any signs of deception in his deep black eyes, or his expression. Chayton stared back at me, and I frowned, straining my eyes to find something that would betray his intentions, sharing such a thing with me. Nothing. That didn't mean there wasn't some ulterior motive hidden deep in there somewhere though. Some people were really good at hiding their true intentions, at pretending to be on your side then turning on you when it suited them.

      I wasn't going to let myself be so easily fooled by him. There had to be something else, something he was hiding away. I kept studying him.

      "What?" Chayton finally said, likely weirded out by my hard stare and long silence.

      "I don't get you."

      "Why?"

      "Most people usually avoid me. Are you sure you want to be around me?"

      Chayton shrugged. "I guess I'm not like most people."

      That's for sure. Most people aren't so stubborn. "If you keep following me around, people will start to think you're weird."

      "That's okay. Besides, who's to say I'm not already?"

      An interesting thought. After all of my refusals to socialize with him, all of my rude responses, he still wanted to know me. Chayton was definitely weird. Whatever his motives were for wanting to get to know me, wanting to tread his way through the fire with no concern for how badly he could get burned, I wanted to figure them out. Sooner or later, whatever masks he was wearing would come off, and his true motives would reveal themselves like the nasty monster they were.
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      The part of me that wanted more fire didn't burn out.

      I kept thinking about it. About the flames, about my rage over the perplexing Chayton. The desire to give in to that rage, to fuel that fire and reign it down upon something, ate its way through me. So I went for a fly again after my classes a few days later.

      I perched on top of a tall building overlooking the Bay, watching the people, the cars, the chaos of a city too big for itself that seemed to just keep going on and on, practically flooding over the edges of the land it was built on. Of all the places I could have been born in, it had to be here. Maybe it suited me. In a way, the city was like a fire—constantly burning, growing, and unpredictable.

      Not as beautiful and alluring as a real fire, though.

      Balling my hand into a fist, I concentrated all of my rage, conjuring up flames of my own will for the first time in what seemed like forever. It felt so good. An ache formed deep inside me to release my creation out into the world to see what kind of damage it could do on its own. I raised my hand up and let loose, throwing the fire forth like pitching a ball.

      The flaming ball collided with a parked car. People walking by jumped, some ran, and others watched in horror and confusion. I focused my anger and did it again, hitting the car beside the first one, then another car.

      I watched the chaos and commotion for as long as possible. Damn firefighters came to put it out, though. And it was so beautiful.

      I returned to the campus, the flames of the fire still on my mind. I passed through the student center, intending to grab a bite before I turned in for the night to study. The TV caught my eye.

      My little stunt was on the news.

      Right now, they were blaming a gas leak. Really? Did they think a gas leak would cause that? It was just like when I was a kid. People would make up anything to avoid the truth. Of course, they only had so much to go on. Theorizing was only natural, but still… Part of me wanted to make sure they knew who was responsible, that they knew it was a who and not a what that had caused it.

      That thought was like fire—tempting yet dangerous, inviting yet imprudent—and it stuck with me. It stuck through the rest of the evening, and through my morning class the following day. I itched with the urge to see more fire, more things being eaten away by its ruthlessness. Fire wasn't discerning or discriminating; it just burned whatever it touched. And I wanted more.

      I flew over the Bay, looking down on the city below and trying to decide my next target. Something that people would notice, something that they wouldn't mistake for a gas leak or a plug sparking or some other nonsense. I came down to stand on a building, pondering this more, only to realize the perfect thing was staring right at me.

      A billboard.

      Now that would do nicely.

      I conjured up some fire and flung it at the board, again and again and again until the whole thing was up in flames. Then I watched as the generic smiling faces printed on the now burning advertisement melted away. People took notice of the fire, and pandemonium quickly ensued. I took off before the sirens got too close.

      I made a pit stop back by my dorm to grab my things for my afternoon class, then headed by the student center to grab something to eat. When I entered, my burning billboard was on one of the TVs. I held in a smile as I watched the coverage of the chaos I'd created. There was a reporter on the scene, walking down the street and interviewing people who were around at the time the billboard mysteriously caught fire.

      The reporter stopped one person and asked, "Sir, did you see anything out of the ordinary at the scene of the fire?"

      "Actually… There was someone on the roof, over there." He pointed. Right in the direction of where I had been. Someone had seen me? My heart jumped into my throat. "I think it was a person, anyways."

      "What do you mean?" asked the news reporter, staring perplexedly at him.

      "Well, all I saw were these black wings."

      "Wings?"

      "Yeah, large, black wings. Black as a raven," the man said, then waved a hand dismissively. "Ah, forget it. It was probably just a large bird."

      That guy had seen me. Well, just part of me. A big part of me. But what if he had seen all of me? No one here would be able to put two and two together from the description he'd given. I'd been too far away for him to see my face. If he had, though… it would have all been over.

      I needed a disguise if I wanted to do that again.

      "Hey," someone said, making me jump out of my skin and lose my balance. "Sorry! I didn't mean to scare you!"

      Chayton had somehow sneaked up on me. He put a hand on my shoulder, an attempt to steady me or calm me. I shrugged his hand away.

      "It's fine."

      "What were you so engrossed in?"

      "Nothing. Just thinking," I said. I spared a glance at the TV—the news had turned to other, more boring things now—then started to walk away.

      "Hey, want to walk to class together?"

      Oh, that's right. My next class was the one I shared with Chayton. We were both heading that direction, so I guess there was no avoiding it. I shrugged and kept walking, Chayton taking that as invitation enough and began walking beside me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      After class, Chayton decided it would be a great idea to follow me and start talking to me. During lab, he'd made more attempts at conversation, and while I was still curious about the nature of his kindness towards me, I was still far from willing to just accept his friendliness as that of someone who truly only wanted my companionship. That seemed so unlikely to me.

      "Hey, are you free now? Maybe we could go do something."

      Did he think we were friends now? Or at least acquainted enough that I would agree to hang out with him? I resisted the urge to sigh. "Like what?" I replied, undecided on whether I would actually go do something with him at all.

      "You like burritos, right?"

      I spared him a glance. He'd actually noticed something like that? Either he was making such an effort to convince me he was sincere, or he actually was. But which?

      "Yeah, so?"

      "There's a really good burrito place over on Telegraph. Have you been to it?"

      "No," I said. That was on the edge of campus, and I didn't usually go over that way. When I went off campus it was usually somewhere much further away.

      "We should go then." Chayton smiled and gestured for me to walk with him. My curiosity—both on Chayton and the idea of burritos—got the best of me, and I followed him.

      We started walking towards the edge of campus. "How are your classes going?" Chayton asked as we made our way down Bancroft Way. Again with the small talk.

      "Fine," I said.

      "What do you like about burritos?"

      I glanced over at him, at his seemingly friendly smile, but didn't return it. At least this question was somewhat logical, though I still didn't know what he wanted to know all this for.

      "You can put just about anything you want in them and they always turn out good."

      "Oh, so you like that they're versatile?" asked Chayton.

      "Yeah, I guess so."

      Chayton chuckled. "Sounds like a good reason to me." I stared at him expectantly. "What?" he said.

      "Shouldn't you tell me what you like, since I told you what I like?" I wasn't very well versed on this getting to know people thing, but I was pretty sure I shouldn't divulge every single thing about me without getting to know something about the other person in return. If I was going to tell him these things, it would come at a price. I needed to know about him, too. So I could figure out what he really wanted, and if he really was as nice as he seemed to be.

      "Oh." Chayton smiled wide. "I like fruit and yogurt parfaits a lot. And waffles."

      "I like waffles too."

      Chayton beamed even more. "We should go out for waffles sometime then!"

      I shrugged indifferently. We crossed Durant, the various smells of the close packed restaurants wafting into my nose: fryer grease, pizza, ramen, and of course burritos. I followed Chayton to the source of the burrito scent.

      "What are you getting?" Chayton asked.

      "A supreme burrito, I guess."

      "Sounds good. I'm getting a veggie burrito." Once we had our burritos in hand, Chayton found a spot to sit and gestured for me to sit beside him. I did, but not too close. "How is it?" he asked me after I took my first bite.

      "Pretty good, I guess," I said, containing my enthusiasm and instead feigning indifference again. It was probably one of the best burritos I'd ever had.

      "I'm glad you liked it. We could come again if you want."

      Or I could come by myself, which is what I'd rather do. Maybe that was his way of saying he wanted to hang out again?

      "Why are you doing this?" I found myself asking.

      "What?" Chayton looked at me in confusion.

      "Being so nice to me. Asking me to go places with you. There are so many people on campus who would be willing to make friends, and you chose me. Why?"

      "I don't know," Chayton said. He pursed his lips in thought for a moment before continuing. "I've seen you around, besides just in chem. I noticed you were always by yourself, and I thought you must be lonely like that, with no friends. I know what it's like to be all alone, and I wouldn't wish it on anyone."

      I'd never thought about it like that. Alone was just something that I saw as my natural state. It had been that way for me for so long that I was used to it. I supposed I wouldn't wish what had happened to me on anyone either, though. Still, most people saw someone alone, cold, and they did nothing. All my life, people had done nothing for me. Why Chayton, and why now?

      "But why?" I said. "Why me? What do you want from me?"

      "Nothing. Just to get to know you. The real you, as you are."

      Just to get to know me. The real me. I stared at him for a long moment, at a loss for words and trying to read him. His smile, his midnight eyes, his long, dark braid…

      Everything about him seemed so…so nice. I couldn't find anything wrong with this picture, aside from his odd choice to get to know me of all people. Yet I still didn't want to just accept he was simply a nice person.
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        * * *

      

      I closed the door to my room and leaned against it. My little venture with Chayton had only put more questions into my mind. I wasn't any closer to figuring out why Chayton really wanted to get to know me.

      I didn't believe there were simply nice people in the world, who wanted to get to know people or wanted to help people just because. Everyone did something wrong at some point. Everyone had a good and a bad side. And, above all else, everyone had a secret.

      What was Chayton's secret? What were his flaws?

      If I found these things out, would he turn tail and leave? Would I want to keep getting to know him once I found out his deep, dark secrets?

      I sat down at my desk and attempted to do some homework. My mind kept wandering back to Chayton again—to how happy it seemed to make him when he found things we had in common, to his bright smile. So earnest. So pure.

      That's exactly why I didn't trust him.

      I growled in frustration and turned my attention back to my homework, only to find my pencil was now a pile of ash. I'd have to start my assignment over again because of the singe marks all over my paper.

      Obviously I wasn't going to get anything done in this state. Might as well go out for a while. Maybe blow off some steam.

      I left campus and flew around, as high as I could go. Closing my eyes, I enjoyed the feel of the wind blowing through my hair and wings. For just a moment, I forgot about everything. About school, about the vexing Chayton. All of it.

      Only for a moment. Then it all came flooding back into my head again.

      I flew out over the Bay, looking down at the water briefly before nose diving right into it. The rush of cold shocked me, temporarily chasing out everything else plaguing my mind. So, so cold, like those nights I spent on the streets as a kid, alone and desperately trying to keep myself warm. No matter how hard I tried to conjure up a flame in my hands then, it wouldn't come. I felt so helpless, so stupid for running away, but I didn't want to go back because I hated the foster home and everyone there. Eventually I always ended up back at that hellhole, no matter how hard I tried to get away from it.

      I hadn't ever wanted to be alone. People had done that to me because of the way they treated me, and now that someone actually wanted to be around me, I didn't trust the person.

      This line of thought was getting me nowhere. I forced myself out of the frigid water, and flew into the sky again. I pulled my shirt from my belt and let it dry in the wind as I soared through the air.

      I stopped at a department store. I hated places like this—they were just so busy—but it was a necessary evil. Grabbing a basket, I wove through couples and whining kids, ending up in the party section.

      Most of the things in the aisle were for kids' parties: rainbow-colored ponies, turtles wielding ninja weapons, transforming robots, princesses. Those types of things. A black domino mask caught my attention. The mask was simple, yet sleek, and would cover just enough to make people wonder who is that? Something like that would make an impact. I put the mask in my basket, then piled an assortment of other party favors in with it as a diversion.

      "Having a party?" the clerk asked as I was checking out.

      I smirked. "Yeah. A party." I guess it could be called that. There would be fireworks.

      I left the busy department store and ditched the other party favors in the trash can outside. Once I was out of plain sight, I pulled my shirt off and flew off again. Landing on a rooftop, I pulled out the black mask, looking over it again for a moment before slipping it on and combing back my messy black hair with my hands.
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        * * *

      

      "Reports are coming in of a masked, black winged man terrorizing the North Bay area. Witnesses say the man made balls of fire appear out of nowhere, hurling them at several parked cars and other surrounding structures. None were reported injured. Witness accounts failed to provide any detailed description of the man's face, only that he had dark hair and wings like a raven. Authorities are asking anyone with information on the perpetrator to call immediately. Who is this raven-winged arsonist, and will he strike again? More on this story as it develops."

      I grinned to myself as I watched the report from the student center.  Just as I'd expected, people definitely remembered me—especially my wings. The student center was a bit crowded this evening, and many others were watching the news too, appalled and murmuring to themselves about this development.

      "Hey," someone said, and I looked up to see Chayton. "What're you..." he trailed off, glancing over at a TV screen that was recapping my story again. I glanced from the TV and back to him. His fists clenched so tight that his knuckles turned white as he glared at the screen. "Who would so something so awful?"

      This was new. I was so used to that sweet smile of his. What had gotten into him? "I don't know," I said.

      "I hope they don't get away next time."

      What an odd thing to say. "You okay?" I asked. He still looked so upset, and it was dismaying to see to him like that. I decided I preferred his smile to his frown.

      "Yeah." When Chayton looked at me again, his features softened. "Sorry if I worried you," he said, smiling again, and it was like he had never been angry.

      "You didn't," I lied, forcing myself to look away from him. I was worried, but I doubted it was for the reason he thought. Mostly I was baffled. Normally, people didn't react to news like that with anger. The other people around us who had seen the story were shocked, frightened, that type of thing. But anger…

      So odd. So perplexing.

      There were things about Chayton I had yet to learn, it seemed.
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      There was a little voice in the back of my head, an angel on my shoulder that kept nagging at me, telling me, "You're playing a dangerous game." I knew that voice was right. At the same time, there was also a devil on my other shoulder saying, "Do that again."

      I'd never been one to follow status quo. I certainly didn't care about doing what everyone else was doing. Seeing those people's faces on the news, watching the footage of my handiwork… Doing that again was just too tempting not to. How could I just leave those people hanging? Surely they wanted to know more about the "raven-winged arsonist". Who was I to disappoint them by disappearing after just one sighting? Two, if you count the first guy who thought he was losing his mind.

      I think I made it about a week before I was just dying to get out again. College life was stressful, especially with a double major, and the ache to blow off some steam—or blow up some things, to be exact—was uncontrollable.

      As I flew through the sky, I debated what area to reign down fire upon today. I headed to a different area than my previous fireworks display, though still in the North Bay area. Eyeing a pretty little Prius, I summoned forth my fire and let loose on the poor thing. A nerdy looking hipster who was walking towards the car blanched at the sight of it going up in flames. Must have been their car.

      I flew around, lighting up a few more things with my fire, keeping myself on the move to avoid being tailed by the authorities.

      "Stop right there!" someone yelled, to my surprise from very close, as if they were up in the air with me, and not down below.

      I paused to look around for the mystery voice, and when I found the source, my eyes widened. There was another person in the air. With wings. This guy's wings, like mine, were an impressive sight to behold, only they were brown. He was dressed in a blue and yellow outfit, a kind of Captain America getup, with a mask that covered his head and face, all but his chiseled, tan chin. There was a yellow "F" on his chest framed by a pair of wings.

      Just when I thought I'd seen everything. I kind of wanted to laugh at his ridiculous getup. Another part of me was stunned and intrigued. Could he be like me, the same thing I was? I mean, how many people have wings?

      "Who are you?" I asked.

      "I'm Falcon, and I'm here to stop you!"

      Falcon, huh? Guess that's what the "F" stood for, then.

      I didn't have time to react. All I saw was a blur, then I heard a sudden wham as Falcon's fist connected with my jaw, sending me flying back. Damn he had a mean left hook, and he was fast. This was…unexpected.

      I recovered quickly from the blow, just in time to avoid his next one. "Why do you care what I do?" I said, dodging another punch and a kick, then getting unlucky and taking a punch to the gut.

      "What you're doing is wrong, and someone could get hurt. Come quietly and I won't hurt you."

      Come quietly? He just expected me to let him take me in? "I don't think so." I swung a fist back only to miss him. I was pretty fast, but so was he.

      I was strong, too—a lot stronger than a normal human—but brute force wasn't really my thing. There was something else that was more my taste: a little fire. No doubts about it, fire always made everything more interesting. I went on the defensive, managing to avoid his swings and put a bit more distance between us.

      "Give up!" Falcon said.

      "Let's see how you handle this!" I conjured up a ball of fire in each hand and hurled them both at Falcon. To my frustration, he avoided them. I growled and flung a couple more in his direction, then a couple more. Falcon sped around to avoid the onslaught, and most of them missed, but one hit. He flung his hands up to shield his head just in time, and the fire singed the arms of his suit instead.

      "Stop this!" He brushed the ash off and rushed at me. Evading, I sent a ball of fire at his back.

      Wailing sirens neared us. It seems Falcon had distracted me long enough for them to catch up with me.

      Suddenly, Falcon collided into me, pinning me on the ground beneath him. "It's over," he said.

      "I don't think so." No way was I getting caught. Not now, not ever. I grappled with him, but it was his strength against mine, and he had just the slightest upper hand. He pinned my wrists and held them in a death grip.

      I still had one ace up my sleeve though. I summoned my fire, heating my hands and wrists. Falcon winced and loosened his grip, and the second he did I broke out of his grasp, pushing him back and then swinging my fist at him as hard as I could.

      While he was stunned, I took off, flying as fast as I could and ducking into the first nook I could find. I removed the mask, stuffed it into my pocket, then pulled my shirt out and concealed my wings before pulling it on.

      As I slipped out onto the streets, I tried to look as natural and calm as possible, though I was pretty sure I was far enough away from the scene now that I didn't have to worry. I could barely even hear the sirens. My body smarted where Falcon's blows had connected, and I winced the first few steps. That had been a close one.

      The appearance of this Falcon character changed things. Who was this guy, anyways? Better yet, what was he? That was the real burning question.

      A TV caught my eye as I walked down the street. They were showing my fight with Falcon already. I paused and stared at the caption: Falcon Fights Back Against Raven.

      Raven, huh? The media had officially given me a name.

      Closed captioning scrolled by as the picture shrunk into the corner and a news reporter started talking.

      "Who is the arsonist Raven? Does he have any connection to Falcon? Will Raven strike again?"

      All very, very good questions. I personally was most curious about the second one.
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        * * *

      

      After a good night's sleep, I went to the library on campus early the next morning. I had wanted to stop there when I got back last night, but I had my homework to worry about. Between homework and my fight with Falcon I was too exhausted to fit it in yesterday.

      I took a seat at one of the computers and started typing "Falcon superhero Bay area" on a search engine, getting a few results immediately from news sites in the area. I can't say I'd ever really followed the news, so I'd never heard of him. I skimmed through a few old headlines: Winged Hero Makes Appearance, Hero in the Bay Area, Falcon Thwarts Bank Robbery.

      I read through the first article. It detailed his debut appearance, which was less than a year ago. He'd saved a bus full of people from a freak accident on a bridge. A couple of the people who were interviewed commented on his friendly demeanor and of course his wings. One person said, "He's a guardian angel sent from above."

      The next article was shortly after that, after he'd stopped a car chase. And of course, the last one was pretty self explanatory. Overall, I wouldn't say he'd done anything truly astounding. Mostly catching robbers, or saving elderly people and helpless animals in trees.

      There was nothing of course about who he really was, what he was, or why he was here. The media seemed content to embrace him as an upstanding hero, fighting for justice and the weak.

      Maybe I had it wrong, and I actually was dealing with comic book origin story stuff here, not celestial beings. Now the question, "Does he have any connection to Falcon?" made a whole lot of sense. How many other people had wings? What were the odds that a hero and a villain would emerge with such similarities? I had to know what the deal was with him. Maybe if I could figure out what he was, I would finally know what I was, too.

      There was only one way to find out. The reporter's last question came to my mind: Will Raven strike again?

      Yes, I think Raven would.

      "What're you up to, Avari?"

      I jerked and quickly closed the browser window. Luckily, Chayton had walked up in front of me and not behind me.

      "Nothing really, just a little research. I was about to leave." I stood up.

      "Oh. Wanna do something?"

      Suddenly my inner conflict about Chayton seemed so small in comparison to what else I was now dealing with. I shrugged. Whether Chayton followed me or not, I really didn't care. It came as no surprise though when he started walking with me.

      "Hey, how long before your next class? We could go get waffles."

      Waffles? Oh, that's right. He'd said that he liked waffles too, and that we should go get them together sometime. It had been a long time since I had waffles. Damn did they sound good. I could use something to get my mind off all this superhero nonsense, even if it was only temporarily. I may not be normal, but I could pretend to be for just a little while, couldn't I?

      We walked down Telegraph, to a place called Little Gem Belgian Waffles just a few blocks off campus. "Have you been here before?" Chayton asked me.

      "Yeah."

      Chayton grinned. "It's great, isn't it?"

      "It's pretty good." They had Oreos as a topping option. Of course it was great.

      We took a seat after obtaining our waffles. Chayton's was topped with strawberry marmalade, strawberries, and bananas, while mine had Oreos (obviously), chocolate sauce, and Creme de Gem. I was absolutely in heaven after just one bite.

      "So, what else do you like doing for fun? Besides eating burritos and waffles," Chayton asked between bites.

      For fun? Well, as of lately, blow things to smithereens. But it wasn't like I could tell Chayton that. I also went flying, which I couldn't tell him either. Other than that, all I really did was study.

      "I don't know. I like to do chem experiments, I guess. And take things apart then put them back together, or make them into new things." I glanced at him, wondering if he would think my hobbies were weird. When I was younger the other kids used to think so.

      Chayton only smiled, and he didn't look weirded out at all. "That's cool. What do you think you'd like to do with your degree?"

      I shrugged. "I'm not sure. Probably invent things."

      "That sounds neat. I'm not sure what I'll end up doing, either. I want to do something that'll help other people, though."

      "Why?" I asked without thinking. I didn't understand why someone would want to help people so much. Chayton said he knew what it was like to be alone, and that he was an orphan too. Clearly his experiences hadn't jaded him like mine had. I kind of envied him for it.

      "I just like helping people."

      "Do you really think people are worth helping?"

      Chayton seemed surprised by the question. "Of course. Don't you?"

      I half-laughed. "No. I have no interest in helping anyone."

      "Oh." Chayton looked down at his waffle for a moment, then back up. "Why don't you like people? If you don't mind me asking."

      I considered not answering his question. I'd been entertaining just a bit too much conversation for my liking with Chayton today, and I could feel myself wearing thin. I might as well, since I'd come this far. "Why? Because people never gave me a reason to. No one was there for me."

      I instantly regretted my words at the look of pity that spread over his features. "I'm sorry, Avari," he said, putting his hand over mine.

      "Don't." I pulled my hand away and stood. "I don't want your pity."

      Now I really was done. I wasn't sure why I'd put up with him for so long anyways. I threw my plate away—even though there was still a bite of precious Belgian waffle goodness left—and walked out.

      "Avari." Chayton trailed behind me. "Wait. I'm sorry." He caught my shoulder.

      "Stop saying you're sorry. Nobody else ever felt sorry for me and I don't need anyone to now." I shoved his hand off my shoulder. "And stop touching me."

      "Avari…"

      When he stepped towards me, I took a step back and turned around. "Don't follow me."

      I walked back to campus, intentionally taking a different way than we'd come. A couple of times I looked back. Chayton wasn't following me. Good.

      I don't know why, but when he'd looked at me like that, with such sympathy, I'd immediately hated it. He'd meant to console me for my misfortune in life; however, I wasn't looking for any solace. The things I'd been through were mine and mine alone. My past shaped me, helped define me, and yes, what I'd been through was horrible, but I didn't need anyone to be sorry about it now. Certainly not someone who had no idea what my personal experience had been. It was over and done with and being sorry about it wouldn't do anything.

      How was he so damn nice, anyways? I'd been through hell as an orphan, and I barely passed for a functional member of society. I still thought there had to be something about him I was missing.

      I kicked an unsuspecting trash can as I walked by it. Going somewhere with Chayton was supposed to get my mind off all that comic book superhero baloney. Now I was just angry.

      The urge to turn around and set the now dented trash can ablaze was overwhelming. I resisted and looked down at my hands; ash-black singed the tips of my fingers, and my veins had a faint orange glow. I shoved them in my pockets and kept walking.

      Already I wanted to go out as Raven again, to see what kind of trouble I could stir up, and maybe lure out that Falcon character again since I'd very much like to have a word with him. I sighed. I had class soon, so it was out of the question right now.
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      That stupid, pitiful look on Chayton's face when I told him off haunted me. I don't know why I couldn't stop thinking about it. He didn't text or call me either, which I was glad for. Honestly I didn't have any idea what I would've said to him, or what I'd say next time I saw him in class, for that matter.

      While I was trying to study, I thought about that look yet again, and the way he sounded when he said he was sorry—so damn sincere it made me want to hurl something—and I accidentally set fire to my homework. I quickly patted it out before the fire could spread to my books and sighed.

      It had been a few days since I went out on the town. I'd resisted, busying myself with schoolwork. That was probably not the greatest choice, since now I was barely even in control anymore. I really needed to get out for a while, before I ended up burning down the whole damn dorm building.

      I grabbed my mask out of my desk drawer, slipped it into my pocket, and walked out of my room. While I walked towards the edge of campus, I glanced around a few times, dreading running into Chayton as I so often seemed to do. If I had, I doubted he would have even talked to me, after how I'd treated him. Chances were I'd finally succeeded in driving him off like I'd wanted to in the first place. Which I should be happy about.

      Once I was far enough off campus for my satisfaction, I slipped into an alley, pulled my shirt off, and flew off into the clouds. I enjoyed the feel of the breeze through my wings, making a mental note to myself to remember to do this more often. School was keeping me way too busy, which I hated sometimes. While it sucked that it sapped all my time, it was one of those things I recognized as a necessary evil.

      I put on my mask before descending from the clouds to glide over buildings. How many things would I have to light up before the hero of the city showed his face, I wondered? I let loose on a few cars, one right after the other, then moved on to a billboard with some ugly realtor's face, and topped it off with a couple trees (not very eco-friendly I know, but man did they burn up fast).

      Firetrucks blared, coming from all directions as they tried to keep up with my path of destruction. No doubt me staying on the move made it even more difficult for them.

      "Stop right there, Raven!"

      Oh, he knew my name now. I turned to face him and grinned. "We meet again, Falcon."

      "I'm not letting you get away this time."

      "We'll see about that."

      I hurled my fire at the same time he rushed at me. He avoided it and went right for my jaw with his fist. Damn, I forgot how hard he punched. Falcon got in another punch before I recovered and gave him a fiery fist to the gut. While he was off guard, I pushed him down onto a rooftop and pinned him.

      "Tell me something," I said, tightening my grip on his wrists. "What are you?" His answer was to headbutt me. "Shit! Ah!" I seethed and rubbed my throbbing forehead, only getting a moment to console the ache before he swung at me.

      "A hero," he answered.

      It figured. "Yeah, I got that part."

      He punched me in the stomach and aimed to grab my arms, latching onto one of them. I turned around, making his arm twist awkwardly and forcing him to loosen his grip. It was probably better to put some distance between us. I wasn't sure how many more of his punches I could endure.

      "What are you, really?" I asked again as he flew at me, dodging my fireballs.

      "I'm only a man. Who wants to help people."

      I sighed. "That's quite noble," I said, dodging a punch and continuing to fall back. "Still not what I meant."

      This was going nowhere fast. I'm not sure what I expected honestly, asking him straightforward like that. Did he have any abilities, like me? He just kept throwing punches.

      "Come on, don't you have anything better than that?" I taunted, sending more fire his way.

      Falcon growled and kept swinging at me. I kept out of his range as best as I could. He was swift and easily caught up every time I did get too far away. Finally I turned and started flying away as fast as I could.

      "Catch me if you can!" I said, cackling.

      "You're not getting away!" I didn't dare look back. His voice sounded dangerously close. "I won't let you!" He said, and I barely registered that his voice was in front of me now before I barreled right into him.

      Both of us were stunned for a moment. I recovered first though, and swung a punch at him with all my might. Falcon went flying downward, and I didn't stick around to see if he hit ground or recovered from the blow.

      I flew up into the clouds, away from the sirens and chaos. Well, that hadn't gone quite like I'd wanted. I was no closer to figuring out anything about Falcon. At least I wasn't pent up anymore. Kind of hard to be, since practically every bone in my body ached from Falcon's fists.
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      When I walked into chem class, Chayton was already at our table. I approached, sat down, and took out my book, and not once did Chayton look up at me or smile.

      I was surprised when he spoke. "I'm really sorry," he said quietly.

      "I told you not to say you're sorry," I replied, opening my notebook and staring at the blank page instead of looking at Chayton.

      "I meant because I upset you."

      "Whatever." I stubbornly stared at my paper more and started twirling my pencil.

      "I didn't mean to."

      "Well, you did." I took a chance and looked his way, meaning to glare at him to drive it home. My glare failed to form when I saw the look on his face—it was the same pained look as before. Why did it make my chest ache to see it again now? I didn't care one way or the other about Chayton, and I certainly didn't care if I'd hurt his feelings. He was the one who started it.

      "Give me another chance. I want to understand you."

      He wanted to understand me? That was pretty ironic. "Fine. Just…stop looking at me like that."

      "Like what?"

      "Like a hurt animal. I can't stand it."

      Chayton chuckled. "I didn't realize I was doing it."

      "Yeah, okay." I averted my gaze, stomping down the thought that I'd actually missed seeing him smile. I reminded myself that the only reason I was actually going to tolerate his presence for longer was because, just as Chayton wanted to understand me, I still hadn't come to understand him yet.

      I tried not to look at Chayton during the lab. Now he was smiling too much. Had my agreement to give him another chance—at what I wasn't entirely sure—really made him that elated? What was this thing, exactly?

      After class he walked out beside me. "Want to go somewhere and study together?"

      "I guess." Knowing him, he'd probably just end up talking and asking me more questions rather than getting any studying done.

      "Great!" We walked to the library. "I'm glad we can still be friends," Chayton said as we took a seat at an empty table.

      Is that what we were? Did I consider Chayton my friend? I hadn't thought about it. I'd never had a friend. "We're friends?"

      "Yeah, of course. Aren't we?"

      "I guess."

      That made Chayton smile wide. "Will you tell me more about yourself?"

      "What for?"

      "So I can know you better."

      I wasn't sure how I felt about Chayton wanting to know me better. If I did tell him more about me though, he would likely say more about himself, which I was very interested in. Figuring out what made him tick was still high on my list. Falcon's origin was number one, but Chayton's motives were definitely a close second.

      "What do you want to know?"

      "Anything. I want to know everything about you."

      He wanted to know everything?. One thing at a time, I suppose. I couldn’t  tell him everything, especially after my recent escapades, and if I never chose to tell him about that…well, that was my choice. It's not like he'd ever figure it out anyways.

      "Well ask me something then."

      "Okay. When's your birthday?"

      "November third," I replied.

      Chayton smiled. "Mine is February fourteenth."

      "Wait…isn't that Valentine's Day?" Not that I'd ever had a Valentine. People always made a big deal out of that day though, despite that it was obviously nothing more than a marketing ploy.

      "Yeah," he said, chuckling. "What's your favorite color?"

      "Orange," I said immediately, then added, "Red, too."

      "Two favorites? I like that. Mine's purple."

      I shifted in my chair and wondered if he'd noticed my eyes. From a distance, they appeared to be black. If someone were to look at them closely though, they'd find they were actually a deep violet. Something else I'd inherited, ostensibly from my father. Who knows?

      "Avari?"

      "Hm?"

      "Did you know your parents?" Chayton asked.

      "No." I looked down at an untouched book on the table—weren't we supposed to be studying?

      "I'm here, if you want to talk about it." He didn't apologize, didn't try to touch my hand, and when I glanced back up he wasn't looking at me like he felt sorry for me. At least, not like before. There was just a hint of sympathy in his features.

      Could he truly understand what I'd been through? No one had ever tried. Chayton was the closest anyone had ever come to beginning to get me. Perhaps he really would understand.

      "I don't know…" There really wasn't much to tell. The thought of actually sharing the whole story with someone scared me.

      "If you change your mind, the offer is always on the table," Chayton said. "I really do understand what it's like. When I was little, I didn't fit in anywhere. My parents died in an accident, and I was so young I barely understood what happened. Other people around the reservation pitched in at first, but I was mostly alone. I had no other family. Chala, this lady who ran an antique shop, helped me the most. She let me work in her shop, and made me meals. We were really close." He paused and swallowed. "But then she passed away too, and I was alone again."

      "At least you had someone." I couldn't imagine what it would have been like to have people who cared for me when I was a kid. If I had even just one person, what kind of difference would it have made? Would I be a bit less cynical, and more like Chayton?

      He nodded. "I miss her. Everyone else kind of forgot about me. Not her though. She always made time for me." Chayton smiled sadly.

      "Do you blame them, for forgetting about you?"

      "Not anymore."

      I looked at him curiously. This was unexpected, coming from Chayton. "So at one point you did?"

      "Yeah. I blamed everyone else for my problems all the time. I thought it wasn't fair that they all had their families and homes, and I had nothing."

      "Really?"

      "Really," Chayton echoed.

      "So what changed?"

      "Chala came along, and told me to stop blaming others for what I don't have, and to focus my energy on what I could do to better my situation instead. As time went on, I realized that she was right. No one was to blame for what happened."

      "You were lucky," I said. A whole lot luckier than me. "At least you had someone there for part of your life."

      For me, it was different. My mother died giving birth to me. That could've been the fault of the hospital staff, or my father for being irresponsible in the first place and passing something along in his genes that made me different, something that maybe was too much for my mother during birth, and led to her death. Then there were the many other people who had treated me like I was worthless. I blamed everyone—even myself—for how I'd turned out.
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      I sat in the park, trying to zone out the hustle and bustle of the masses of people gathered there. A few careless kids at play had bumped into me within the first few minutes of my arrival. So many people. So many kids. It was kid's day at the park, or something. There were games and vendors set up all over the place.

      Falcon was supposed to be making an appearance.

      Since Falcon hadn't responded well to my inquiries whenever I'd drawn him out—which in hindsight wasn't that unexpected—I decided to try another route. His aim being to turn Raven in, he hadn't wanted to engage in the conversation I was trying to have with him. It's possible he didn't even realize what exactly I had been asking him.

      From the moment Falcon became visible, descending into the park, it seemed all eyes were on him, the adults just as rapt as the children at the sight of him. People looked at him with awe, wonder, and amazement. Kids exclaimed, "It's Falcon!"

      I frowned.

      Had he really done something so great, to deserve this love and adoration? Maybe catching robbers and saving cats from trees was a bigger deal than I thought.

      Falcon smiled and waved as he landed. The second he touched ground, the children all flocked around him. He did his best to acknowledge them all, giving them pats on the head and autographs and letting them hug him.

      It made me cringe. I was suddenly glad that as Raven, I was on the opposite end of the spectrum. No kid would come up to Raven wanting to hug him. Not unless they wanted to catch fire.

      I kept watching from a distance. There was no way I was getting close with all those people. Soon enough, the crowd started thinning, and in the way of children, interest moved on to something else cooler than a superhero.

      I moved in as soon as I saw that interest dwindle, before he could leave.

      "Falcon." He looked in my direction. "I want to ask you something." I thought I saw his smile waver.

      "I have to get going, good citizen. Maybe another time." Falcon spread his wings out.

      "But I came all this way," I said. I wouldn't let him just go. I couldn't. I'd dealt with crowds and kids just for this and I wasn't about to just let him fly off. "What are you? I need to know."

      "I'm just a man," he replied.

      "That answer isn't good enough," I said, growling. "Why do you have wings?"

      "I'm sorry," Falcon said, turning away. "I have to go."

      He flew off before I could say or do anything more. I was in plain sight, so I had no way to chase after him. Well that was a bust. Damn him.

      It looked like returning to the more violent approach would be in order then. Until I got the real answer to what Falcon was, I couldn't stop.

      I left the park with that thought. I'd done more research on Falcon, and all I'd been able to find out was about this appearance today of his. No other clues. I needed more to go on, to know more about what else he could do.

      The moment I found a place out of sight, I removed my shirt, unconcealed my wings, and flew off. Falcon had shoved me off, and it had me seething. There was a good chance Falcon was still nearby, and I could probably grab his attention in no time flat as Raven. I felt in my pockets and sighed when I realized I didn't have my mask, meaning Raven time was out of the question. Another time then. And next time, maybe I'd get some real answers.
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      I was in the middle of studying when my phone rang. It was Chayton.

      "Hi," I answered.

      "Hey. How are you?"

      "Fine," I said. "I was just studying."

      "Good. Are you free this weekend? I was thinking we could go somewhere off campus. There's a place I'd like to show you."

      "I guess so."

      "Great! I'll see you then."

      I wasn't sure what he wanted to show me, or what he really got out of spending time with me. Getting out a little couldn't hurt though. For some reason Chayton considered us friends, at least for the time being, and while it was only natural he'd want to do things with me, I was still waiting for the moment that would change.

      I met Chayton outside the student center on Sunday morning. "So, where exactly are you taking me?" I asked as soon as I was in speaking range.

      Chayton smiled. "You'll see. Come on." He gestured for me to follow.

      I walked with him, frowning when I realized he'd led me to the station. "Oh, no. I'm not going on that thing." Public transportation and me didn't get along too well. Too many people all crowded close together. I shuddered at the thought.

      "How do you get to places then?" Chayton asked, chuckling.

      Usually, avoiding this type of thing wasn't a problem for me. I flew where I wanted to go. That still wasn't something I could tell Chayton though. "Not like this."

      "It'll be fine. I promise."

      "Yeah, you say that. But how do you know?"

      "I know," he said, smiling. "Trust me."

      Did he realize what he was asking of me? To actually trust someone… I wasn't sure if I'd go as far as to say I trusted Chayton. If he really thought that the perils of public transportation wouldn't kill us though, I guess it was worth taking a chance. I'd come this far. I sighed and resigned myself to the oncoming torture.

      "If anything happens to me on that thing it'll be completely your fault, you know."

      He laughed. "Fair enough."

      I let Chayton lead the way, since I had no experience with this method of transportation. We paid for our tickets, and boarded the crowded car once it arrived. I sat beside Chayton, glancing wearily at the people as they filed in, quickly reducing the amount of space. My personal bubble started to feel invaded almost immediately, despite none of the other people even being within arm's reach. Were the walls of this thing always so close? I took a couple of deep breaths.

      When we started moving, I made a startled noise, luckily not too audible. Enough for Chayton to hear though.

      "It's okay," he said. "Just focus on something else."

      Something else…like what? My eyes scanned over the other people. There were some young kids engrossed in their phones, an old lady mumbling to herself, and several other people filling the seats, none of them concerned with anything around them.

      I fidgeted in my seat. "How long do we have to be on this thing?"

      "It'll be over before you know it."

      "Not soon enough."

      It definitely wasn't soon enough. We transferred through another station, and after that we had to take a bus to this destination of Chayton's, which was somewhere in the vicinity of San Francisco, I'd gathered that much. Getting my bearings was harder from ground level when I was used to a bird's eye view of the city. I figured out soon enough from the signs where we were headed, and when Golden Gate park came into view, I knew for certain.

      "So why this place?" I asked as we stepped off the bus and started going down the walkway. Pedestrians and bikers were out in full force today with it being the weekend, making walking more of a chore than I cared for.

      "Have you ever been to the tea garden?" Chayton asked.

      "No. What is that?" I glanced at him curiously.

      "You'll see. It's beautiful."

      We continued through the park. I forced myself to focus on following Chayton, ignoring everything else. Close by the museum, we came to a tall entryway styled like a pagoda.

      "Come on," Chayton said, urging me to follow him.

      I walked with him under the pagoda entryway and into the "tea garden". We paid for our entry and proceeded further in. A stone path led in two directions, their exact destinations shrouded by the greenery lining the walkways.

      "Which way?" I asked.

      "Doesn't matter," Chayton said. "It loops back around."

      We walked around the garden in silence. I took in the various plants, rocks, and sculptures with minimal interest. Eventually it did loop back around as Chayton said, and then we went across to the other side of the garden, which had large ponds full of flower topped lily pads and numerous koi fish swimming around beneath the surface. In the distance there were two red shrines towering above the trees.

      "Do you want to go to the shrines or the bridge first?"

      "The bridge, I guess."

      I followed him along the path, staring at the "bridge" when it came into view. How much of a bridge it really was, I was uncertain. Much too steep to just walk over, it looked more like something kids in a park would climb up.

      "Want to go on it?"

      "Is it safe?"

      Chayton chuckled. "Of course it is. Come on."

      I climbed up the ladder bridge with him. He sat down when he got to the top, and I followed suit. Chayton leaned on the rail and gazed ahead.

      "It's beautiful here, isn't it?"

      "I guess." It really was quite something. I wondered why he wanted to take me to this place in particular.

      "It's really beautiful when the cherry blossoms are in bloom."

      "Why did you bring me here?" I decided to just ask, since that's all that was on my mind.

      "I like to come here to think, or when I'm feeling down. It feels like another world here. I thought you might like it too. It's a nice place to get away."

      I preferred much bigger bridges. This was kind of nice for a change though, I supposed. "What gets you down?" I had to ask because Chayton feeling truly down wasn't something I'd seen, and I wasn't sure that such a thing existed.

      "Lots of things."

      "Like?"

      "I don't know just… I'm always expected to do and say certain things, to do the right thing. Sometimes I just wish I could get away from everything, and be someone else for awhile."

      I don't know how long for but all I could do was stare at him as he gazed ahead, chin resting in his arms on the rail. How often had I thought almost exactly the same thing? I wonder if he realized the chord he'd struck with me in those words. I searched his face for any signs of insincerity, and as usual found none. Maybe we really were two kindred flames amidst the fire.

      "I feel the same," I finally said. "I've never been what anyone expected me to be. I stopped caring about trying to figure it out a long time ago."

      "I know," Chayton said, chuckling. "That's one of the things I like about you."

      "One of the things?" I asked, perplexed by the notion that there could possibly be more than one thing about me Chayton liked. Hell, I was surprised he'd found one thing. And not the thing I expected, either. More perplexing was that for some reason his words made my pulse quicken.

      "What? You're surprised?"

      "Well, yeah." I didn't consider myself or anything about me likeable. That I had done something to influence Chayton into liking anything about me was astonishing, let alone multiple things. There must be something wrong with him. There just had to be. Because I couldn't see what about me would appeal to anyone.

      A kid climbed up on the bridge like it was the jungle gym I thought it resembled, invading our space rudely and loudly. Our time on the bridge was up, it seemed. I went down the other side, and Chayton followed.

      "Want to walk towards the shrines?" Chayton asked.

      I nodded in assent and began walking with him. As we made our way in that direction, I stole glances of our reflections in the koi ponds, like they would hold the answers to all my questions. What made Chayton like me and want to be around me? I'd done nothing, said nothing. Not that I knew of. While we did share a few similarities, fundamentally we were very different. Chayton was kind, warm, and approachable. Look up all of the antonyms of those, and you got me. We were like black and white. Hot and cold. Night and day.

      Walking beside each other we were quite an odd sight too. There was Chayton, with his long braid of hair, bronzed skin, and peaceful smile. Then there was me, pale with messy black hair that fell in uneven strands around my face, and my dark violet, almost black eyes.

      Nothing about us from the outside seemed to mesh, and yet, as time went on, little hints of similarities came out of the woodwork and revealed themselves to me. Did Chayton see them too? Perhaps that was what kept him coming back.

      I was mostly quiet for the remainder of our walk around the tea garden, lost in my thoughts. In the blink of an eye it seemed, we were on our way out. Chayton was right; stepping out of the garden was like returning to a different world entirely.

      I quickly remembered as we were walking out of the park that we had to use public transportation again to return back to campus. Suddenly the urge to say, "Oh look I have wings!" so I could fly us—or at least myself—back instead was greatly appealing. I refrained, despite how much I didn't want to be cooped up in a small space with a bunch of other people and no way out again.

      I took Chayton's advice and focused on something else: him. The whole way back, I watched him. His smile, his face, his braid tumbling over his shoulder. Somehow, watching him calmed me.

      I was relieved once we were finally on foot again, with the campus in sight. The Campanile towering above the horizon had never looked so comforting.

      "So, did you like it?"

      "Yeah. I can see why you like that place," I replied truthfully.

      "I'm glad." We arrived at my dorm building, and Chayton stepped just inside the door with me. "I had a good time."

      "I did, too," I said. "Even though I had to suffer through a train ride there and back."

      Chayton laughed. "I'm sorry."

      "Don't be. I guess it wasn't too bad…since you were there." The way that made him smile, it was like a flame igniting in a dark room—brilliant and alluring—and I couldn't help focusing on his lips. For a moment I forgot to breathe.

      "Avari?" He took a step closer to me.

      "Yeah?"

      "Would it be okay if I touch you?" Chayton asked.

      I swallowed and stared into his eyes. He was so close, closer than I realized. His question made me tremble. To be perfectly honest, I was scared as hell of how close we'd become, and I was running out of reasons to resist letting Chayton in.

      I gave a single nod, taking in a shaky breath as Chayton reached up and touched my cheek, not breaking eye contact with me. Automatically I tensed. Looking into his deep eyes, I found myself quickly calming, relaxing.

      "Still okay?" His fingers brushed my cheekbone, sending shivers down my spine.

      "Yeah," I said, barely a whisper. We were just inside the dorm hall, where anyone could see us, but I didn't care. I kept my eyes locked with his.

      He moved closer and touched his forehead to mine. "I like you."

      Chayton's bluntness caught me off guard, left me at a loss for words. Still I didn't understand him, didn't get why he would even like me. And yet, he did. "I um…I like you, too." His fingers traced my jawline, and his lips grazed over mine, for just an instant. I had barely sucked in a gasp before it ended.

      He kissed my cheek, then pulled back. "See you later."

      I only nodded, my ability to form words completely gone at this point. All I could think of as he walked away was how my skin still tingled where his fingers and lips had been.
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      Unable to concentrate on anything, I went for a fly, hoping to clear my mind. What happened with Chayton was unexpected. Being touched was something I was unaccustomed with to begin with, and being touched like that by him…that was a different beast entirely.

      It had been thrilling, yet at the same time frightening. Just like touching an open flame. And like a burn, I could still feel it long afterward. How could one person make me feel this way? In mere seconds, everything had changed between us.

      If only temporarily, I needed something to get my thoughts off of Chayton's eyes, his hands, his smile…his lips. I returned my attention to the city below me, never stopping, ever chaotic—even more than my racing mind and racing pulse—and contemplated having a go at something as Raven. As an added bonus, perhaps I'd grab Falcon's attention.

      I'd failed to make any headway with him when I approached him as my normal self. Why had he given me the cold shoulder like that? He seemed in such a hurry to be off. I guess all those elderly crossing the treacherous lanes of San Francisco traffic needed urgent assistance, or something. Whatever the reason, he hadn't been keen on talking with me at all.

      It made my blood boil to be blown off like that. I used that anger to fuel my fire. I slipped on my mask, then swooped down and sent some flames at a helpless lamppost. I made a circuitous path through the city, sending my flames at things as I saw fit. Before long, I could hear sirens in the distance. Grinning wide, I kept moving.

      "Raven!"

      Ah, there's the guest of honor. "Catch me if you can!" I flew away from him, beating my wings as hard as I could. Falcon was hot on my heels. With his lightning fast speed, keeping out of his reach was a chore and a half.

      "Stop running away!" Falcon growled.

      "I don't think so!" I chuckled and kept flying as fast as I could. The more I stalled, the greater chance Falcon would do something more interesting, like use an ability such as the fire I possessed. Even if I couldn't get him to say what he was, there was a chance that something he did would reveal some clue. Maybe if I made him angry enough, he'd crack like I did when I got fed up.

      "You're so slow!" I taunted. "Surely you can do better than that! Show me what you can really do!"

      As we weaved our way through the city, I flung more fire at objects just for added amusement, and to get Falcon fired up even more.

      "Just stop this!"

      A second later, he had my wrist in his grip. I let the fireball in my palm go loose, hitting somewhere out of my sight. "You caught up, I see."

      "Why are you doing this?"

      I shrugged. "Because I feel like it. Why are you doing this? Wait, better question. How are you doing this? Tell me what you are!"

      "You're coming with me," he said instead of answering me. I could hear several sirens nearing us.

      "No, I'm not." I swung my other fist at him, following it up immediately with a kick to his stomach. With him busy doubling over, I flew off as quickly as my wings could carry me. After I had some distance between Falcon and the sirens, I landed and stayed out of sight, only moving once the action seemed to have died down.

      I walked the streets, thinking about my latest encounter with Falcon. He seemed unwilling to give me answers of any kind. I mean, I guess it was logical that a superhero wouldn't want to reveal the source of his powers. Wasn't he even just a little bit curious about me, though? He didn't act like it. All he seemed to care about was taking me in.

      I wanted answers. I could keep doing this until he gave me what I wanted. Each time I did though, I ran the risk of Falcon gaining the upper hand on me, of being taken down or turned in by him. He could try all he wanted. I wasn't going anywhere without a fight. There had to be some way to get him to talk.
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      The next time I saw Chayton in class, he smiled at me. Only now it was different. His smile seemed more intimate somehow, like there was some secret that only the two of us knew.

      I sat down beside him, my nerve endings on fire from the proximity, even though we weren't even touching. It was like my body remembered what had happened between us and ignited the moment I was near Chayton again.

      "Uh… Hi," I managed to blurt. What else should I say? How should I act? Did what happened change things between us, change Chayton's expectations of me?

      "Hi," Chayton said, smiling warmly. I stared at him, probably longer than I should have. "Avari?"

      "Yeah?"

      "Will you turn on the burner?"

      "Yeah." I quickly flipped it on and turned my attention to our lab, trying to shake off my buzzing nerves. For the remainder of class, I was keenly aware of Chayton's presence. Was he sitting closer than normal, or was I imagining things?

      "Do you want to go out later?" Chayton asked as we were packing up our things.

      "Okay."

      "Great! I'll meet you at the student center around eight." Chayton smiled wide, then waved. "See you then."

      Suddenly I was so concerned with how I looked. My hair, which was an ever untamable mess, my clothes, everything. It seemed ridiculous I should care now. I told myself it didn't matter, over and over, because it hadn't mattered before, but before I hadn't been worried about if going out with Chayton had been a date or not. Chayton didn't care what I wore or how my hair looked. Did he? He hadn't seemed to mind before.

      I growled at my hair and gave up on it. I never cared what anyone else thought of me, and Chayton shouldn't be an exception to the rule, regardless of what had transpired between us. Proceeding as normal was the best course of action. Besides, there was still a chance that this was a fluke of some sort, and Chayton would show that unpleasant side of him that I'd been waiting for.

      I arrived early at the student center and waited for Chayton. I repeated to myself to just act normal several times, but it wasn't helping my nerves any. Glancing around, my eye settled on one of the TVs. My interest was piqued by the headline: Arsonist Raven Evades Falcon Again.

      I read the closed captioning. "The elusive arsonist known as Raven has escaped again from the hero Falcon. When our field reporter attempted to question Falcon after his most recent encounter with Raven, Falcon declined to respond. With one person injured, and in critical condition as a direct result of Raven, the threat he poses is now greater than ever. Is Falcon capable of thwarting Raven before innocent lives are taken?"

      I paled. Someone had been hurt, seriously injured, by me. By my hands, my flames. I looked down at my hands, now trembling. This was… I didn't know what to think of this. When I'd started this, my intention had been just to burn off my pent up anger by burning up a few things, not to actually hurt—and almost kill—anyone.

      I'd been enjoying this dangerous game I was playing, caught up in the thrill. I was more interested in what I could gain from being Raven, like possibly finding out more about Falcon. Until now, I hadn't realized that what I was doing would really have any effect on someone other than myself. Sure, burning up things would make a lot of people have a shitty day. But almost ending someone's life, putting them in the hospital...that was more than making someone have a shitty day, more than just me having a little fun. Suddenly, things were much more serious. Raven wasn't just some winged guy who liked to commit arson. Now, he had harmed an innocent person. Raven was a true wrongdoer, a villain. He had almost killed someone.

      I had almost killed someone.

      My whole body shook with that revelation, and for the first time since I'd started being Raven, I wondered if it was worth it.

      I ran my shaky hands through my hair and took a deep breath. I had to pull myself together, even if it was only temporarily. Chayton would be here any moment.

      "Hey, Avari," Chayton said, as if right on cue.

      I jumped and looked up at him. "Hey." I prayed that I looked composed enough for him not to notice anything was off.

      "Are you ready to go?"

      "Yeah."

      We started walking, to where I didn't know and didn't care at this point. I watched Chayton, thinking of when his lips had grazed over mine for that instant. That moment felt so far away, like it was so long ago, even though it wasn't.

      "Avari?"

      "Hm?"

      "Can I hold your hand?"

      This was a date, wasn't it? "Um…okay." He took my hand, and immediately my nerve endings felt like they had been set on fire.

      Not that I cared, but I wondered if we'd get a few stares, two guys walking down the street holding hands. It's not like we were in some small backwards hick town though. This was the Bay area. Most people didn't give us a second glance.

      We arrived at our destination, a Mexican restaurant in a small brick building. The place was quaint, and definitely not fancy. Which meant it was probably pretty good. I appreciated that Chayton didn't try to take me on some fancy date. It was a lot less pressure.

      "Have you been here before?" Chayton asked after we ordered.

      "No."

      "It's pretty good."

      Chayton hadn't steered me wrong on his food choices yet, so I believed him. He didn't let go of my hand until we sat down.

      "Are you really sure you like me?" I asked, unable to help myself. I still didn't get it.

      Chayton chuckled. "Should I not?"

      I shrugged. "I don't know. I just don't get it."

      "We don't have to have the answers to everything, you know. Sometimes it's better to just go with what feels right, and not question why." Chayton smiled and poked my forehead. "Besides, all that worrying for nothing will give you worry lines." I rubbed my head where he'd touched and frowned. "And all that frowning will give you frown lines, too."

      "Will not," I muttered. "That's ridiculous."

      Chayton giggled. "It's true!"

      "Whatever. You're weird."

      "You like it," Chayton replied.

      Maybe I did.

      We walked back to the campus afterward, hand in hand again. "Can I walk to your room with you?" Chayton asked.

      "If you want."

      By the time we got to my room, my heart was racing with anticipation, perhaps recalling what had happened the last time we said our goodbyes.

      "This is me," I said, stopping at my door.

      "I had fun," Chayton said with a smile, giving my hand a squeeze. "Even if you were a little too serious."

      "You should know what to expect by now." I smirked. "Besides, you wouldn't keep coming around if you didn't like it."

      "Yeah, true." My smirk turned into a smile at the way he looked at me. "I finally got you to smile."

      "Yeah, so?"

      "You have a nice smile." Chayton chuckled and stepped closer, staring me in the eyes. "Can I...kiss you goodnight?"

      I nodded, and he leaned in, pressing a tentative kiss to the corner of my lips. I didn't flinch or pull back, just remained perfectly still, trying to take it all in. Then he kissed me directly on the lips. This kiss was nothing like the first one—it was firmer, lingering. I wasn't sure what to do, and for a moment I was frozen. I pressed my lips back against his, my head spinning. Two forces warred in my head. One protesting because I was so close to Chayton and the other telling me not to stop, begging for more. I didn't know which one to listen to.

      Chayton pulled back and smiled at me. "Goodnight, Avari."

      "Night."

      He gave me another quick kiss, then left. I went into my room and lay on my bed, replaying the past few moments in my head over and over again.

      I still had that urge to question Chayton's motives, to demand his true intentions. Though now, I wasn't sure I wanted to know if they weren't sincere. If something were to happen at this point, I had a feeling I'd actually be disappointed, hurt.

      I thought of Chayton's words: Sometimes it's better to just go with what feels right, and not question why.

      I was always quick to question. There was no reason that Chayton should like me. But maybe there didn't have to be. Maybe that was okay. What else was it he said?

      We don't have to have the answers to everything.

      That may be true. Everything didn't need an answer. Why Chayton wanted to be around me may not need an answer. If I let go and stopped thinking about why, it might be better.

      Some things did need answers though. Like, who I really was, what I was. I wanted to know, needed to know. There was someone within my grasp that might just have the answer to the question that had burned within me all my life. With each time I proceeded down this path, kept on trying to get straight answer out of Falcon, the danger became greater. Raven was already a wanted man, but now was a wanted man for hurting an innocent person.

      If I were to let Falcon slip from my fingers though, I might never find the answer.

      No matter what, I still wanted to figure out Falcon once and for all. That alone was reason enough to keep being Raven for me. Maybe it would be best to lay low for a while. Not too long, just enough time for things to die down a bit, for the news and the people and me to calm down, even if only a little.

      My schedule was pretty cramped right now with midterms coming up, so I needed to focus on that. Then I'd return my focus to getting Falcon to talk again.
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      "How do you think you did in your other midterms?" Chayton asked as we walked back from a celebratory dinner in honor of our exams being over.

      "They were a cinch."

      Of course I'd studied my ass off every waking moment over the past few weeks for them. I was pretty confident going into all my exams. The final lab with Chayton was especially easy. We had learned to work together quite well. Splitting the tasks based on what our strong suits were, we breezed right through it.

      "You're that sure, huh?"

      "Well, yeah. Don't tell me you didn't spend all this time away from me studying," I said, nudging his shoulder.

      Since we'd both been busy studying for midterms, we had to settle for seeing each other in class, a few bites to eat together, and texts here and there. Chem lab was the only class we had together, and we studied for it with each other a couple times, but most of our other subjects were so different that it would have been more of a distraction to study together.

      "I did." Chayton squeezed my hand. "But I missed you a lot, too."

      My heart sped up a bit. "Did that make it hard to concentrate?"

      "Yeah." He smiled at me. "I'm glad it's winter break now."

      "Me too."

      We arrived at my room and Chayton kissed me. I thought I'd be used to it by now, but no. Even the first few times when I knew it was coming—before I'd told him he didn't need to ask anymore—it sent shivers down my spine.

      "Do you want to come in?" I asked, despite how it made my stomach flutter to say that.

      "I'd love to," Chayton said with a smile, but it faded quickly. He glanced down. "But I can't. I have somewhere I need to be."

      "Oh." My face fell, and my stomach stopped its weird butterfly jig. "Where's that?"

      "I have this volunteer thing I do. I haven't been lately because of midterms, so I need to go today."

      Volunteer work seemed like something Chayton would do. He probably went to a soup kitchen, or helped homeless shelters. With how much he always talked about helping people, it didn't surprise me. I was surprised though that he hadn't mentioned it before.

      "So, I guess I'll see you later then?"

      "Yeah. I'll text you later, okay?" He gave me another quick kiss and squeezed my hand.

      "Okay."

      I went into my room once he was gone. With nothing to do now, and it officially being winter break, maybe the time was right to bring Raven back out of the woodwork and go hunting for some Falcon. The stress from midterms had me itching to get out. I needed to stretch my wings.

      I flew above the clouds until the Bay breeze chilled me through and I had to go down lower again. Once I was close enough, I lit up a few things. This time, I took more notice of my surroundings. Best take caution, so I didn't repeat my mistake.

      In following the news, I found out that thankfully the person I had injured before pulled through and was on the way to a full recovery. If they hadn't of made it… I didn't want to think about that.

      I was in this for the thrills, and for the low down on Falcon. Not to hurt people. I'd done my mental wrestling with myself over what had happened. I couldn't change what was already in the past, but I could make sure I didn't repeat it.

      Soon, the sirens started in. I didn't stop though, wouldn't stop until Falcon came.

      "Stop right there, Raven!" Oh, there he was. About time he showed up.

      I grinned and turned to face him. "It's been awhile. Did you miss me?"

      "You've gone too far!" Falcon said as he rushed at me.

      "Have I?" I narrowly avoided him. He was fuming, more than I'd ever seen him. Maybe I could use that to my advantage.

      "This needs to stop. You hurt an innocent person!" He growled.

      If Falcon would give me the answers I wanted, maybe then I would stop. For now, I was going to make the most out of this situation.

      "Who's going to stop me? You?"

      Falcon replied with a punch, which I avoided, then another, right in my gut. "That's right!"

      I grunted. "You're not doing a very good job of it," I said as I flew back. "Does it bother you? That you let someone come to harm?"

      "This isn't about me!" Falcon snarled, flying towards me. I moved further away, keeping the distance between us.

      "I think it is. When was that person hurt? How do you know it wasn't when you had my wrist? I didn't see where that fireball went, after all."

      "You're the one at fault here. Not me!"

      I raced towards him and tackled him onto a nearby roof. "Like it or not, you're partially responsible."

      "Don't try to shift the blame. Just stop this!" He struggled beneath me, trying to get free. I grabbed his wrists and slammed him down.

      "You can end this easily. Just tell me what you are. Where you get your abilities, your wings." I said. "Then maybe I'll stop." I smirked.

      "No."

      I growled and clenched my hands tighter around his wrists. "Tell me! I want to know."

      "Why?" Falcon asked.

      "Because I just do. I need to know. I have to know if you're like me."

      "I'm not like you," Falcon said, scowling at me.

      "Then what are you?"

      He started trying to get free again, managing to get one of his wrists out of my grasp. I moved quickly to pin his arm with my foot and whacked him across the face with my now free hand.

      "Just tell me! That's all you have to do to end this."

      "No, you can end this, Raven!" He stopped struggling. "By making the decision to stop doing this, because it's wrong. You're only going to end up hurting more people. So stop this."

      "No!" I smacked him again.

      "Please."

      "What? You think asking nicely is going to help? Well, think again!" I ground my foot down on his arm. He winced, but didn't make a sound.

      "What you're doing is wrong. Please stop, before you hurt someone else. Before it's too late."

      I was about to rear back to hit him again, but I paused. "Too late?" I asked out loud without thinking. Wasn't it already too late? I couldn't take back anything I'd done. Raven was already wanted for his crimes.

      "If you keep going like this—if you hurt more people—they'll never let you get away. Walk away from this, while you still can."

      "You're… asking me to quit being Raven?" He nodded. I thought he wanted to turn me in. At least, he'd acted like he had before now. Why was he telling me to walk away now? I loosened my hold on him and stood. Falcon sat up, but made no move to come after me.

      "Why should I listen to you?" I asked.

      "Because I'm not just asking you to stop for anyone else's sake. I'm asking you for your own."

      "My own?"

      "Yes. For yours." Falcon stood and brushed himself off. "Don't you have anyone who cares for you? If you get caught and put in jail, or worse, executed, you'd be hurting them. And whatever bright future you have, it would be snuffed out. I'm giving you a chance the justice system won't."

      If Falcon was mysterious to me before, he was a complete enigma now. The way he was talking didn't seem very hero-like. I didn't read many comics, but I was pretty sure that superheroes didn't stop until they had the bad guys behind bars. They didn't fight for a bit and then say, "You know, I can see you're not that bad of a guy. You're just misunderstood. If you promise not to do this again, I'll turn a blind eye and let you go." Heroes weren't supposed to just let villains get away at the end of the day.

      Falcon took a step towards me.

      "What do you say?" he asked.

      He moved another step closer. I punched him in the stomach when he was within arm's reach, then flew off while he was doubled over in pain. I looked back once I was further away to make sure he wasn't following me, then ascended into the clouds.

      What the hell was that all about? Why did he suddenly want to save my soul instead of turning me over to the law? What's more, why did I now have this nervous feeling in the pit of my stomach?

      When I'd come into this, it was out of frustration. I'd held in my anger and frustration with everything, and with Chayton, and it had burst forth from me, spreading like a wildfire. It had been thrilling and addictive, and when Falcon was thrown into the mix, there was a new layer of intrigue.

      I swooped down and perched on top of the Oakland Bay bridge. Taking a deep breath, I ran my shaky hands through my hair. Falcon was right. I didn't just have to worry about myself anymore. Now I had someone who actually cared about me. If I kept doing this and got caught, I'd probably be looking at life in prison, or even a death sentence. It'd be all over the news, and then Chayton would know the truth whether I wanted him to or not. He'd know I wasn't just some social outcast with a bad attitude; I was an arsonist, a villain.

      I didn't want him to find out about me like that.

      I sighed and dragged my hands through my hair again, groaning. This had gone on long enough. I never wanted to hurt anyone. All I'd wanted was an answer, some clue as to who I really was.

      I'm not like you, Falcon had said. What did that mean? It was the closest he'd come to giving me something. If he wasn't what I was, then what was he? What was I? I couldn't believe that after all this time, it was just a coincidence that the hero of the city and the villain who fought him both happened to have a set of wings.

      Obviously he didn't have the answer I wanted, so to hell with Falcon. To hell with being Raven. I punched the bridge—shit that hurt—and stood up, flying back towards campus.
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      With winter break in full swing, the student center, along with most of the campus, was practically deserted. Since neither Chayton or I had any family to go home to, we both chose to remain on campus during the break. It was so quiet without the usual hustle and bustle and ruckus. If it could always be like this, I wouldn't mind it at all.

      "Hey," Chayton said, taking a seat beside me.

      "Hey." I'd texted him this morning asking if he'd like to meet up. The night before, he hadn't texted me once, which I found odd. Maybe Chayton had been tired last night. I know I was after my tussle with Falcon. Still, I thought he would have texted me goodnight or something.

      I watched Chayton as he leaned back in his chair, yawning.

      "Busy night?" I asked.

      "Yeah." He stretched his arms up and put them behind his head, sighing. "Very busy."

      I guess all those homeless people really filed in the shelters around this time of the year. "You want to go somewhere?"

      Chayton looked a million miles away for a moment before realizing I'd asked him a question and focusing his attention on me. "Oh. Sure."

      "Any place in mind?"

      "Wherever you want," he said, staring off into space again.

      "Okay then." I stood and started walking, looking back to make sure Chayton wasn't so zoned out that he didn't follow. Was he really that tired?

      We meandered along Bancroft for a few blocks, no clear destination on my mind. Chayton didn't speak much, or hold my hand, both of which were concerning to me. I took a seat near a fountain and Chayton did so too.

      "What's going on with you?" I stared at him hard and scrutinizing, like if I tried hard enough that I could read his mind.

      "Nothing really, just tired," Chayton said without looking at me.

      "Just tired? You keep spacing out. What's the deal?"

      Chayton sighed and fiddled with his braid. "It's about my volunteer work."

      "And?"

      "It's complicated. I'd probably bore you with the story," Chayton said, waving it off.

      "I'm sure I won't be bored by it, if I'm not tired of you by now," I said, nudging him. "So spit it out."

      He sighed. "Okay," Chayton said, glancing at me then back down. "So, there's this person who I've been trying to help. I know he's a good person, but he's gotten himself into some trouble lately, and I'm worried about his well-being."

      "What kind of trouble?"

      "Mostly minor things. Vandalism, fights, that sort of thing."

      "Sounds kind of dangerous," I said. Probably not anywhere near as dangerous as the vandalism and fighting I'd done as Raven, though. "You sure it's safe to be around this guy?"

      "Yeah. He's just fine around me." Chayton met my eyes for just a moment, then shifted his gaze ahead. "I think he's just misunderstood. I told him to just walk away from it while he still can. Before he gets in bigger trouble. But I'm not sure if I convinced him."

      It felt like I'd been punched in the chest so hard that all the air was knocked out of me. I was suddenly grateful Chayton wasn't looking this way. I probably looked like I'd just seen a ghost. Those words were the same thing Falcon had said to me.

      It couldn't be… Could it?

      Had Chayton really been Falcon all this time? Did he know I was Raven? My stomach churned, a sudden wave of nausea overwhelming me and threatening to make me empty my stomach right then and there on the concrete. I took a slow, deep breath.

      Maybe it was just a coincidence, and Chayton didn't know Raven and me were one in the same. If he didn't know, then I needed to make sure he wouldn't suspect anything. I had to act normal, like nothing was wrong. Just until Chayton wasn't with me.

      "I…I hope he listens to you," I said, thankful that my voice didn't come out as shaky as I thought it would.

      "I do too." Chayton stood up, already a bit brighter after getting that off his chest. "Should we go grab lunch?"

      "Uh, yeah." I got up, surprised my legs didn't give out on me in my current state.

      Pretending that everything was fine wasn't going to be easy. I was used to acting "normal" in most circumstances. All through my high school years, I learned to just keep to myself and passed under the radar with most people none the wiser. I'd even acted normal enough to get into college. I'm pretty sure nobody thought I would even go to college, and would instead end up going nowhere in life, resigning myself to a fate of flipping burgers or something. I'd gotten by, but just barely. Everyone who looked at me for more than a second probably saw right through me and just knew I wasn't normal.

      But this…this was an entirely different beast. I'd grown accustomed to Chayton. With him, I was myself—at least more myself than I'd ever been around anyone else. Now I had to pretend to be my normal self so he wouldn't realize anything was off.

      I had no appetite in the state I was in, so I had to force my burrito down during lunch, hardly even tasting it. I didn't talk much, mostly nodding to everything Chayton said, or saying "Uh-huh" so he'd think I was listening.

      When we arrived back at my dorm building, Chayton stopped outside it and eyed me with concern. "Are you okay? You seem off."

      "I uh… No. Actually, I started feeling a bit sick," I said, which wasn't exactly a lie. I was feeling sick, but not because I was coming down with something. "I should probably get some rest."

      "I'm sorry." Chayton pulled me into a hug. "I hope you feel better then."

      "Me too." Though that wasn't likely. I had no idea how I could feel better about this.

      "Let me know if you need anything, okay?"

      I nodded. As soon as he turned his back, I lost most of my composure. Hurrying up to my room, I closed and locked the door behind me and dragged my hands through my hair.

      In the end, Chayton really hadn't been what he seemed. I never imagined something like this though. This was so much worse than finding out he was actually using me somehow or that he was really an awful person who was just pretending to be nice.

      Had he said the same thing as Falcon knowing I was Raven? Or was it just a coincidence? How the hell was I supposed to deal with this?

      Once it got dark, I left the campus for a fly. I had to get away. I flew long and far, no clear destination in mind, beyond caring if cold air chilled me to the bone. Without even meaning to, I ended up flying over the tea garden. I swooped down and landed on the bridge that I'd once occupied with Chayton. Long past operating hours, the place was dark and deserted. I was trespassing. I didn't care. Not like anyone was here to catch me.

      I didn't know what to do. I couldn't look Chayton in the eye without feeling like I'd been stabbed. The simple revelation that he was Falcon changed everything between us. Even though I didn't plan on being Raven anymore, I didn't know if I could continue seeing Chayton. I didn't want to lie to him, yet I didn't think I could bring myself to tell him the whole truth.

      Did Chayton actually realize I was Raven? I wasn't sure. How could he know the truth and still want to be with me? Had I sabotaged my chances of actually being happy, by continuing to be Raven out of my own selfish desire to learn more about Falcon? Or was Chayton to blame, for keeping this from me?

      Both of us had kept a secret, and now that I realized Chayton's, the veil had been lifted. It wasn't going to work between us. How could it? We'd been lying to each other the whole time.

      This couldn't continue.
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      I didn't reply to Chayton's texts. Not long after my lack of replies, he called me. I almost didn't answer it. The more I put it off though, the worse things would be.

      I picked up but didn't speak.

      "Avari? Are you okay? You weren't replying to my texts."

      "I can't see you anymore," I said quietly.

      "What? Why?"

      "I just can't." Because if you really knew the truth, you wouldn't want me. Because we've been lying to each other. "Leave me alone."

      "Ava—" I hung up before I could hear any more.

      Chayton immediately tried to call me back. I ignored it and lay on my bed, head under my pillow. After a few more calls and texts, I just shut off my phone. Whether he liked it or not, I'd made up my mind.

      I wished I'd never gotten to know Chayton, never let him in.

      I stayed in my room the rest of the night. Early the next morning, someone knocked on my door. I didn't need three guesses to figure out who.

      Knock knock knock.

      "Ava?"

      Knock knock knock.

      "Are you there?" I didn't move an inch, didn't make a peep. "Please, can't we talk about this?" His voice sounded shaky, like it was about to break. It tore at my heart. Still I didn't move. "Please, Avari?"

      Just go away, I thought.

      He went quiet. Good, maybe he'd given up. I listened closely for his steps as he walked away.

      I waited until dark to leave my room to make sure I wouldn't run into Chayton. Once the next term started, I hoped it would be easier to avoid him. With me taking more electrical engineering classes the second half of the year, we weren't going to have any classes together.

      The next day, Chayton knocked on my door again. "Avari… If you're there, please open up. I just want to talk."

      I said nothing.

      The day after, he came again. "Avari? Please talk to me. I don't want things to end between us like this."

      And again the next day. "I don't know if you're here, but please give me a chance to talk to you. Maybe we can work things out."

      Again I kept quiet.

      He returned yet again. "Please listen to me, Avari. I really care about you, and I don't want to lose you. Please, can we talk?"

      Then once more. "Please open up if you're here, Avari. I…I have something I want to tell you."

      This was getting old. I almost spoke up, just to tell him to buzz off. I bit my tongue though.

      The next day. "Avari, I'm sorry. I…I haven't been honest with you."

      I glanced at my door, but remained silent. This was new.

      He continued, "I wish I could say this to your face. I knew that you were…him. I've known for a while."

      So he did know. For who knows how long, and he didn't say a damn word. I couldn't take it anymore. My anger got the best of me. I stood and opened the door, glaring my hardest and coldest at him. Chayton stared at me with wide, bloodshot eyes.

      "Why didn't you tell me if you knew?" I snapped.

      "I…I hoped that you'd tell me on your own. I didn't want to pressure you, or push you away."

      I frowned. "Well, you fucked that up, didn't you? Why did you say the same thing as him?"

      "After you…hurt someone," Chayton spoke quietly, "I had to try to convince you to stop somehow, before you got caught. But the way you responded to me, I wasn't sure you were going to listen. I thought that maybe you'd listen if it was coming from me, and not from…" Chayton paused and looked both ways down the halls, even though it was still winter break. "Not from Falcon."

      "For your information, I was planning on stopping. Falcon is the only reason I continued in the first place."

      "Because you wanted to know if we're the same, right?"

      "Yeah. And each time you didn't give me an answer, it made me angrier, made me want to know even more. So, you can blame yourself for Raven's continued outings. That person's blood is on your hands, too. Not just mine." I started to close my door, but Chayton shoved an arm in.

      "Avari, wait. I'm sorry. I really am. I didn't mean to deceive you, or make things worse. I only wanted to help you, because I didn't want to lose you. I love you."

      I stared at him, dumbfounded. "You…you love me?"

      Chayton nodded. "Yeah. I know we haven't known each other long, but I do."

      "How could you still love me, knowing what I've done?" I asked.

      "Because we don't choose who we love. And even if they do bad things, you can't just stop loving someone. Love is unconditional."

      I knew nothing of unconditional love. Nothing of any type of love. All I knew was, when Chayton was around, I felt like a person, and not some freak like kids always called me when I was little. I didn't feel like I was all alone in the world. I hadn't asked for his acceptance. Yet he gave it to me. Even now, after knowing what I was responsible for.

      Is that what it meant to love someone?

      "How did you know it was me?" I asked.

      Chayton brought a hand to my cheek, tracing his fingers under my eye. "It'd take more than a simple mask to hide who you were from me. I'd recognize those eyes anywhere."

      I opened my door all the way and stepped aside. "Get in here."

      Chayton looked at me for a moment like he couldn't believe what he'd heard, then came in. I immediately shut the door and pushed him against it, leaning my forehead against his.

      "I didn't mean to hurt that person. I never intended to hurt anyone. You know that, right?"

      "I know," he said quietly, touching my cheeks. "It's okay." He kissed me softly.

      Humming in approval, I kissed him back, but only for a moment. "So, what are you really?" I asked, because damn it, I was dying to know.

      "I'm just me." I narrowed my eyes at him. Chayton chuckled. "But…" He moved his hand to his ear, brushing back the strands of hair from it to reveal a gold feather earring. "This is what changes me into Falcon. It gives me my abilities and my wings when I touch it."

      "How?"

      "I'm not exactly sure. Chala gave it to me, and all she said was, 'With this, you will make a difference.' She didn't explain anything else."

      I reached my hand to his ear, stopping just short of touching the earring. "What would happen if I touched it?"

      "I don't know."

      "Can I?" He nodded, so I touched it lightly with one finger. Nothing happened. "Huh. Guess it only works for you, then."

      "I guess so." Chayton put his hands on my cheeks again, stroking them. "Since I told you that, can I ask the same thing about you?"

      I supposed that was only fair. "I don't know what I am. I was born like this. And neither of my parents were around for me to ask them."

      Chayton wrapped his arms around me, frowning. "I hope one day you find out, then."

      "Me too." I returned the embrace.

      "Avari?" Chayton pulled his head back to look at me.

      "Yeah?"

      "Can I see your wings?"

      "Haven't you seen them plenty of times before?" I asked, narrowing my eyes at him suspiciously, though only half-heartedly.

      "Yeah, but I was always distracted by our fights. I want to really look at them."

      "Okay." I pulled my shirt off and let my wings become visible as I unfolded them.

      Chayton immediately reached out a hand and then paused. "Can I?" I nodded, and he placed his hand on one of my wings, tracing his fingers gently along the feathers. I tensed for a moment, unused to the sensation of my wings being touched by someone else. "They're beautiful."

      "I, uh…thanks," I said, my heart feeling like it was beating a million times per second. He always seemed to have that effect on me, catching me off guard with the things he said. Maybe that was one of the reasons why he appealed to me. No one else had ever taken me by surprise like Chayton. "Can I see yours too?"

      "Yeah." He took his shirt off and tossed it aside, then touched his earring. His wings appeared in an instant.

      I stared for a moment in awe, even though I'd seen them before. It was different now. Reaching out, I ran my fingers over the brown feathers as I examined them, noticing for the first time there were streaks in them that were lighter shades of brown. I let my eyes wander to his chest, which was the same bronzed tone as his face.

      Chayton placed his hand on my cheek, and I shifted my gaze from his wings to his eyes. "You really still want to be with me?" I couldn't help asking.

      He nodded, then immediately leaned in and kissed me. His kiss started out soft, tentative. When I slipped my arms around him, he pressed closer to me, winding his arms around my neck and kissing me more firmly. Chayton threaded his fingers through my hair, and I surprised myself at the desperate sound I made as my spine turned to jelly. The sound only seemed to encourage him.

      Chayton urged me towards my bed, gently pushing me down. He lay on top of me, resting his head on my chest. "Is this okay?" he asked, glancing up at me.

      "Yeah." I smiled at him. My nerve endings were alight from his touch, his closeness.

      "Promise me, no more secrets between us."

      "I promise." I touched his cheek, traced my fingers along the edge of his lips as he smiled. "Guess I have to tell you I love you, too, then." His smile widened, and the urge to kiss that warm, kind smile was too overwhelming to resist. I pulled back after just a moment and smirked at him. "You punch really hard, by the way."

      Chayton laughed. "So do you."

      I may not have all the answers I wanted now, but perhaps someday I would. And that was okay. I had my whole life to figure it out. In the meantime, I had at least one thing that was worth holding onto: love.
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      Content warning: pushiness and brief stalking

      I despised social gatherings. I had no desire to go to a place with a bunch of other people that I didn't know and try to be nice, to make friends. The thought sent a shudder down my spine.

      That was one major difference between me and Chayton. I watched him now, talking to two other people, and it was baffling. Chayton could socialize and make friends, unlike me.

      I probably could if I wanted to. But that took a lot of effort, and a lot of acting fake. I didn't care to waste energy on that crap. So I stayed baffled because he was willing to do so, and I was not.

      He wanted to go to this god awful party, so he could "catch up with some friends.” Apparently he’d been neglecting them in favor of getting to know me and they'd been inquiring about him.

      Everything was hot and cramped. Music vibrated from speakers around the room, just loud enough to be distracting. I flattened myself against the wall when a couple danced too close to me.

      From where I stood, I had a good view of Chayton from across the room, though he would've been easy to find in a crowd. With his bronzed skin, those defined cheekbones, and his dark braid of hair going down his back, he was unmistakable.

      He laughed at something and warmth pooled in my chest. My gaze focused on his smile—not the same one as when he smiled at me, yet alluring all the same.

      Chayton locked eyes with me and waved me over. I shook my head. He nodded, gave me a look that said "Please?" and I sighed in defeat. I walked over and he took my hand, lacing our fingers.

      "Avari, this is Liza. She and I took Reading and Composition together last semester." Chayton motioned to a girl who was short, with big rimmed glasses. "And this is Jude, who I took Calculus with." I followed his gaze to the guy, tall and lanky, even more bookish-looking than Liza. Jude held out a hand to shake, looking confused when I didn't make an effort to reach out my own hand.

      "How did you two meet?" Liza asked me.

      "Chemistry lab," I answered. This was so boring.

      "Are you an engineering major too?" Jude asked.

      "Bio and electrical," I said.

      "Wow. That's pretty ambitious. You must be smart."

      I shrugged. I wasn't here to brag. I was only here because Chayton had asked me to come with him. He said I didn't have to. I told him I knew that, but the way he had looked at me, I could tell he really wanted me to. So I came.

      I glanced at Chayton, begging with my eyes to just go. He looked back at me with that face again. "Please, socialize. For me?" I could practically hear his voice saying. I shook my head.

      "I need something to drink," I said, unlacing my fingers from Chayton's.

      "Nice meeting you," Liza said. As I walked off, Jude mumbled something I couldn't make out, his tone derisive.

      I didn't need to hear it, though. I knew it was probably something like "What's his deal?" or "Why is he so unfriendly?" or, the most likely, "What do you see in him?"

      What did Chayton see in me? I'd asked myself that all the time when he'd first attempted idle chit chat with me. I still thought Chayton might be just a bit too nice, too good, for someone like me. But I couldn't deny there was something else there: common ground. Enough that being with Chayton was different than with anyone else.

      Chayton made me feel like I had a place. He felt like home. Which was a feeling I'd never experienced before.

      I walked over to the punch bowl—which I really hoped wasn't spiked because I had no idea what I'd be like buzzed or drunk—and poured myself a drink. I took a cautious sip. It was sweet, definitely not alcohol. Returning to an uncrowded corner, I leaned against the wall and watched other people, but mostly Chayton.

      Only a couple weeks ago, I hadn't even been talking to Chayton. Now, things were back to normal, or at least as much as they could be for me. Chayton had become part of my day-to-day life.

      I wondered if we could ever really be truly normal, though. Chayton was the shining hero of justice known as Falcon, loved by the people. I was the ex-arsonist/supervillain Raven, who'd set fire to countless objects in the Bay Area. We'd found each other, not as Raven and Falcon, but as just Avari and Chayton.

      Ironically, if I hadn't met Chayton, Raven wouldn't even exist. Maybe we didn't belong together. Yet here we were.

      Someone in a bright orange hoodie stepped right in front of me, obscuring my view. I met the gaze of the guy—who was way too close. When I tried to step away and my back met the wall, I was stuck under the stare of his light blue eyes.

      His hoodie and cargo pants were loose on him, which made him look even slimmer than he likely was. He stood a few inches shorter than me, with a messy mop of brown hair that was shaved short on the left side. The mischievous smile plastered on his face gave me the heebie-jeebies.

      "May I help you?" I asked, glaring.

      His eyes gleamed. A triumphant grin cut across his face. What it was for, I had no idea. He reached out a finger and poked my cheek. I slapped his hand away. What the hell?

      "I know who you are," he said, unfazed.

      "Okay…?"

      "You're him."

      "Him?" What was that supposed to mean?

      He leaned closer to me, and dammit I was a millisecond away from shoving him, which would probably send him flying across the room in the state I was in. Then he whispered in my ear, making the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end.

      "You're Raven."

      I sidestepped and schooled my features as best as I could. "I don't know what you're talking about."

      He moved closer again. Not as close as before, thank God.

      "There's no need to deny it. I saw you. I've been watching you."

      He'd been watching me? That was creepy. All that gadding about with a mask had done me no good when someone had been apparently stalking me all along. "What the hell? Are you a stalker?"

      "I'd call myself more of an… enthusiast. A fan of your work."

      A fan? This just kept getting weirder. I thought only superheroes—like Falcon—had fans, not villains.

      What did he intend to do with this information? Rat me out? He said he was a fan, so maybe he wouldn't… Where did that leave us?

      "So what's next for you? Have you been taking a break?" Oh, was he going to keep talking because I didn't say anything? How annoying.

      "Shut up."

      "What?" He raised his eyebrows.

      "I'm not talking about this here. Look, just… You'd better keep quiet." I glared at him.

      "Or what?" A mischievous grin spread across his face as he leaned in closer again. "Will you put me in the hospital?"

      I winced at the mention of that word. By the look on his face, I knew he'd said that on purpose. There was one person who'd been hospitalized from my little rampages on the Bay area. While I had been relieved to hear that the guy pulled through and made a full recovery, in hindsight, I guess I shouldn't have been surprised that I hadn't seriously hurt or killed someone before then.

      That single incident changed everything for me.

      It was the moment I realized what I'd been doing was far too dangerous.

      This guy didn't know the full story. In fact, he probably knew nothing about me, except that I was Raven. Which meant he didn't know that I wouldn't put him in the hospital.

      I lifted my hand, just enough for him to see it, and concentrated until my fingertips started turning an ashy black.

      "Maybe I will."

      He seemed unfazed by my threat. Which infuriated me. "You sure about that? If you do that, then it'll be all over the news, giving me the perfect opportunity to spill the beans about your secret identity."

      By the time he'd finished speaking, my arms were shaking and my blood was beginning to boil. The blackness had traveled almost halfway up my arm, cracks of orange ember peeking through like burning coal. Deep breaths, count backwards from ten. Anything to calm down.

      "You wouldn't."

      "Wanna bet?"

      That was a bet I couldn't afford to take. There was nothing stopping him from blabbing my dark secret. He had me right where he wanted me, and from the smirk on his face, he knew it.

      "What do you want?" I asked, seething.

      His smirk turned into a grin. "Oh, it's quite simple. I want you to be my friend."

      I stared at him blankly. "You… what?"

      He moved repeated at a whisper in my ear. "I want you to be my friend."

      I shuddered, my arm hairs standing on end.

      What kind of request was that? Was something so trivial worth the price of my secrecy to him? I didn't have much time to weigh the options, but it seemed like such a small cost to pay. I was sure I was going to regret this. Right now I didn't have much of a choice. Annoying fan for a friend, or my identity exposed? It seemed like a no brainer.

      "Fine."

      His grin widened. "I'll be in touch."

      With that, he was gone. I was left standing there at a loss. I was confused, to say the least. Rage was boiling over inside me even as fear cut through my gut with a wave of nausea, threatening to make me lose the punch I'd just drank.

      What the hell just happened?

      Apparently I wasn't the only oddball on campus.

      "Who was that?" Chayton's voice forced me back to the present. He stood in front of me, looking perplexed, though I'm sure he wasn't half as perplexed as I was.

      "I…don't know." Damn him, he hadn't even given me his name.

      "I'll be in touch," was all he'd said.

      And I thought I was bad-mannered.

      He knew my secret.

      All I had on him was he was some odd guy with a constant creepy and amused smile on his face, and he'd been watching me. Who was I to talk though? I'd seen that smile before. On TV and in the paper, on my own face.

      "You don't know? What did he want?"

      I shrugged. It was probably best not to say anything to Chayton until I figured out what I was dealing with.
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      If you want to read more of Chay and Avari’s adventures and keep up with Amara’s other work, make sure that you sign up for their newsletter at http://eepurl.com/dL6vCs!
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        Falala and Farewell

      

      You’ll already find one full Masks universe short story, Falala and Farewell, available for free! In addition to that…
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        Toil and Trouble

      

      You’ll also find the first short story in the Yverwood universe, Toil and Trouble, which you won’t want to miss out on!

      You’ll also be one of the first to know about any sales for these series and new projects that Amara is working on!
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      Amara Lynn has always been a quiet daydreamer. Coming up with characters and worlds since childhood, Amara eventually found an outlet in writing. Amara loves anything to do with pirates, merpeople, villains and superheroes, and angels and demons.

      Amara is addicted to music and gets the most inspiration from moving songs and lyrics. When not writing, Amara usually reads, listens to podcasts, watches anime, plays a video game here and there (but mostly collects them), and takes way too many cat pictures.
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        amaralynnwrites.wordpress.com!
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