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Space Date


        When immortal soldiers, and sociopathic assassins are out to kill you,
your friends, and your family, you lose track of the important things in
life.

For example, I’d lost track of the fact that I had a spaceship in my
basement.

I’ll write that again with more appropriate emphasis.

I had a spaceship.

In. My. Basement.

A SPACESHIP.

As someone who’d watched the space shuttle lift off on TV, watched
science fiction, read science fiction, and spent a lot of time thinking
about science fiction, the question of whether I’d actually use it
didn’t exist.

The question was when.

And how.

And whether or not I’d manage to blow myself up in the process.

I’d spent a lot of time bringing the League “jet” out of mothballs, so
blowing myself up wasn’t likely. Unfortunately, I’d heard a lot of
stories from my grandfather about things he’d done in space. What I’d
gained from those stories was that even if I didn’t manage to blow
myself up, there were plenty of aliens out there that were willing to do
it on general principle.

Fortunately, not a lot of those guys had any reason to be near Earth.

Well, with the exception of the Xiniti, and they were there as much for
our protection as they were to stop us from acquiring alien tech.

Let’s rephrase that. They were there as much for our protection as they
were to destroy the planet if we showed signs of acquiring alien
technology, expanding into space, and committing genocide.

To be fair, they had some reason to worry, but it still felt like
overkill to me.

So that’s why, when I finally did decide to take the League jet into
space, I didn’t do it with the idea that I’d be putting the human race
in danger. Grandpa had told me the Xiniti were okay with the League jet.
I did it because I loved the idea of leaving the planet, and possibly
for another reason or two.

Haley looked up at me, “You want to make out in space?”

It was a little after seven on Friday night. We were both in HQ, and
were going to do something together. We just didn’t know exactly what.

“Well… That’s not the whole reason. I mean, there are stars. We could
orbit the Earth. That’s romantic. Right? Honestly, I’d want to go even
if you weren’t here just to do it.”

She raised an eyebrow.

The great thing about superheroes dating superheroes is that you don’t
have to do any of the “hiding your secret identity” stuff, and running
around corners to change into costume, and pretend to be a coward or
something.

The bad thing is that you might end up dating someone whose sense of
hearing is so good she can hear your heartbeat speed up when you shade
the truth, or smell your scent change when you become nervous. Or
aroused.

In short, lying was useless.

Still, I wasn’t inviting her along to make out. Flying into space would
be the fulfillment of a dream, and having the two of us to do it
together would be better. We could watch a movie or go out for coffee
any time, but this was different. Tonight, we could join the few people
who had ever left Earth’s gravity well. That was incredible.

I couldn’t deny though, that part of me hoped we’d do more than talk.

“And besides,” I said, “if we did want some privacy, who could bother
us?”

She gave a laugh, and then became a little more serious. “Is it safe?”

“I asked Isaac a couple days ago, and he said they haven’t had problems
lately.”

Half an hour later I’d gone through the League jet’s flight checklist,
moved through the passageway into Grand Lake, floated to the surface,
and took flight.

I flew it over Lake Michigan, and then started to ascend. After we hit
30,000 feet, I started pouring on the speed, knowing that we’d have to
be moving extremely quickly to get into space.

I learned later that the ship could be seen on both sides of the lake
(Wisconsin and Michigan) because of the trail of flame behind
it.

At the same time, the Heroes League message boards on the Double V
forums had lit up as someone reported a jet sighting, and people
speculated on exactly what sort of emergency we were rushing to meet in
space.

I didn’t know it at the time, but if I had,  I like to think I’d have
felt at least a little embarrassed.

Mind you, I wasn’t thinking about it at all.

I was monitoring our engines, the fusion reactor, life support, and
watching the radar for planes (and other flying objects, identified or
not).

When I had time to think, I marveled at how quiet the League jet was,
and how different it felt from the Rocket suit. With the suit, I’d
gotten used to feeling my stomach sink at take-off, and everything
inside me shift with turns.

Inside the jet, the anti-gravity, and anti-inertial devices made it feel
like we were at home using a flight simulator.

The windows, instruments, and information screens were the only way to
know we were flying.

“Nick, is there anything I can do?” Haley asked.

“I don’t know.”  I tried to think of something. Haley had been training
on the simulator, but the simulator only went so far.

Was there anything?

“Are you familiar with the weapons systems and the shields?”

She looked over at me. “I thought you said it was safe.”

“It is, but better to be cautious, right?”

I smiled at her, and she opened her mouth to say something, but stopped,
and looked out the window. We’d flown far enough out that we could see
Earth.

Haley stared. “I can’t believe it. There’s so much water.”

I followed her gaze. We were over the Pacific ocean. From here, the
whole planet seemed to be water.

Past Earth, the stars were little pinpricks of light. Without an
atmosphere, they didn’t twinkle.

“Hey,” I said, “I’m going to orbit Earth once. Tell me if you notice the
International Space Station.”

“Once? Where are you going after that?”

“I don’t know. I’m still thinking about it.”

She frowned. “You’re lying.”

“Sorry. I was thinking we could fly past Lagrange point four, and take a
look at the jump gate.”

“Don’t the Xiniti frown on that?”

“I don’t think so. We’re not going to try to use the gate. My grandpa
took me on a flyby once when I was twelve.”

I took a wide orbit of the earth, letting it grow wider as we circled.

“There’s the space station. And a ship.”

A blocky, rectangular ship floated in space. Several times as long as
the space station,  it orbited  further out from the planet.

The monitor on the instrument panel lab labeled it the UNS Jay. I
wondered where the UNS Kay had gone. The Xiniti were loaning us both of
them. I supposed they could have sent the Kay elsewhere in the solar
system, or kept it hidden somehow.

I decided not to worry about it, and pointed us toward L4. Even if the
Xiniti wouldn’t let us use it, the jump gate was pretty cool. The idea
of it at least.

And it wasn’t quite true that the Xiniti wouldn’t let us use it. They
were under orders not to let us use it until we could build ships on our
own (without alien tech) that could handle the stress of going through
the gate.

Grandpa had said we’d tried, had our work inspected, and been told it
didn’t meet criteria. The inspectors wouldn’t say why.

In short, alien bureaucracy  sucked just as bad as any other kind.

Deciding not to think about the Xiniti’s stranglehold on space, I
concentrated on getting us to the gate. And anyway, according to
Grandpa, it wasn’t their fault.

Arguably, we owed them.

The blackness of space stretched out ahead of us. Amid the stars, one of
the spots of light had to be the gate and the Xiniti warship guarding
it. Even at the speeds the League jet could reach outside the
atmosphere, L4 wasn’t close. It was the same distance as the distance
from the Earth to the sun.

I set the engines to burn until we were halfway there, and set the
alarm. I’d have to flip the jet, and start decelerating at the halfway
point.

With that done, I unstrapped myself, and stood up. “It’s all set. We may
as well get up. We’re stuck here for a while.”

Haley got out of her seat.

We both wore League space suits over our clothes. Form fitting, they
looked more like the space suits on the covers of 50’s science fiction
magazines than the white, bulky suits I could see in the moon landing
pictures.

“How long?” She walked over to the right side of the ship, and looked
out the window. The windows on the left side had darkened, protecting
our eyes from the sun.

I joined her.  “A couple hours.”

I’d had the seats in the area behind the cockpit fold themselves into
the floor before takeoff. With them out of the way, we stood next to
each other, watching Earth become smaller.

She took my hand.

“It’s really quiet up here. Do you have any music?”

I thought about it. “No. I didn’t think to bring any. I should work out
a way to plug my iPod in. Anyway, not having music going might make it
easier to hear any calls we get.”

“Are you expecting any calls?”

“No. You never know though.”

Eventually we got sick of standing, and sat down on the floor. It had
carpet–not fluffy carpet, but better than bare metal.

“What did your grandpa say about the Xiniti?” Haley asked.

“Nothing special. After the whole Abominator fight in the 70’s, the
Xiniti stood up for us, and told all the other aliens that we weren’t on
the Abominators’ side, and that we’d stopped them. That’s it.”

“My grandpa said they seemed like animals. He didn’t know whether they’d
help or attack.”

“I think I remember something about them having different castes. Maybe
their fighters are particularly animal like? I don’t really know.
Grandpa didn’t say much about their culture. He said they were good at
fighting though.”

Neither of us said anything immediately after that. We sat next to each
other, our backs against the wall, hearing the hum of the engines, and
feeling the warmth coming up from the floor.

Taking her head off my shoulder, Haley said, “Did Isaac ever say whether
it was real aliens? Or were the invaders from the humans the Abominators
modified?”

“He didn’t tell me. Why?”

“Just curious.”

We sat for  a while longer, and talked. Then, (and I don’t know who
started it, but I think it might have been Haley) we started kissing.

And, naturally, the alarm rang.

I got up, used the directional jets to flip the ship around, restarted
the main engines, and felt deceleration begin.

After that, we picked up where we’d left off. We didn’t take all our
clothes off or anything like that, but we did unzip our space suits.

So that, of course, couldn’t continue either.

The jet’s communicator started beeping. Loudly. Insistently.

Haley started laughing. I sighed. We both started rearranging our
clothes, and zipping our suits.

I got into the cockpit, and clicked the button that opened up a
connection.

“You over there! Heroes League jet! What do you think you’re doing up
here?”

Well, I knew that it wasn’t a Xiniti at least, and so I’d have to
explain myself to somebody on the UNS Jay.

Grrr.

And then it struck me–the voice sounded familiar. I couldn’t figure out
why at first, but his next line brought it back.

“And dammit,” he continued, “please tell me that Alex isn’t on your
ship.”

I clicked the comm on speak. “Sorry, no. He’s not.”

Raptor had been in charge of the South California Defenders when I’d
been visiting Alex in L.A. Preserver, Alex’ dad had been up in space
with Technomage, and some other people from their group.

I wondered if Raptor held a grudge because we’d caused millions of
dollars in damage, and pissed off Syndicate L, causing them to attack
the subdivision where most of the Defenders lived, and take hostages.

OK, I didn’t really wonder that at all.

It didn’t take a genius to guess it might have made him look a teensy,
tiny bit  incompetent. Having Alex, Brooke, and Jenny skip out of L.A.
last month with Carlos to help us probably hadn’t given him  a better
impression.

It was a safe bet Alex hadn’t asked permission.

” Alright, Rocket, what are you doing here?”

I ran through possible answers in my head. Neither “Haley and I flew up
here to make out,” nor “I had a spaceship in my basement that was just
begging to be used,” seemed likely to get a positive response.

Haley clicked on her comm before I made up my mind. “Night Cat here. Is
there a problem?”

“Is there a problem?” Raptor sounded shocked that she’d even asked the
question.

“Night Cat?” An older man’s voice spoke in the background. “Oh, they’re
dating.”

A woman’s voice said, “I have no idea how you keep up with that stuff.”

“Easy. The ‘Double V’ gossip column. Did you know that Diamond Edge is
back with Lightsight?”

Raptor said, “Could you two be quiet?”

Then he said, “Yes, there’s a problem. You’re in space. There’s a red
alert. Go home.”

“Alert?” I asked.

“Yes, alert. The Kay’s hunting aliens. Now, go away.”

I thought about that. Turning around would be a pain. Decelerating would
take us to near zero around the gate, and we could go home from there.

Beginning to turn around immediately would be annoying. We were going
much too fast to stop on a dime.

“I was planning to do a lap around the gate and fly home. Would that be
okay?”

“Are you crazy? We could be in combat at ANY time.”

Haley looked over at me, scowling. “How were we supposed to know that?”

And that wouldn’t have caused any problems if I’d been the only person
to hear it, but I still had the comm open, so Raptor got to listen too.

“The same way anybody else does. You ask before you go up, and then you
check in with the Jay or Kay to see if conditions have changed.”

Haley said, “Well, it would help if anyone bothered to tell us. They
didn’t even try to talk to us, and we flew right past the Jay.”

“How did you expect them to see you?”

“What?” Haley sounded as confused as I was–at first.

Then I realized that she’d taken me seriously when I was talking about
the shields. She’d turned them on, and they did as good a job at
absorbing energy used to detect ships as they did energy fired at ships.

It wasn’t as good as being cloaked, but it did the job.

And anyway, I wouldn’t have put it past Grandpa to improve the shield
until it was nearly as good as being cloaked.

Muting the comm, I turned to Haley and said “Our shields almost cloak
us.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I forgot, and I didn’t know it mattered.”

She sighed, and I unmuted the comm.

“How’d you detect us?” I asked.

“We’re close.”

So they, at least, were cloaked.

The older man in the background said “A drone’s nearly on them.”

Almost as he said it, I heard a clunking noise from farther back on the
jet’s body. I didn’t know what it was, but I doubted I’d enjoy finding
out.

The League jet had cameras all around the body, allowing me to check out
almost the entire hull without leaving the cockpit. I’d always thought
that was cool, but as of that moment I could guess at the practical
reason why Grandpa had installed them.

A long, black shell clung three quarters of the way down the hull. The
fact that it had attached itself said a lot about it.

A depressingly large amount.

For example, it said it could match our speed. We’d hit a small but
significant fraction of the speed of light. If something less than six
feet long could catch us, they probably had better technology.

A reactionless drive would theoretically let it move without carrying a
lot of mass. And while it was violating physics anyway, who knew what
else it had aboard? At that tech level, the thing wouldn’t have to be a
flying missile. It might actually be a sentient machine.

Beyond the question of how cool that was, it opened up a lot of
possibilities. It might be a relatively recently constructed AI, or
citizen of one of the machine civilizations I’d heard were somewhere out
there.

Either way, we might be able to persuade a sentient machine to go find
something better to do.

Of course, if it was a combat drone, we might as well start writing our
obituaries.

Still, the fact that it hadn’t yet blown itself up argued against that
possibility.

Given our heading, it might be trying to reach the gate, but not be
massive enough to use it alone.

The question was, where did it plan to go after that, and was it our
problem?

I considered possibilities, but Haley pulled me out of my thoughts by
reaching out with her hand, and muting the comm.

“Nick, I’m going out there. We can’t leave that thing on the ship.”

“I don’t know,” I said. “It might be an option.”

I began to tell her my thoughts when Raptor’s voice came from the
communicator.

“Don’t let the drone near the gate. It’s probably been spying out here
for months, and plans to use you to get close enough to get away. Let it
go, and half the spiral arm will know our defenses.”

I clicked the comm off mute. “What do you want me to do, change course?”

“That would be a good start.”

It might be. If it realized we weren’t going to the gate, it might let
go, slide slowly through our shield like it must have on the way in, and
find another victim–or if not a victim, another taxi.

That assumed, of course, that we didn’t blast it out of existence as
soon as it was off our hull.

I looked at Haley. “What do you think? I think we could still try to
talk to it.”

“If all we need to do to get it to leave us alone is turn, let’s turn.”

“OK.”

I activated the directional jets, pointing the ship into the beginning
of a long arc that would eventually take us home.

It didn’t let go.

Haley watched its image on the monitor. “What do you think it wants?”

“I don’t know. I wonder if it would survive reentry?”

She frowned. “What do you think it would do on Earth if it did?”

Over the comm, Raptor said, “Is it off?”

“No,” I said.

“Then you’d better clear it off. No… Ignore that. Don’t do it. I’ll send
you our position, and we’ll get rid of it.”

“Could I talk to it? Then it might let go by itself.”

“Don’t be naive.”

The ship’s computer beeped. We’d received Raptor’s position. It would
take at least half an hour to get there.

Time enough for a conversation.

After setting a course for Raptor’s position, I clicked through menus on
the jet’s computer. I knew Grandpa had mentioned a translation program
at some point. I’d never had a reason to use it.

After a few clicks I found it.

With the lists of alien languages, it also said, “Machine
Civilizations/Languages.”

I didn’t recognize any of the names. Looking through them, I noticed
“Universal Greeting.” Text near it explained that it wasn’t so much a
language as greetings in all of the most popular machine civilizations’
languages. If it didn’t get any response, it would try less common
languages. If it got a response, the computer would switch to the
machine’s preferred language.

I decided to give it a shot. It couldn’t be worse than the language
translation programs I’d seen online.

Probably.

Not even Google included “English to Alien Computer” as an option.

Next to me, Haley followed along as I read. “Which one are you going to
try? ‘Universal Greeting’ looks good—”

“I know.”

I touched the screen.

Words appeared.

“5 LANGUAGES ATTEMPTED…”

“100 LANGUAGES ATTEMPTED…”

“700 LANGUAGES ATTEMPTED…”

“2500 LANGUAGES ATTEMPTED…”

“14000 LANGUAGES ATTEMPTED…”

“This isn’t looking good,” Haley said.

I didn’t say anything, but I agreed.

Then more words appeared.

“RESPONSE RECOGNIZED. KNOWN DIALECT. TRANSLATING.”

I checked the monitor that showed the machine’s body where it clung to
the ship. It wasn’t moving.

I wasn’t sure, but that seemed like a good thing. If it were planning to
blow us up, it seemed like it would have done it instantly, or at least
tried to drill into the hull so that it could send the blast inside.

Not that I could know for sure that it wasn’t trying that.

The translation came through on the screen. “I SEND GREETINGS. I AM
87YAM8723AEW45. WHO ARE YOU?”

It was a safe bet that it hadn’t said exactly that, but I wasn’t going
to be able to complain until I learned enough to do my own translation
and compare.

Like that was going to happen.

“Nick, are you going to write back?”

“Yeah. I’m trying to figure out who I should say we are.”

She bit her lip. “Oh, that’s not easy…”

I wrote, “We’re humans from Earth.”

“DO YOU GO/OPERATE GATE? XINITI FRIEND/MERCHANT/VIOLENCE?”

We were already butting up against the limits of the translation
program.

“Wow,” I said. “I think I understand that.”

Haley read the screen to herself. “I hope you do.”

I wrote, “I’ve never used a gate. I’ve never met the Xiniti.”

The comm started beeping.

Haley clicked “receive call,” and Raptor’s voice came over the comm.

“We’re receiving machine transmissions. What are you doing?”

Haley’s eyes narrowed, and her voice might have sounded a little
irritated. “We’re talking with it.”

“I told you not to. We’re going to remove it from your hull. You’re
supposed to leave it alone. You don’t have any idea what you’re involved
in.”

“We can’t just blow it up. Not without finding out why it’s on our
ship.”

“You’re already making this complicated just by being here. Don’t make
it worse. We’ve done this before. We’ll handle it.”

“We can’t stop now. It’ll wonder why.”

Raptor took a deep breath. “What have you been telling it? Don’t you
remember what I said? It’s probably a spy.”

“You don’t know that.”

Over the screen, the machine said, “NEED GATE. TOO SMALL TO USE ALONE.
STRESS WILL DESTROY MY HULL.”

I wrote, “Where are you going?”

Waiting for the answer, I wondered how I’d know if it was telling me the
truth.

“WILL HITCHHIKE. REJOIN TRIBE/CLAN/CIVILIZATION. WE ARE NOMADS.”

So I digested that for a little while, wondering if it was true, or if
it skipped a few steps. For example, the step where it turned us over to
the civilizations of genetically modified humans who fanatically
worshipped the Abominators, and might possibly hold a grudge against us
for the way our grandfathers destroyed the last of their masters.

After which, it would go out and be nomadic.

And we, of course, would discover what fanatics do to people like us.

Of course, I knew I might be unnecessarily paranoid, but I didn’t want
to test it. On the other hand, what was I going to do to avoid becoming
a victim, bring it to Raptor so he could destroy it? What if it really
was a lost nomad? That wouldn’t be right.

Who would be able to get to the bottom of it? Technomancer would have
been great if he’d been part of the crew.

Then I came up with another idea. The Xiniti. They’d have a good sense
of who to trust.

All I’d have to do is make contact without getting blown away.

I reached out, and clicked Raptor to mute and the speaker volume to
practically nothing.

“He’s not going to like that,” Haley said.

“I know, but he’s going to like what we’re going to do next even less.
We’re going to turn and bring the drone through the gate.”

Except I wasn’t planning to do that at all, and I hoped she’d notice I
was lying.

She frowned. She opened her mouth to speak, probably to ask why.

I didn’t give her the chance. “We have to get it past the Xiniti,” I
said. I nodded meaningfully toward the back, and shook my head, hoping
she’d guess I meant the opposite.

I’d realized that if it weren’t friendly, it might listen in through the
hull. Even though it hadn’t chimed in until we’d tried an obscure
language, it might have been faking in order to let us think that it was
unsophisticated. Wouldn’t nomads know a lot of languages? If it could
understand English, we had to come up with another way to communicate.

“We can’t go through the gate,” Haley said. “No Earth spaceships can.”

“Well… Actually, ours can. The League had an arrangement with the Xiniti
where they looked the other way a few times.”

I wasn’t lying about that.

“Oh,” she said. “I wondered. Grandpa told me a few stories where it
sounded like they had the jet on other planets. I thought I hadn’t
remembered them right.”

I changed course, pointing the jet toward the gate, and its Xiniti
guardians.

Raptor’s muffled voice said something indecipherable. Well,
indecipherable to anyone with normal hearing.

“He wants to know what we think we’re doing,” Haley said.

I tried to think of something to tell him.

Haley took it off mute, and turned up the speakers’ volume.

“Everything’s okay,” she said into the comm. “We’ve come to an
understanding with it. We’re going to drop it off on the other side of
the gate.”

Raptor’s voice quavered as he replied. “Haven’t you been listening to a
thing I said?”

In the background, the older man, the one who followed Double V’s gossip
column, spoke. “Listen to her, Raptor. It will work out.”

“Is your head misfiring?” Then the comm went to the peculiar not quite
silence you get when someone else presses mute.

In the meantime, I’d guessed who the older man might be. Mr. Intuitive
(the second one) worked with the Defenders. If he had enough
information, he could leap to the correct answer. If he thought we could
handle it, that was good. Of course, he’d had some well-publicized
screw-ups…

They didn’t turn the mute off immediately either. We waited, and then
Haley said, “I’m going to grab something a second.”

She got up, walked out of the cockpit, and came back with a laser rifle
that looked like it belonged on the cover of a 1950’s science fiction
magazine. She held her helmet as well.

“I thought I’d grab it in case things went wrong. Maybe you should too.”

I had the space version of the Rocket suit in the back, and I had time
to put it on.

I rushed into the back of the jet, and put on the Rocket suit. When I
got back to the cockpit, I checked the screen I’d been using to read the
conversation with the drone.

Nothing had been added. Apparently the AI didn’t feel any pressure to
make conversation when it didn’t have anything to say.

I could think of a few people who could stand to learn from its
example.

As I sat down again, Haley said, “Raptor got back to me while you were
changing. He said he’s going to meet us at the gate.”

“Oh,” I said. “That ought to be interesting.”

I thought about ways to let Haley know exactly what I was planning. One
of the first times I’d asked her out, I’d used pitches beyond human
hearing. I doubted they’d be beyond the hearing of an AI, if it were
listening in.

Assuming it couldn’t see inside, I realized that I ought to use pen and
paper. That would be perfect.

A few minutes of searching through the Rocket suit’s utility belt
finally turned up a pad of old sticky notes.

I wrote her a message: Bringing AI to Xiniti. Not really going through
gate.

She wrote: Do Xiniti know?

I wrote: No. I’ll tell them.

She nodded, and I tried to think of how to tell them without putting us
at risk. I wished I knew what weapons the drone had.

After that we sat in our seats, and waited to get near the gate. I spent
most of my time watching the drone on the monitor, making sure it wasn’t
doing anything to our hull.

More than forty-five minutes later, we were closing in on Earth-Sun
Lagrange point four, decelerating toward what would be a speed of nearly
nothing when we reached the gate.

The screen that showed my conversation updated with a question from the
drone, accompanied by a beep.

“MAY I SUPPLY COORDINATES?”

I wrote, “Sure. I’m not promising I’ll use them.”

It sent them. The League jet had already locked on to the gate’s
operation systems. I checked the requested coordinates with the gate.
They weren’t interesting at all. The gate noted that they were requested
by more than thirty percent of travellers. Probably some kind of hub, I
guessed.

Three, huge cylinders hung ahead of us in space. Metal spikes extended
from each cylinder, pointing at the other cylinders in the group, but
not touching them.

Xiniti ships floated near it. The biggest, a flattened, silvery sphere,
was surrounded by many smaller versions of the same ship. Most were
around the jet’s size. I guessed they might be fighters, but I couldn’t
be sure.

From what I understood, the Xiniti preferred not to be bothered, and
wanted ships to use the gate without notifying them. The gate’s AI could
manage traffic without help.

One of the screens followed our interactions with the gate. The gate AI
sent, “Welcome to Earth/Sun Gate 1, please supply destination
coordinates, and do not depart from your current flight path. Your
shields make it difficult for other ships to detect you. Remember also
to shut off shields before the jump as shields have been known to
interact with jump technology.”

I took a deep breath. “Night Cat,” I said, “could you take the shields
down please?”

From what I could see of her face through the helmet, she seemed amused
at my formality. Her reply of “Aye, aye, Captain,” had a slightly more
sarcastic tone than I felt I deserved.

Once the shields came down, I started step two of my plan, such as it
was. “Gate Control, Xiniti ship, I’d like to request a scan of my ship.
We’ve picked up a drone of unknown origin. It is currently attached to
the outer hull of my ship.”

The swarm of small ships near the big Xiniti ship moved as one,
spreading out in all directions while a small group flew directly toward
us.

They did not, I noted, cut directly across any of the designated lanes
for approaching or leaving the gate. The group heading for us split into
two, one flying above the plane reserved for gate traffic, and the other
below.

At the same time, the question of what languages the drone understood
was answered when it let go of the hull.

I hadn’t had the ship translate my speech into its dialect.

In one sense, I felt vindicated that my suspicions had turned out to be
true. At the same time, another part of me felt annoyed.

If I realized it earlier, and taken it out without the Xiniti, I might
have been able to keep the parts.

The drone flew away, dodging the Xiniti ships by moving into the routes
reserved for traffic coming out of the gate.

Even though most ships slowed down before using a gate, they didn’t have
to, and could come out at theoretically any speed, so cutting across
lanes wasn’t smart.

At the same time, the drone was freakishly fast, accelerating away from
our ship in a blur.

The Xiniti were just as fast, however, and their ships changed direction
instantaneously, making ninety degree turns.

I’d have tried to follow the fight, and possibly help the Xiniti out,
but the alien spaceship drives in the League jet weren’t as advanced as
theirs. We had another problem to deal with.

“Exiting from our approach to the gate,” I said into the comm unit.
“Relaltive to Earth’s orbit, we’re going up.”

Hopefully the Xiniti’s translation programs would interpret it clearly.

I fired off the directional jets, pointing us upward, and then activated
the main drive, aiming so that we’d fly above the gate.

It didn’t take much power to fly above it. We hadn’t had much momentum
when I decided to change course. Within seconds we flew above the top
cylinder of the gate’s three.

Not taking her eyes off the screen that showed our position, Haley said,
“They’re all behind us. Turn around!”

While I turned the ship, she reactivated the shields.

Outside, the space around us turned completely black except that the
cockpit windows and even the ceiling above us glowed, showing the space
around us as well as it had before.

When we came around, it wasn’t easy to see the drone or the Xiniti
ships. Not directly at any rate.

They all had their shields up, and while they weren’t trying to be
stealthy, only weapons discharge gave away their positions. Beams of
bright light seemingly appeared out of nowhere, and then disappeared.

The Xiniti ships fired as a group, hitting the drone, then scattering
almost randomly, and firing again, nearly simultaneously.

The drone fired back. In fact, it never stopped firing. It had no choice
in the matter. Good shields absorbed almost all the energy thrown at
them. If a ship absorbed more than it could use or bleed off somehow,
the best case scenario involved burning out its shields and any systems
closely associated with them. Worst case scenarios depended on the ship,
but could include explosions.

It hit a few Xiniti ships, but not in a way that made any of them
explode. Meanwhile the Xiniti kept on firing at it, scattering as it
fired back, and reforming into groups that almost all had clear shots.

The drone didn’t last long.

When the Xiniti reformed their lines the next time, and fired, the
drone’s shield fell, allowing the hull to be hit by lasers, particle
accelerators, and who knew what else.

It exploded, fragments shooting off in all directions.

While I doubted it had intended anything good for us, I wasn’t sure it
deserved what it got.

“It’s just gone,” Haley said.

“Yeah.”

I’d barely adjusted to the idea that the drone had been destroyed when
the comm started beeping. We were getting two calls. The screen showed
the first as SoCal Defenders Podjet. Raptor had said he’d meet us near
the gate. He could have been faster.

It labeled the second Gate Command and Control.

Haley said, “Raptor can wait.” She clicked on the button for Command and
Control.

The screen showed a room full of Xiniti busily checking screens, their
hands manipulating ghostly controls that floated in the foggy air.
Grandpa had told me the Xiniti preferred a more humid atmosphere than we
did.

The Xiniti themselves looked just like I’d always heard—grayish skin,
big black eyes, big heads, and child sized bodies. They looked like “the
Grays” in UFO literature except for one thing.

Their mouths were wide, and they had too many teeth, multiple rows on
each jaw.

Like sharks.

Once, when I asked my grandfather what Xiniti were like he said, “You
know those science fiction stories where an explorer visits an unknown
planet, discovers aliens that sneak back to Earth aboard their ship, and
destroy the world? That’s what they’re like. At least, if you’re the
Abominators. We managed to get off on the right foot with the Xiniti
despite that.”

Staring at the Xiniti on the screen, I tried to come up with something
appropriate to say. Not much came to mind.

I mean, how do you introduce yourself to members of a race that hunted
the Abominators to near extinction, and kept itself occupied by
containing their former servants’ competing interstellar empires within
one of the galaxy’s spiral arms?

“Hi,” I said.

Haley glanced over at me, waited a moment for me to continue talking,
and, when I didn’t, said, “We’re the Rocket, and Night Cat, descendants
of the original Rocket and Night Wolf. Thanks for assisting us with the
drone.”

The Xiniti directly in front of the screen started moving its mouth, and
after a brief wait, we heard it speak. Even if I hadn’t noticed the
disconnection between the mouth movements and the sound, I might have
guessed the voice was computer generated. It didn’t sound quite
right—probably some sort of translation program.

“Greetings, scions and inheritors of the Heroes League. We recognized
your vessel, and assisted as much for our own reasons as any desire to
give you service. As inheritors of our debt to the Heroes League, we
will assist you until such point as we both consider it paid.”

I wondered how well their translation program translated their tone into
English. From their looks or Grandpa’s stories, the Xiniti didn’t sound
especially formal.

The Xiniti’s lips came together, and I heard a clacking noise that might
have been teeth.

They had a lot of teeth.

“That sounds good,” I said, wondering if I should be asking them what
they were talking about, or whether that would offend them.

I did remember that Grandpa said something about debts in their culture,
and that debts were more important to them than they were to us.

I decided to ask Lee the first chance I got. He knew about the
Abominators. Chances were he’d know about the Xiniti.

“We are gratified that you find our arrangement acceptable,” the Xiniti
said. “As the one who brought the current quarry to us, you are entitled
to share in the results. We intend to collect the drone’s pieces and
determine its purpose. Do you wish a copy of our anaylsis?”

While I tried to think of a way to steer my reply toward possibly
getting the Xiniti to pass along not just the analysis, but also the
actual pieces of the drone, Haley said, “We do. Right Rocket?”

I nodded yes. So much for that.

Anyway, even if they did owe us somehow, I doubted that they’d actively
pass us alien technology.

The Xiniti said, “It appears to be a member of a machine civilization
that’s sometimes allied with criminals in this vicinity.”

The confirmation felt good. It was better than believing I’d let a
sentient being get destroyed out of carelessness.

Not long after that, we turned around, and flew home.



It was three in the morning before we were back in the HQ’s hangar. We’d
been doing a mix of talking and silently waiting for the flight to be
over.

The hangar smelled of oil, metal, and musty old basement smell, but
after hours of sitting in the jet, it smelled like home.

“What a mess,” I said.

I’d said that, and variations on it more than once on the way back.

“Don’t,” Haley put her hand my shoulder. We were both back in street
clothes, and I could feel her touch through my t-shirt. “You didn’t know
how this would go. It’s okay. We would have taken the jet into space
eventually, and you know something would have happened. At least we
didn’t get hurt.”

“I know. That would have been worse.”

Another thought passed through my mind. I wasn’t going to say it, but
Haley sighed.

“Now what?” She was frowning by that point.

“I was just thinking about the whole debt thing. Lee’s with us because
he owes my grandpa. I’m pretty sure the Xiniti owe the League because
they caught the last Abominators. I wondered if the League owed anybody
and who’ll come to collect.”

“Nick, you’re tired. I’m tired. Let’s just go home. You can’t do
anything about it right now.”

“I know. I wondered. That’s all.”

We took the elevator upstairs, walked to my parents’ house, and,
borrowing Mom’s car, I drove Haley home.





Haley


        So, I was scheduled to work at Grand Lake Steak and Fine Dining except
Dad got a call, and Chuck’s Pizza was short staffed, and could anybody
help?

Dad sent me.

And that wasn’t all bad. You get better tips at Grand Lake Steak than
Chuck’s, but half the staff at Grand Lake Steak hated me because Dad had
me help retrain them.

Dad fired people after our family took over. They blamed me for that
too. Behind my back, I heard them call me “Daddy’s little spy.” I wasn’t
trying to be, but after a month, Dad had asked me what I thought about
them, and I told him.

I could smell their fear when I came in for my next shift. It’s not as
bad now, but skipping a shift there makes any day better.

Chuck’s Pizza is a hole in the wall. It has a small dining room with a
few tables, but most of its customers were there to pick up take-out,
and didn’t stay longer than ten minutes at most.

It’s also been robbed twice in the last two years—not that anyone should
be surprised. It’s not in a nice neighborhood. I think it must be the
only business on that side of the block that’s open.

After last year’s robbery, I asked Dad why he kept it open, and he said
it was close enough to Grand Lake University that it paid for itself.

I’ve always thought it was nostalgia because it was the first restaurant
Grandpa ever managed, and the one Dad practically grew up in.

I could hear Dad’s heartbeat as he told me, and it never sped up. So he
believes what he said, and when I worked there on Thursday night, it
felt like the whole restaurant wanted to prove him right.

I came in at four in the afternoon, and after five-thirty, it never
slowed down. I was the only waitress in the restaurant. When I wasn’t
taking orders, I ran the cash register. When the dining area finally
emptied, I took orders over the phone, and made pizzas.

I took my first break at nine-thirty which was probably illegal, and ate
some spaghetti in the breakroom. Then I walked out the back door, and
called Nick on my cell phone.

His family was in Minnesota visiting his grandparents. Nick picked up on
the third ring, and we talked.

Somehow, the topic changed from missing each other to ideas he’d had for
improving Night Wolf’s car. At first it was kind of cute to hear him get
excited, but after ten minutes of him explaining how he’d redesign the
car’s engine, it was easy to wonder why we’re dating at all.

Not that I’d break up with him over something silly like that, but I
wasn’t calling him because I wanted to talk about the car my grandfather
used as a superhero.

“Haaa-ley,” one of my co-workers opened the backdoor, “there’s a guy in
the dining area.”

“Now?” I said good-bye to Nick, and went back to work.

Unlike Daniel, Nick’s best friend, I don’t have any kind of danger
sense, but if I did, I like to think it would have been freaking out
when I went back into the restaurant.

I walked past the stacked boxes, and counters where we assembled the
pizzas up to the counter next to the dining area.

He stood next to the counter, and smiled when he saw me.

If all I could do was see him, I might not have felt as uncomfortable as
I did, but I still would have felt a little nervous. He didn’t fit in
with the neighborhood. He was almost seven feet tall, and had muscles
that I could see outlined under his trenchcoat.

His trenchcoat.

I mean, seriously, a trenchcoat in July? Without any hint of rain?

But seeing was just the tip of the iceberg. I smelled warm plastic,
silicon and metal–advanced electronics and a lot of them. And the
sounds? In addition to his heartbeat, which quickened as I stepped
closer, I heard the whirr of small fans. It came from the forearms of
his jacket.

He held up his right arm, sliding his hand out. The hand was flesh, but
the forearm was encased in metal.

Below his hand, a lens glowed red.

“See the light? It’s a laser. Give me your money or I’ll burn you down
where you stand.”

The dumpster flew through the air, blocking him from my view. He didn’t
have a chance to avoid it.

That’s what I hate about the Change. I just do stuff before I can even
think about it. It’s not that I do bad things. I do things that I would
do, but without thinking about it at all.

And that’s not quite true. I know why I did it while I’m doing it, but I
can’t always put it into words.

I couldn’t put it into words then either. All I knew was that unless he
was more than just a guy with laser arms, the dumpster would turn him
into a red smear ending in crushed bones and meat.

Except he was more. When I chased him down the alley, his heartbeat
moved too slowly to be a normal human, and so I knew it even if I didn’t
know it in my head.

The dumpster came down at him with the lip tipped forward, and he
reached up, guiding it over himself, but not gracefully.

Not gracefully at all.

He grabbed the lip, and it flipped over in the air. The doors were
partly open anyway, so almost everything came out—bags of garbage, loose
bits of food, fast food wrappers, and a kind of brownish, liquid slurry.

It didn’t all end up on him. A lot of it landed behind him on the
parking lot with the dumpster—which kept on tumbling until it hit the
back of the building, breaking a window, and cracking the wall.

Slurry had soaked Laser Guy’s clothes. A Burger King wrapper stuck to
his head, and bits of food decorated him like a garbage Christmas tree.

Plus, he reeked.

Maybe I could have jumped on him right then, and poisoned him with one
of my claws, but it would have been a big jump, and I’d have had to
touch him.

I didn’t even think about biting him.

Ewww.

He stood there not doing anything for a second, and I could smell that
I’d scared him. The way he slumped when he looked down at his clothes
even made me feel a little sorry for him. When he went out to rob us
tonight, he expected to make some money, and maybe make the news. I’m
sure he didn’t expect to meet me, and then be showered with rotting
meat, moldy cheese, soured milkshakes and a nasty mix of rancid, used
cooking oil, and bacon grease.

I really think he was close to crying then, but he didn’t. He pulled the
hamburger wrapper from his head, and started screaming, and firing his
lasers everywhere. I don’t know exactly what he said, but I know I heard
the word “bitch” a lot.

I kept too busy flipping, and jumping, and dodging to pay attention. And
there’s one other thing. Sometimes after the Change, when I’m deeply
into sounds, and smells, and moving, it’s a little hard to understand
words.

That’s one of those things that worries me a little. OK, a lot.

But I wasn’t out of control. I was thinking. The dumpster had been on
the border of two different parking lots. One was the brick building’s
lot. The other one was the parking lot of the Burger King that was on
the cross street that runs East/West while the old, brick building’s
street runs North/South.

The Burger King was still open, and I didn’t want anyone to get hurt, so
I jumped back into the alley I’d come out of before I’d hid behind the
Buick.

Lasers shattered some of the bricks near the corner as I passed it.

I unholstered a grappling gun, and shot upward. It pulled me up the side
faster than I’d have been able to climb.

Then I stopped halfway to listen, and I heard the jingle of car keys
plus a door opening. An engine started, and I pushed the button that
pulled me the rest of the way up. Laser Guy’s vehicle (it sounded bigger
than a car) started moving north, and I realized he’d be leaving from
the alley on the far side of the building, so I ran over there.

Even after dark, cars run down all four lanes on Central Avenue. He
roared out of the parking lot in a white van, the same kind of van used
by every plumber and delivery service everywhere.

He cut across the left lanes without stopping, turning into the right
lane, and driving north. Brakes screeched, and people screamed.

I saw a semi-truck coming down the street in the same lane, and I didn’t
think about it at all. I took a few steps back, got a running start, and
jumped off the six story building.

Changing into costume on the roof of a pizzeria isn’t a good idea, but
it’s better than changing in the parking lot.

After everything that happened during the end of my junior year, maybe I
should have been wearing my costume under my clothes all the time, but I
didn’t. Summers are hot, and we were already into the middle of July.

I stayed low, pulled my costume out of my backpack, and stuffed my
clothes inside, hoping that no one was working late in one of the old,
brick buildings across the street.

I pulled my costume’s pants most of the way on before the Change
hit.

I’ve asked Nick what I look like when I change, and he didn’t know. He
said that one second I look like me, and the next I look like me with
claws, and fangs—and he doesn’t always notice the fangs. I don’t know if
he’s right, or if he’s not very observant. But honestly, given how much
he misses normally, I’d be surprised if he were right.

Even if he were, it feels different from the inside.

I felt my hands and feet grow wider and more claw-like while muscles and
bones throughout my body changed shape and grew. My shoulders broadened,
and I grew a little.

Very little—five feet tall to five foot two. I’m probably the only
person who noticed.

It hurt, and felt good at the same time. It’s always reminded me of the
way I felt after a hard gymnastics practice, but a hundred times more
intense.

Pushing my feet the rest of the way down the pantlegs was a little
harder after the Change, but it was better than if I’d still been in my
street clothes and shoes.

I’ve lost more pairs of shoes that way than I like to think. Not to
mention shirts.

But the physical change isn’t everything. It’s the smallest part of it.
My senses felt like the world had exploded around me. I could smell and
hear everything for blocks, and the darkness around me turned into
twilight.

I could hear the robber’s fans whirr as he ran. He smelled of
excitement, a little fear mixed with triumph, and some sweat.

To a small, but now stronger part of me, the fear smelled good.

I pulled the backpack on my back—no sense in leaving my clothes and
purse on the roof—and ran a few steps, jumping across all four lanes of
the road, and grabbing the corner of the old brick building on the other
side.

Then I pushed off, landing on one foot, balancing on the windowsill a
few feet below where I’d first caught hold. I crossed that side of the
building by leaping from one windowsill to the next, never touching a
sill with more than one foot.

When I reached the far end of the building, I jumped to the next,
hanging onto the wall, and listening.

I recognized the sound of his footsteps. He’d run out of the alley and
into the parking lot in back. His heartbeat stayed slow and steady.

I pulled one of the grappling guns off my belt, and fired it down the
alley, hitting near the top of the building. Then I swung out, clicking
the release and retract button when I passed the building’s end.

I put the gun in my belt while falling, choosing to dive into a roll,
and somersaulted until I stopped behind a old car. There couldn’t have
been more than ten in the parking lot, and I hid behind the rustiest
Buick Regal I’d ever seen.

I didn’t need to see him to know what Laser Guy was doing.

He’d stopped moving when I hit the ground, but the lasers’ fans became
louder. He’d taken them off standby, or upped their power. The direction
of his breath changed slightly. He had to be moving his head to look for
me.

His heart beat a little faster, and the smell of his fear became
stronger.

“Who is it out there? Are you from the Heroes League?”

I didn’t say anything.

“Because if you are, good job. You’re on top of things. The syndicate
said it’d take weeks to get your attention, given what I was planning to
do. So which one of you is it? Night Wolf? Night Cat? Captain Commando?”

While he talked, I noticed that the fans were getting louder yet, and
that his voice’s direction stopped changing. He was aiming his voice
directly toward me.

I jumped away as the fan noise spiked. Then the air crackled with heat,
and the Buick’s metal body boiled.

Glancing toward Laser Guy as I flew through the air, I saw that the
lenses of his sunglasses glowed. Nick would have already been guessing
how they worked.

I landed behind a dumpster.

It smelled of rotting meat, vegetables and mold. My stomach turned.

So, I threw the dumpster at him.

If I had to choose one word to describe his face, I’d choose surprised.

The dumpster flew through the air, blocking him from my view. He didn’t
have a chance to avoid it.

That’s what I hate about the Change. I just do stuff before I can even
think about it. It’s not that I do bad things. I do things that I would
do, but without thinking about it at all.

And that’s not quite true. I know why I did it while I’m doing it, but I
can’t always put it into words.

I couldn’t put it into words then either. All I knew was that unless he
was more than just a guy with laser arms, the dumpster would turn him
into a red smear ending in crushed bones and meat.

Except he was more. When I chased him down the alley, his heartbeat
moved too slowly to be a normal human, and so I knew it even if I didn’t
know it in my head.

The dumpster came down at him with the lip tipped forward, and he
reached up, guiding it over himself, but not gracefully.

Not gracefully at all.

He grabbed the lip, and it flipped over in the air. The doors were
partly open anyway, so almost everything came out—bags of garbage, loose
bits of food, fast food wrappers, and a kind of brownish, liquid slurry.

It didn’t all end up on him. A lot of it landed behind him on the
parking lot with the dumpster—which kept on tumbling until it hit the
back of the building, breaking a window, and cracking the wall.

Slurry had soaked Laser Guy’s clothes. A Burger King wrapper stuck to
his head, and bits of food decorated him like a garbage Christmas tree.

Plus, he reeked.

Maybe I could have jumped on him right then, and poisoned him with one
of my claws, but it would have been a big jump, and I’d have had to
touch him.

I didn’t even think about biting him.

Ewww.

He stood there not doing anything for a second, and I could smell that
I’d scared him. The way he slumped when he looked down at his clothes
even made me feel a little sorry for him. When he went out to rob us
tonight, he expected to make some money, and maybe make the news. I’m
sure he didn’t expect to meet me, and then be showered with rotting
meat, moldy cheese, soured milkshakes and a nasty mix of rancid, used
cooking oil, and bacon grease.

I really think he was close to crying then, but he didn’t. He pulled the
hamburger wrapper from his head, and started screaming, and firing his
lasers everywhere. I don’t know exactly what he said, but I know I heard
the word “bitch” a lot.

I kept too busy flipping, and jumping, and dodging to pay attention. And
there’s one other thing. Sometimes after the Change, when I’m deeply
into sounds, and smells, and moving, it’s a little hard to understand
words.

That’s one of those things that worries me a little. OK, a lot.

But I wasn’t out of control. I was thinking. The dumpster had been on
the border of two different parking lots. One was the brick building’s
lot. The other one was the parking lot of the Burger King that was on
the cross street that runs East/West while the old, brick building’s
street runs North/South.

The Burger King was still open, and I didn’t want anyone to get hurt, so
I jumped back into the alley I’d come out of before I’d hid behind the
Buick.

Lasers shattered some of the bricks near the corner as I passed it.

I unholstered a grappling gun, and shot upward. It pulled me up the side
faster than I’d have been able to climb.

Then I stopped halfway to listen, and I heard the jingle of car keys
plus a door opening. An engine started, and I pushed the button that
pulled me the rest of the way up. Laser Guy’s vehicle (it sounded bigger
than a car) started moving north, and I realized he’d be leaving from
the alley on the far side of the building, so I ran over there.

Even after dark, cars run down all four lanes on Central Avenue. He
roared out of the parking lot in a white van, the same kind of van used
by every plumber and delivery service everywhere.

He cut across the left lanes without stopping, turning into the right
lane, and driving north. Brakes screeched, and people screamed.

I saw a semi-truck coming down the street in the same lane, and I didn’t
think about it at all. I took a few steps back, got a running start, and
jumped off the six story building.

I fired a grappling gun while I was still falling, and I didn’t do it
right away. I waited, and I shot at the next building over—another big,
brick building—and let the rope turn me until I was above the
semi-truck. Then I let out the line until I was just a few feet above
it, set the gun to release it’s hold, holstered it, and dropped.

It was almost perfect.

I landed on the trailer, but I was moving a little slower than the
truck, and I started sliding toward the back. You know how cute and
funny cats can be when they’re chasing each other across a slippery
floor, and lose control? It was exactly like that, except the worst
thing that could happen to the cat was sliding into a wall. Meanwhile,
my claws were screeching down the top of the trailer to stop me from
falling directly in front of a moving car.

And cats don’t shout, “Shiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiit!” while they’re sliding. I
might have. Maybe.

I stopped halfway down the trailer, but it felt like forever. The whole
time I was sure I was going to slide off. When I came to a full stop, I
ran up to the front of the trailer to see where Laser Guy was. I
couldn’t pick out his van from the rumble of all the other cars and
trucks by sound.

I dropped low when I reached the front—no reason to tip him off.

The white van moved down the street only three cars ahead of the truck.
Then it turned left under the highway that goes through Grand Lake, and
up the ramp. For a second, I tensed my legs to jump. I thought I could
make it to the van’s roof, but then the truck turned too, so I didn’t
even try.

Laser Guy didn’t drive the van all crazy, so he didn’t pull away from
the semi on the highway. We weren’t far behind him, and so I could
almost take a break. It sounds silly, but riding on the top of a
semi-truck in the middle of the summer is almost fun. The highway runs
through downtown, so it’s near the lake. You can see the marinas, and
the campground on the north side of the lake. If you let your eyes
follow the piers to the end of the channel, you can see the lights
glowing red and green.

Once I got used to the smell of exhaust, I could smell Grand Lake,
restaurants, bars, cigarettes, and faintly hear the sound of an electric
guitarist playing the blues. Grand Lake had an outdoor concert series.

But it’s not like I could sit there. I called HQ. I thought about
sending a yellow over the communicators, but I didn’t want everyone to
show up.

Kayla answered, and I thought she sounded nervous. “League HQ.”

“Oh,” I said. “I didn’t know you were in.”

“I’m in every night. Are you on call? The schedule says Night Wolf.”

“I’m not on call. I’m chasing some guy with laser arms, and I need
help.”

“What did you say? I can barely hear you.”

So I tried to shout over the wind. “I’m chasing a BAD GUY. I’m ON a
TRUCK. I need HELP.”

“Oh my god! Are you hurt? Do you need me to send a red? Do you need an
ambulance?”

“I’m not hurt. NO reds, and NO yellows. I need ONE person.”

“I’ll call Night Wolf.”

“NO Night Wolf.” Because he’d be my over-protective older brother, and
take control of everything, and I hate that.

“But he’s on the schedule.”

“Who ELSE?” We had to have more than than one back up on the list.

“Almost everyone’s gone.”

I thought about it, and I felt a little bit bad about saying no to
calling Travis. Nick and Rachel were at their grandparents. Marcus was
working at one of the family restaurants, and I didn’t want to get him
in trouble. Jaclyn had gotten offered another scholarship out of
nowhere, and even though she’d already decided to go to U of M, she was
still checking out the school.

That left Daniel, Cassie, and Vaughn. Daniel sounded like the best
choice.

“The Mystic?” I asked.

“He’s doing something with his dad. He said emergency only.”

“Captain Commando?”

“Remember her checkup? She’s supposed to be back tonight, but I don’t
know when.”

Cassie was with her mom in Washington D.C., visiting the people who’d
activated her powers.

“Call her.”

“I’ll try. I already called Storm King. I don’t think he’s got his
League phone on.”

That figured, but it might not be all his fault. I’d met his mom, and if
I were him, I wouldn’t be in her face about the League either.

“Did you try his normal phone?”

“I’m not supposed to unless it’s a life and death situation. It isn’t,
right?”

“I guess not.” I couldn’t blame Kayla for following the rules, but this
was getting annoying. Half of me wanted to hang up and call Sydney,
except if I called Sydney, I might get Sean too. Worse, if Sydney were
busy, she might ask Sean to help, and not come herself. That would be
worse than doing it alone. A lot worse.

The white van slowed down. We were nearing the Michigan Street exit. He
was going to get off the highway. I knew it. The red jeep to our left
was slowing down too, and it had its top down. I jumped into the back
seat as it followed the white van down the exit ramp.

The driver couldn’t have been more than a few years older than I was.
His face was pimpled. He had three days’ growth of beard, and from the
smell, he’d been wearing his jeans for at least four days in a row.

He turned his head around and stared. “Hey, you’re Night Cat!” And then
the wheels on the jeep’s left side hit the rumble strip. The noise made
him turn his head back around where it belonged, but startled him into
jerking the wheel right, so we almost went into the grass on the
opposite side of the exit ramp.

“Could you please follow the white van?”

“Sure. What’s in there, stolen stuff?”

My communicator beeped, and I ignored him. It was Cassie, and so I took
the call. Kayla must have hung up.

“Hey Night Cat, whose ass are we going to kick?”

“I call him Laser Guy because he’s got lasers under his arms.”

Cassie said, “Armpit lasers?”

She thought she was funny. That’s the kind of thing that drives me a
little crazy about Cassie. She’s totally intense one minute and then the
next minute she’s making jokes. It’s not that I have a problem with
jokes, but sometimes I don’t want to laugh. It doesn’t feel right. It
doesn’t feel respectful.

“Big lasers, CC. Car melting lasers. We’re not going to be able to just
jump him. Anyway, I can’t talk now. Find me, but stay out of sight. I’ll
tell you when you can catch up.”

“Got it. I’ll be there before you know it.”

I heard a motorcycle start as she hung up. It sounded like the Commando
Cycle, so she’d already made it to HQ, and got into costume. I quietly
hoped that she’d catch up soon, but not until after I found where he
lived. I mean, I like Cassie, and don’t want to say anything bad about
her, but she’s kind of a hothead…

“Hey,” the guy driving the jeep glanced at me through his rearview
mirror. “Did you say lasers?”

“Yes. Don’t get too close, okay? I think he’s a little crazy.”

“Yeah, right. I’ll watch out.”

Ahead of us, Laser Guy kept on going straight. He’d made a couple turns
while Cassie and I were talking, and we weren’t on a main road anymore.
We were riding through an older section of the northwest side of city.
It’s not the kind of place I like to be. It’s not a nice part of the
city. It’s old houses with lawns that never get mowed with junky plastic
slides sitting in the front lawn. Half the houses are rentals whose
owners are slumlords that don’t want to pay to keep them up.

I don’t like going places like that because I might get attacked, and
what if I don’t keep control of the Change?

“Hey,” the driver said again, “you’re going out with the Rocket, right?”

“Yes.” I didn’t like where this was going.

“Cool. And was that Captain Commando on the phone? Is she dating
anyone?”

Oh god, no.

“She’s kind of hot.”

Laser Guy slowed down and turned into driveway almost a block ahead of
us. Crouching low in the back seat, I heard his van’s engine stop, and
saw him step out onto the lawn. He gave the street a once over, his
sunglasses twin squares of light, even staring at the jeep for a second,
but then he turned, and walked down the driveway to the house’s side
door. I heard him open and close it.

“Thanks for the ride. Sorry, I don’t have time to talk.” Because there’s
nothing I like more than talking about my friends, and my dating life
with slightly creepy strangers.

I jumped out of the jeep, landing on the front lawn, and ducking around
the corner of the house. Then I pulled out the grappling gun, letting it
bring me to the roof, and after that I leaped from one roof to the next
until I stood on the one opposite Laser Guy’s.

Crawling slowly toward the front of the roof, and over it to the top of
a dormer, I settled down to wait for Cassie, and to see if couldn’t
learn something before she arrived. The first thing I learned was that
the guy in the jeep had made a U-turn, and was already driving away. I
couldn’t blame him. He knew about the lasers. If I were him, I wouldn’t
want to risk it, but since I wasn’t, I found myself a little worried
Laser Guy might have noticed.

If he had, he hadn’t noticed where I was, or at least he didn’t start
firing at me.

Unmoving, I let sounds and smells wash over me, trying to pick out
anything I could. To a normal person, it must have felt like a quiet
night. To me, it felt like a noisy crowd. Two houses down, a boy argued
about whether or not he had to go to bed. Three houses away, on the
block behind this one, a baby cried. It had a dirty diaper. One house to
the right of me, someone fried a late night steak. Only barely cooked,
it smelled delicious.

And that was only the people. Raccoons dug through a garbage can. An owl
dropped, catching a mouse in its claws, snapping the mouse’s neck with
its beak, and flying away. On the next block, a lone deer nibbled
quietly, bolting away at the sound of a car. Part of me wanted to chase
it, but I didn’t. Most of me still thought deer were beautiful animals.

I filtered out the electronic noise of dozens of televisions,
cellphones, stereos to finally be able to concentrate on the house
across the street. A toddler lay in bed sleeping. Her second floor
window stood open. She smelled of soap and baby shampoo.

On the lower level, a man sat in the front room and watched an old show
on TV—a western. He smelled nervous, and I could guess why. In the
kitchen, near the back, Laser Guy argued with a woman that I guessed
(from the similarity of their smells—aside from his reek—and the
heaviness of their footsteps) might be his sister.

They argued in whispers, but with the windows open.

“What were you thinking? You think you might have been followed, but you
still came here?”

“Donna, I said might, but that doesn’t mean I was. I didn’t see any sign
of her the whole ride home.”

“Who’s ‘her’? Which one of them is it?”

“Must have been Night Cat. She was small, moved quickly. Had to be.”

“Night Cat? Have you seen what she looks like? She’s a monster.”

“Monster?” he asked. “A monster muppet, maybe. No, better yet, a vampire
Smurfette. She’s tiny. One good punch should take her down.”

“Vampire Smurfette? Didn’t you do any research? Rod, I watched a
documentary about superheroes in World War 2. You know what they used
Night Wolf for? You know what it was? He was a killer.”

“It’s war. Everyone’s a killer.”

“No, this is different. They’d drive him into a berzerk rage, and he’d
kill everyone. They didn’t even try to send their own people in until
he’d calmed down because he’d strike down anybody who came close. When
they did come in, they wouldn’t find a live person near him. He’d ripped
their throats out.”

“She’s not him.”

“She’s exactly like him, and so is the new Night Wolf. What are they all
but animals with human shape? And you’ve led her here. Think of your
niece for God’s sake. Do you want her to die?”

“You’re not being fair at all. I—”

I don’t know what he said after that. I wasn’t listening. I wanted to go
down there and tell her that she was completely wrong, and it wasn’t
like that at all. Except she wasn’t wrong, and I knew it.

Not all wrong.

Grandpa McAllister told us about it when he realized what Travis and I
were—that we’d inherited everything. I think Grandpa was genuinely happy
for us, but not on the day he told us how far the Change could go.
Normally he’d be smiling, even teasing us a little, but that day he
brought us upstairs to his home office, and he barely smiled. He brought
out pictures, but not the ones we knew.

These showed dead bodies, all the people Grandpa killed in a German camp
one night. Did you know that near the end the Germans were enlisting
anyone who could stand? The pictures showed old men, young men, and boys
my age, all of them glassy eyed and staring. Some of them had their
throats ripped out. Others had their necks twisted into a position that
a living person couldn’t manage for long.

As we flipped through the pictures on the stack, Grandpa said, “The
reports say they goaded me into it. That’s not true. I did it to myself.
Our troops needed to keep on moving, and they’d stopped us. We could
fight through the normal way, and lose hundreds of people in the woods,
or I could stop thinking about them as people, and see them only as
prey.”

I don’t know exactly what I thought as he talked. I remember feeling
horrified to realize that the Change could take him so completely that
my fun, and gentle grandfather could kill so many. I knew I never wanted
to do it.

When I stopped remembering, nothing had changed. Laser Guy (or now that
I knew his name, should I call him Rod?), and his sister Donna were
still whispering an argument in kitchen.

Donna said, “If you keep this up, you’re going to kill yourself like Dad
did. Don’t take us with you.”

I couldn’t see either of them, but I imagined him smirking as he said,
“Don’t be silly, the worst that’ll happen is I go to jail.”

And then they were off again. I half-listened to them, half lay on the
roof hearing people talk, animals scurry or hunt, and wondering how long
I should wait for Cassie.

It wasn’t long before I recognized the sound of the Commando Cycle.
Cassie parked it the next block over, and walked through the yard, using
her own grappling gun to meet me on the roof. I crawled off the dormer,
and joined her on the other side of the roof’s peak, letting it hide us.

Cassie looked down the roof toward the ground. “This is so great. Last
year around this time, I was still on bed rest after my treatments. So
what’s the plan?”

“I don’t have a plan yet. All I know is that he’s over there.” I pointed
in the direction of the house. “He’s staying with his sister. I don’t
think she’s working with him. She actually sounds kind of angry about
everything.”

“Then I say let’s be direct. I’ll knock on the door, and tell him he’s
got to come along to the police station, and you cover the back door in
case he tries to run.”

“I don’t know. There’s a little girl upstairs. If he starts shooting,
she might get hurt.”

“Well, we don’t want that. Got any ideas?”

I hung upside down outside of Donna’s house, waiting for Cassie to knock
on their door.

The final plan had turned out to be Cassie’s with a few tweaks, and
maybe not enough, but there’s a lot to be said for simple plans. You
don’t have as much to think about. Not that that automatically meant it
was a good plan, but it was still better than a great plan I couldn’t
remember.

Quietly I hung to the side of the window, slowly turning the little
pieces of metal that held the screen in. I couldn’t remember their
names. The house had the old style of screen windows. Modern screen
windows let you control whether you have the screen or the storm window
from the inside. In the old style (and I mean really old, like the
1920’s), you swapped the screen window out for the storm window when
spring came.

So I was loosening the screen window so that I could crawl through if I
had to. It seemed nicer than punching a hole in the wall or knocking
down their back door. Beating up a little girl’s uncle would be bad
enough. I didn’t want her to have to sleep in a hotel too.

Rod and his sister Donna were still whispering when Cassie knocked on
the front door.

From the living room, I heard the sound of footsteps. A man’s voice
said, “I’ll get it.”

Rod and Donna stopped whispering.

Then the door opened, and everybody’s hearts beat a little faster. Well,
everybody’s but the girl sleeping upstairs. Her heart kept a steady
beat, and so did her breathing.

“Hey,” Cassie said, “I’m wondering if you’ve seen a big guy with laser
arms and a bag of money?”

The man said, “No, sorry. I haven’t seen anyone like that around here.”

The door began to swing closed, but it I heard it hit Cassie’s boot.

“I’m sorry too,” Cassie said, “but I hear he’s in the kitchen. Hey Laser
Guy, why don’t you surrender and save us all some hassle?”

So, then a lot of things happened at once. The man’s heartbeat sped up
as Cassie pulled the staff off her belt, pressed the button that
extended it to full length, and electrically charged the ends. Backing
away, the man put his foot on something that sounded like it had wheels,
and started to say, “I didn’t have anything to do with it!” except then
the toy (I’m guessing) shot forward, and the guy fell backward, hitting
the floor with a thud.

Donna shouted, “Tony! Are you alright?”

Meanwhile, a cheap recording of a man’s voice started singing, “The
wheels on the bus go round and round, round and round, round and round,”
with completely pathological enthusiasm.

Tony moaned.

Back in the kitchen, Rod must have brought his lasers out of standby
mode because the fans turned on, and something inside gave a growing
high pitched whine. When I heard him step toward the kitchen door, I let
the screen drop to the ground, pulled a flash grenade off my belt, and
lobbed it into the room.

As it exploded, I turned my head away, and closed my eyes. Even through
my eyelids, I could still see the light. Rod muttered, “Shit,” but
didn’t stop opening the door, and stepping into the living room. He must
have had his back to the grenade. Donna made a small, wordless cry.

I dove in through the window, hands grabbing the counter, flipping over
and coming to my feet on the linoleum floor. A woman I assumed had to be
Donna hung onto the refrigerator. Seeing her for the first time, I
noticed that she was almost as tall as her brother. Her muscles weren’t
as large as his, but they were more noticeable than most women’s. She
wore a white t-shirt and jeans.

Ahead of me, Rod had already raised, and aimed his lasers at Cassie. He
fired. The left laser missed, burning a six inch wide hole in the wall
next to the door. The right laser hit Cassie’s thigh, burning a big hole
through it. It smelled surprisingly like burnt pork.

Cassie fell over, landing on the carpeted floor next to a toy bus, and
not far from Tony. She cursed, but managed not to land on her staff,
holding it in the air with her right hand.

“Captain Commando,” Rod said, pointing both lasers at her body, “between
you and Night Cat, this is going to look great on my resume.”

Upstairs, the child woke up, and started to cry.

Cassie didn’t wait to find out if he’d shoot. She swung her staff at
him, hitting the laser encasing his right arm with one of the
electrified ends. A bunch of different things inside the casing made
popping noises, and I smelled electronics burning, a smell I know a lot
better now than I did before I started dating Nick.

Laser Guy started doing what most of the League calls, “the lightning
dance.” That’s when you get shocked, and it’s enough to make you flail
around, but not enough to knock you out. I don’t know who started saying
it, but between Rachel’s gloves, Cassie’s staff, and Vaughn’s lightning,
there are way too many people flinging electricity around during team
practices. I’ve been hit more than I want to think about. It’s
irritating, and it hurts.

The staff didn’t put enough electricity through him to take him out. He
got off one shot, but it didn’t go anywhere near Cassie because getting
electrocuted doesn’t help your aim at all. It burned through the wall a
little above the big window in the living room.

Laser Guy stumbled backwards, out of Cassie’s reach. She didn’t get up,
and I could see why. The laser had burned through muscle and bone.
Disturbingly, spots of blackened skin and muscle were already beginning
to be absorbed and turn red, and both ends of the bone in the center of
her leg seemed a little longer than they had before.

Unfortunately, she wouldn’t have time for the bone to grow back before
he shot again. He lowered his left arm, pointing it toward her head. He
knew how her father had died. Everybody knew how her father had died.

He never got a chance to fire.

I’d started as he pointed the gun. With my first step, I jumped most of
the distance between us. With my second and third, I gained speed. With
the fourth, I grabbed him and leaped with both legs, hurling both of us
through the picture window, shattering wood and glass.

He landed face first in the lawn in front of the house. I pushed myself
off his back, hitting the grass with the palms of my hands, flipping
over to land on my feet, and turning around to face him.

He began to shout, but I didn’t understand what he said, and maybe that
should have been a warning sign, but by the time warning signs start
appearing, I’m not rational enough to notice.

So he said something, and I didn’t understand it. Don’t get me wrong, I
know he wasn’t shouting, “I surrender!” I could hear his tone of voice,
and I could smell him. His smell said he was going to fight.

I said something back, but it wasn’t really words. It was somewhere
between a growl and a scream, and I didn’t stand there as if I was
making conversation. I jumped at him. He didn’t stay still either. He
was pushing himself up with his right hand, and trying to aim the left
arm’s laser at me, but he was slow. Cassie must have hurt his right arm
when she zapped him, because he winced as he pushed himself up.

I landed off to his left, and a little bit behind him. I stepped forward
with my right leg, twisted, and ran my hand’s claws across his lower
back, ripping his shirt (he’d ditched the trenchcoat), and leaving
bloody trails behind. Frustratingly, none of them broke through the
skin, not even my extra claw, the one next to my thumb. I could see a
line of my poison dripping downward with his blood.

So, maybe I should have guessed a scrape wouldn’t stop him from the way
he didn’t get hurt on the way through the window, but I wasn’t thinking
that carefully.

He turned around with the bluish white laser already running. I know I
didn’t think about it then, but later I couldn’t believe it. I’d jumped
over him on the way out of the house, but I’d moved behind him by then,
so when he was waiving that burning laser around, he was pointing it at
his sister’s house where she, her husband, Cassie, and his niece were
all watching.

Not that he’d worry about Cassie, but you’d think he’d worry about
his niece at least. I mean, she was in the front room upstairs.

The beam cut through the pillars holding the porch’s roof up, and it
fell in with a crash, but I barely noticed. He wasn’t aiming at the
pillars. He was aiming at me. I ducked under the beam, but felt its
searing heat across my back. I didn’t even think enough to wonder
whether he’d hit me. All I knew was that I wanted the pain to stop.

Not thinking about anything but that, I threw myself forward under the
beam, and punched him in the stomach, throwing him backward. I didn’t
stop. I jumped on top of him before he got the chance to aim or fire.

I grabbed his left arm, sank my claws into the metal of the casing, and
ripped it apart. Then I pulled the insides out, ignoring the sparks. He
tried to hit me with his right arm, but I heard it move, and knocked it
away, hearing him gasp in pain as my fist hit.

He smelled like fear.

When Grandpa McAllister taught us about the Change, he said, “It’s
strange to say, but the war helped me with it. I got used to going deep.
I got used to coming out. It’s like the torture drugs. Me and the rest
of the unit spent a lot of our time behind enemy lines, so they trained
us to handle torture. They tried any drugs they knew the Nazis used on
us, and then when we got captured, we were ready.

“The Change is a lot like the drugs. Best thing you can do is get used
to it. Go into a forest somewhere, and hunt down a deer, heck, a herd of
deer. Do it enough times, and you’ll be able to come out of the deepest
parts of the Change at will.”

“I don’t want to kill a deer,” I told him. “They don’t deserve
that.”

“Don’t worry about it. There are too many of them. No one’s going to
miss ’em.”

I never tried it. It didn’t feel right. But there, as I balanced on
Laser Guy’s chest, having ripped apart his only working laser, I almost
wished I had. I needed more control. I needed to be able to think. I’d
caught him. What could I do to end the fight now before we destroyed
anything else?

And not all of me was being helpful. Strong parts of me wanted to rip
his throat out.

I tried to remember if Nick put anything in the utility belts that could
hold him. Did we have handcuffs? At least, that’s what I tried to think
about. Between Laser Guy punching at me, my urge to kill, and trying to
pull my head partway out of the change, it was too much. I couldn’t
concentrate.

After a few tries, Laser Guy hit me in the shoulder with the arm Cassie
electrocuted, gritting his teeth at the pain. I heard the blow coming,
but it was too late. He’d put everything into it, and his arm was moving
too quickly to dodge.

If my costume weren’t using the same material as Nick’s stealth suit, I
might have been seriously hurt. The suit hardened when he hit, saving me
from a dislocated shoulder, but it didn’t stop him from knocking me
sideways across the lawn.

I reached out, and extended my legs, turning an uncontrolled fall into a
cartwheel, and landed on my feet next to the sidewalk.

Laser Guy pulled himself up, jettisoned the remains of his lasers with a
click, and ran at me shouting. Words still weren’t making much sense,
but I definitely understood, “KILL YOU.”

I jumped over him, putting me back in the middle of the lawn. He shouted
something else, turning around to charge me.

He ran at me with his hands out, ready to grab me, and… I didn’t know
what, but I didn’t want to find out. I dropped, avoiding his hands, and
punched him in the stomach—really hard. He flew backwards through the
air toward a neighbor’s house, hitting an old, light brown van that had
been parked in the driveway.

The windows shattered with the hit, and his body made a man-shaped dent
in its side. Trying not to fall, he stuck his hand through one of the
broken windows, grabbing the door, and staying upright.

I didn’t wait. I jumped from the ground to the top of the van, grabbed
him by his arms, and threw him backwards over my head, twisting a little
so he’d fly toward the street.

He screamed, crashing through tree branches in the air, and hitting the
pavement.

And do you know what? He still wasn’t unconscious. I jumped off the van,
landing in the driveway, and jumping again to land just a few feet from
him.

This time when he saw me land, he didn’t shout. He got up and ran,
taking the kind of giant strides that are only possible when you’re
capable of lifting tons.

I don’t know where he thought he was going by that point because he
wasn’t trying to hide. He was just running down the street.

I could still smell fear, and I could hear his heart hammering away. His
fear had turned to terror, and I knew it, but I couldn’t put it into
words. All I felt was a deep need to chase and catch.

I ran after him, and then leapt, aiming for his back, and knocking him
to the street. Grabbing him with my front claws, I bit into his
shoulder, feeling my canines break through his skin, and releasing more
poison into him than I’d ever injected into a person.

He struggled, trying to push himself up from the street, and to pull my
arms away from his body. At first, I had to fight to keep him on the
ground, but then the poison kicked in. His hands shook too much for him
to get a good grip. When he gave up trying that, He found that he
couldn’t even push away from the street without having his arms collapse
under his own weight.

Soon he stopped trying, and lay on the road, arms and legs still except
for the occasional spasm.

Police sirens wailed in the distance. Cassie and I had called them
before we went in. I came back to myself, suddenly realizing that I’d
been so focused on the fight that I hadn’t noticed that practically the
whole block was watching from their windows—and even from their porches.

I could hear their heartbeats, smell their fear, and excitement. It was
too much. I got up, crawled up a nearby tree, jumped to the roof of a
house, and hid.

Cassie could talk to the police.

I listened from a roof top while the police talked to people, and the
specialist paramedics who drove the Box sedated Laser Guy (he’d begun to
wake up). Cassie talked to them. Donna told the police everything, even
showing them Rod’s room inside her house. They came out carrying the bag
of money he’d stolen from Chuck’s Pizza.

That was nice. It made it feel the whole night of pointless fighting had
been worth something. I didn’t think three or four hundred dollars had
been worth the risk I might lose control, but he didn’t deserve to get
away with it either.

Daniel appeared before the Box drove off. I didn’t have to see him to
recognize him. Everyone on the team who can fly sounds different. Rachel
doesn’t make any noise at all, but aside from her, Daniel’s the
quietest. He sounds like a soft breeze.

With the total confidence of someone who’s been trailing his dad around
for years, he asked the police if he could step into the Box, and they
said yes without question. Nick thinks that the reason so many people
listen to Daniel might be an unconscious effect of his powers. He might
be right, but it might just be that Daniel expects to be listened to.
I’m not sure Nick gets how important personality is.

I heard him step out a little bit later, and then the Box drove away.
The police drove away soon after that.

I sat on the roof, feeling sore. The adreneline rush of the fight had
faded, and all the scrapes and jolts my body had taken since I’d changed
hurt. My mind didn’t feel any better than my body. I’d finally had the
chance to think. I’d bitten into Laser Guy’s neck. I’d thrown him into
the street, and into a van. I’d deliberately slashed him with my claws.
With any normal person, I’d have been holding his intestines in my
hand—or maybe one of his kidneys.

I’d been lucky—really, really lucky—that he wasn’t normal. He was a
freak—like a lot of people I know. Like me.

I’d asked Grandpa about coming out of the Change once. I’d wanted to
know if you could get stuck in it forever, and just be this animal
thing. He’d said, “Don’t worry about it. I call it the Change, but it’s
not really a change. Doesn’t matter how deep you go. It’ll still be you
in the end. You’ll come out of it.”

I’m sure he meant to be comforting, but it didn’t feel that way as I sat
on the roof of somebody’s house, my arms curled around my legs. Because
if it was me all the way down, it meant that whatever wanted to rip
Laser Guy’s throat out was me. And even if I didn’t like hurting people,
and didn’t want to scare anybody, part of me craved it, and enjoyed
hunting humans as prey.

I mean, I knew it wasn’t an outside force, but I didn’t want it to be
there, deep down inside me, forever.

So that’s what I was thinking about when Daniel started talking directly
into my head.

 +
Daniel: Are you okay? +
Me: Can we switch to communicators? I don’t want anyone in my head right
now. +
Daniel: This will be short. Cassie’s wondering if you wanted to ride
back to HQ with her since you don’t have the car, and I thought you
might want to find out what I learned from Rod. +
Me: I guess. +
Daniel: He’s from Syndicate L. He’s not in Syndicate L, obviously, but
they gave him the lasers and the glasses. +
Me: For free? They looked expensive. +
Daniel: He wanted to get in good with them, and they were willing to
hand out free hardware if he shot one of us. +
Me: That’s sick. +
Daniel: I got the feeling he might not be the only one. +
Me: (a sigh) +
Daniel: Well, at least we’ll be looking now. Anyway, Cassie wants to get
going. You know where her motorcycle is. +


I rode back to HQ with Cassie, and after that, we went to the all night
Chinese buffet on State Street (but not in costume or anything like
that. That would be weird). Cassie was hungry, and when I thought about
it, I realised I was hungry too.

Cassie drove me home on her regular motorcycle, the one Nick fixed up
last winter. My parents opened the front door before I even got in the
house. They’d been calling me since I left the restaurant, but I’d
turned off my normal phone, so I didn’t know. Dad was really angry about
how I’d scared them, but everyone calmed down eventually. They always
do.

I texted Nick around eleven-thirty, and he wasn’t busy, so I called him.
I told him the whole story, and he listened. He didn’t tell me what I’d
done wrong, or start asking for technical details on the lasers (like
I’d know them). He asked a few questions, but nothing annoying. In the
end, he said, “I wish I’d been there.”

I wished he had too.





The Omnisphere


         

*

Robert’s Introduction:

There are a lot of reasons I love comics, but at the end of the day,
it’s mostly because Superman once punched Dracula in the face.

How many settings have that level of elasticity? Would we buy
superheroes showing up in a Twilight novel? No. What about Twilight
characters showing up in a Deadpool comic? Absolutely. Hell, that thing
I just described? That actually happened. Deadpool issue #30. Go look
it up. I’ll wait.

Back? Cool. Moving on.

In most narratives, the rules are flexible, but solid. Your average
urban fantasy setting has some basic protocols. Magic exists, yeah,
there are werewolves and vampires, sure–but a robot dimension? Nazis on
the moon? Amelia Earhart running a government agency that deals with
invasions from alternate universes? Now you’re just being weird.

But in a superhero setting, anything is possible. Superman can punch
Dracula. Batman can fight reptile people in the earth’s core. Zantanna
can cast an invisibility spell by saying ‘Elbisivni’. The weird isn’t
just possible; it’s probable. In a comic book universe, the weird is
standard operating procedure.

And this is why I love superhero comics. Because rather than just
recreate our world except with werewolves, they celebrate the bizarre.
They blend science fiction and fantasy together into a frothy mixture
and pour it down our throats. The best superhero comics aren’t about
dark, gritty, washed out worlds where men in tights fight crime–they’re
about the strange, the hideous, the beautiful, the intense. They’re
worlds full of color–some of them darker than black, some of them
brighter than the sun.

And this is why I love Legion of Nothing–because while its characters
occupy a world where the danger is real and death lurks around every
corner, it doesn’t forget that these are heroes. Flawed, sure. Just
kids, absolutely. But they’re good guys, fighting the weird fight.
Rather than parody or deconstruct it, Legion of Nothing celebrates
superheroes and all their strangeness.

You can keep your violent re-imaginations and deconstructions of the
superhero genre; I want stories that embrace the weird. To that end,
I’ve hijacked this narrative with my own piece of Legion of Nothing
fanfiction. I beg your pardon in advance if it’s a little stranger than
what you’re accustom to–my settings probably tend to be a little more
‘unhinged’ than Jim’s. Hopefully, you’ll enjoy it, and not hold the fact
that Jim allowed me to post this here against him.

Thanks for reading.
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“Anna is not a freak,” Sue said.

“I can’t believe you’re seriously arguing this,” Bonesaw replied. “I
mean, I know freaks. Hell, I am one. And Anna? Qualifies.”

The two teenage girls made a peculiar pair as they walked up the wooded
mountain road. Sue, with her broad shoulders and thick figure, resembled
a brick wall with legs. She was pretty, but in a harsh and unforgiving
sort of way–her dark, wavy hair was hacked to chin-length, highlighting
a jaw that could crack a cinderblock. She wore a dark green sweater
beneath her favorite brown leather jacket, with a long black skirt
swishing past her knees.

‘Bonesaw’, in comparison, resembled a medical exhibit on the run. Her
skin was chalk-white, with a dense tapestry of scar tissue marking
almost every inch. Her eyes were blood red and when she smiled, it
revealed a pair of fangs. She wore a black hoodie to hide her hairless
skull from prying eyes.

“Look, the whole ‘freak’ thing works for you,” Sue said. “You’re more
comfortable with your whole, uh, situation,” she added, gesturing to
Bonesaw’s body. “Anna isn’t. Not yet. She’s been through a lot, what
with the whole prosthetic thing.”

Bonesaw rolled her eyes. “If it means not having to get lectured by you,
I won’t call her a freak unless she’s okay with it.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

The two stopped walking along the road and turned to the garage. Sue
gave it a gentle kick.

The door rumbled to life and rolled back, exposing the interior.

It was a makeshift workshop assembled from whatever spare parts could be
found. Some of the equipment had the polished gleam you’d expect from
state-of-the-art laboratory gear–other pieces looked like they’d been
welded together in shop class.

With Anna, the latter was a distinct possibility.

Anna Spencer stood at the workshop’s center. The young teenager was
dressed in a white lab-coat, a Marvel Zombies t-shirt, and a pair of
elbow-length rubber gloves. Behind her, she wore a small steel backpack
that resembled a laptop. She was a Chinese girl with crooked teeth and a
slender build. When she saw Sue and Bonesaw, she clapped her hands
together.

“Did you bring me science?”

Sue and Bonesaw traded looks. Sue tossed Anna the small handbag she’d
been carrying. Anna caught it, peered inside, and squee’d.

“You did!” she said, and then she ran to one of her instruments and
pulled out the device.

It was a softball-sized sphere engraved with a network of geometrical
grooves. A small digital display on one side revealed red symbols that
didn’t match any earth-bound alphabet.

Anna peered at it as she weighed it. Sue stopped to admire some of
Anna’s posters–among them were several images of Batman, Superman, and
Bill Nye the Science Guy.

“Any idea what it is?” Bonesaw asked.

“If I had to guess,” Anna said, “I’d say either it’s an incredibly
powerful bomb–”

Both Sue and Bonesaw took a step back.

“–or, much more likely, an omnisphere.”

“Omnisphere?” Sue asked.

“A machine that allows travel between alternate dimensions,” Anna
explained. She placed the sphere on a metal plate, then pressed a
switch. An arc of electricity crackled across it. “Yep, definitely not a
bomb.”

“Good,” Bonesaw said, and then she scowled. “Wait, how do you know
that?”

“If it was, it would have exploded,” Anna said.

“It–what?!” Bonesaw said. “Are you insane?!”

Sue put a hand on Bonesaw’s shoulder. “You said this is for dimensional
travel. How does it work?”

“Well, the point of the omnisphere is to solve the whole targeting
problem,” Anna said.

“Targeting problem?” Sue asked.

Anna snatched a marker from the table and stabbed a dot onto a nearby
whiteboard. “Here’s us,” she said. “A tiny blue mote suspended in an
endless, trackless void of space, hurtling at incredible speed. The
chances of an alternate universe earth sharing our exact coordinates and
velocity are so small that you can’t even properly express them without
scientific notation.”

“Okay,” Sue said. “So you need to target a location on the other earth.”

“Right,” Anna said. “But that’s like shooting a flea off the back of a
bullet with a smaller bullet. Also, you’re on a train traveling in the
opposite direction. Also, the bullets and train are all moving at nearly
the speed of light. Also, you and the flea are blind-folded.”

“Why is the flea blind-folded?” Bonesaw asked.

Anna paused, blinked, and shrugged. “Dunno,” she said. “I was on a
roll.”

“So, okay. The omnisphere solves this problem how?” Sue asked.

“Easy!” Anna said. “When you activate one and target a universe, it
targets an omnisphere, and trades places with it. Taking a sphere-shaped
chunk of the universe you’re in with it.”

“So the other universe has to have built an omnisphere,” Sue said.

“And hopefully not left it floating in space,” Anna said. “Or in the
center of the earth.”

“Did you check up on the bad guys I emailed you about?” Sue asked.

“‘Legion’? Those new supervillains you fought?” Anna said. “Are they the
ones you got this sphere from? And yeah–there’s nothing about any of
them anywhere. It’s like none of them existed up until a week ago.”

“Well, they didn’t show up until a week ago, so I’d expect that,”
Bonesaw said.

“No, no,” Anna said. “I mean, no one’s even heard of the individual
members before a week ago, either.” She moved to her laptop, pulling up
the images Sue had sent her. They were blurry security camera shots, but
the targets were visible. “The costumes, ages, genders, powers–no known
capes or masks have these combinations. All of them are new.”

Bonesaw wrinkled her nose. “How would you even know?”

Anna rolled her eyes. “We keep track of this stuff on the Capes and
Masks forums, duh.”

“Wait, there’s a forum where they talk about us? Like, superheroes and
stuff?” Bonesaw asked, peering over Anna’s shoulder.

“There’s like a bajillion,” Anna said. “Capes and Masks is the only
really good one, though.” She nudged her shoulder into Bonesaw’s way,
but Bonesaw just leaned closer.

“Any dirt on Sue?” Bonesaw asked.

“There’s a whole wiki dedicated to the Skull and her enemies,” Anna
said.

Sue snorted. “What about Bonesaw, here?”

“Oh, uh, most people actually think she’s a supervillain,” Anna said.

“Huh,” Bonesaw said, thinking it over. “I’m actually okay with that.”

“Anyway, it’s bizarre. ‘Shock Jock’, ‘Paradigm’, ‘Beast Girl’,
‘Commando’, ‘Blur’–all of them are completely fresh. New powers, new
faces, new costumes. Like they came out of no where all at once,” Anna
said.

“Weird,” Sue said.

“Oh, come on,” Bonesaw said, and now it was her turn to roll her eyes.
“They’re from another dimension.”

“Huh?” Anna asked.

“A bunch of weird supervillains show up that no one’s heard of with some
sort of universe-hopping artifact. Obviously, they’re from another
dimension,” Bonesaw said.

“Huh. That would make sense,” Anna agreed.

“But what do they want?” Sue said.

Anna had moved back to the omnisphere and started manipulating the small
array of pressure-sensitive buttons on its surface. It clicked and
hissed, then emitted a series of beeps.

“Please be careful with that thing,” Bonesaw said. “Really don’t want to
end up in, like, the Robot Dimension or something.”

“It’s got coordinates loaded into it,” Anna said. “According to this,
it’s found a compatible omnisphere.”

“Maybe it’s the dimension they came from,” Sue said.

“Or the one they want to go to,” Anna said.

“When we hit their lair, it looked like they were getting ready to move
out,” Sue said. “So maybe.”

“Both of you. Quiet,” Bonesaw said.

Anna and Sue turned to her. Bonesaw had grown stiff, her head tilted
up–her eyes were narrowed and her nostrils were flaring.

Sue shifted her stance low and clenched her fists. “How many?” she
asked, after a period of silence.

“Two,” Bonesaw said. “Shock Jock and Beast Girl.” Serrated claws emerged
from her knuckles, slicing through flesh and muscle as they extended.

“Anna, hide,” Sue said.

“I want to–”

“You ain’t got powers. Take the omnisphere and hide,” Bonesaw hissed.

Anna did as she was told. She snatched the omnisphere and ducked out
through the doorway, into her house.

Several moments later, a bolt of lightning erupted from the garage door
and crashed into the ground, swelling up and reforming into a figure.

The teenager was a few inches short of six feet. His costume was a
bright pink PVC trench-coat with a ridiculously high collar and
mirror-shades–his long hair had been teased upward into a ridiculously
shaggy mane. Sue’s first thought was that he looked like a very young
Howard Stern impersonator.

“Am I late to the party?” he asked.

Above them, the garage ceiling erupted in an explosion of cement and
timber. A girl with short-chopped hair descended–she was wearing a black
leather jacket covered in studs, with chains hanging from every
available pocket. Long gray claws extended from her fingertips.

“So,” Shock Jock said. “Which one do you want, Haley?”

Beast Girl cracked her neck to the side and straightened. “I know how
much you’re into freakshows. So you can have the one with the scars,
Vaughn.”
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The sounds of crashing didn’t subside until a good two minutes had
passed.

Anna huddled down in her room, trying to unlock the omnisphere’s higher
functions. If she could access the onboard computer, she could pull up a
log–and if she could figure out how to read the damn thing, she could
figure out where these ‘Legion’ members came from–maybe find out why
they were here, or where they wanted to go.

But when the sounds of combat started to die down, Anna’s goals changed.
If Sue and Bonesaw had won, there was no need to rush; if Shock Jock and
Beast Girl had won, her main priority was getting the hell out of here.
She stood up, looked to her window, and–

Her bedroom door was kicked down. The hinges tore their way out of
timber and plaster.

Beast Girl stood at the entrance, her claws dripping with blood.

“Your friend was hard as hell to kill,” she said.

Anna took a step back, holding the omnisphere tight. “You didn’t kill
her,” she said.

Beast Girl grinned. “What, is this the six stages of grief or something?
‘Denial’ is the first one, right?”

There was a crash downstairs. Beast Girl looked over her shoulder,
bewildered.

Anna rolled her eyes. “No, I mean you didn’t kill her,” she said. “She’s
pretty close to unkillable.”

Beast Girl growled, turned toward Anna, and started moving forward.
“Doesn’t mean I can’t carve you up, though.”

Anna squeaked and jumped back. One of Beast Girl’s claws descended for
her face–she lifted her arm to deflect the blow.

The claw cut through rubber, then bounced back off Anna’s forearm with a
metallic ‘clang’.

Beast Girl blinked. “‘Clang’? Meat doesn’t cl–”

“So I’ve heard,” Anna said, cutting her off with a punch. Gears hummed
beneath the glove as her metal fist caught Beast Girl straight into the
face–and propelled her back out of the room. She hit the hallway wall
with a sharp thwack, denting the wood.

Down below, the sound of battle grew more pitched. Beast Girl got up,
readjusted her jaw with an obnoxious crunch, and glared.

Shock Jock appeared in a flash of energy besides her. “Jaclyn’s here,
holding them off,” he said. “Daniel’s on his way. We find the omnisphere
yet?”

Beast Girl pointed to Anna. Shock Jock turned, then grinned.

“She’s got metal arms or something,” Beast Girl said.

“Cool,” Shock Jock said. “I’ll just–”

Anna’s fingers crawled over the omnisphere, activating what few
functions she understood. The device hummed, then produced several
indignant beeps.

Both Shock Jock and Beast Girl froze. “Does… does she know how to use
that thing?” Shock Jock whispered.

“I do,” Anna answered him. “And unless you back off, I’m taking it with
me.”

It was a bluff, of course. When she left, the omnisphere would be
switched with another one from an alternate universe. But Anna was
guessing these two weren’t the tech-savvy members of the group, and
might not know that–or maybe no one had bothered to write down the
coordinates in the omnisphere. Either way, her threat seemed to give
them pause.

Shock Jock lifted his fingertips to the side of his temple. “Daniel says
she’s bluffing. But he wants her alive. Her head, at least.”

Beast Girl grinned. “Means she won’t need any other appendages, right?”
Her claws grew several inches.

Anna swallowed, then pressed her thumbs against two more plates. “Stay
back,” she said. “Or I’ll–”

“Get her,” Shock Jock said. “Jaclyn’s coming upstairs, she’ll snatch the
sph–”

Anna pressed the plates down. The sphere’s hum turned into a shrill
screech as the world around her was swallowed in a brilliant, swirling
maelstrom of color. Somewhere besides her, she heard a gentle swoosh and
caught sight of an incoming blur–Shock Jock and Beast Girl both sprang
forward simultaneously, extending their hands out for her. And then–

Then, they all disappeared.
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“You’re claiming that the moon-landing was faked.”

“I’m just saying that–”

“You’re claiming,” Nick repeated, “that the moon-landing was faked.”

Vaughn grumbled on the other end of the transceiver. “It was a really
convincing website, okay?”

“Let’s just finish up the patrol. I’ve got repairs to finish,” Nick
said.

The roar of the suit’s engine blocked out the sounds of the city below;
all that was left was the view. Headlights flowed up and through the
illuminated streets beneath a tapestry of glowing steel and glass. So
far, nothing had made so much as a peep.

Which was a good thing. For Nick, boring nights were becoming a valued
luxury.

The tranquility was dismissed by a hit on the police scanner.

“Got a 10-56 outside the Werner Institute,” a female said. “Some sort of
strange light. Requesting assistance.”

“What’s a 10-56?” Vaughn asked.

“Not sure. I think it means somebody’s causing a disturbance?” Nick
said. “Werner Institute–isn’t that the new museum–”

“The one with that exhibit on superheroes and stuff,” Vaughn said.
“Yeah, I wanted to check it out. See if they got some dirt on anyone I
know.”

“Anyway, doubt it’s anything to worry ab–”

“Request immediate assistance! Request immediate assistance!” The
woman’s voice was now frantic. “10-97!”

“What–”

Nick kicked the suit’s engines on full and steered himself toward the
source of the signal. “That one I know. Means ‘Metahuman involvement.”

“Oh. Crap.”

“Yeah.”

Vaughn soon caught up to Nick, but kept his distance. They both
descended toward the Werner Institute–a large three-story building with
towering columns and a marble-brick facade. Two police cars were
stationed outfront. Several windows inside of the museum had been
recently blown out.

Nick touched down first. The officer on duty took one look at his armor,
then turned back to the museum and pointed.

“In there,” she said. “Bunch of people fighting. We started inside, but
someone threw a bolt of lightning at us.”

Nick turned to the museum’s front doors and blasted straight in. Vaughn
was somewhere behind him, sweeping in high.

The interior was dark. Most of the exhibits were locked up for the
night. The helmet’s infrared hummed, feeding Nick an illuminated image
of the room.

The viewport was briefly blinded by a flood of light as a spear of
lightning struck Nick dead-center in the chest.

Several monitors on Nick’s viewport measured the output as the
electricity flowed harmlessly through the suit’s circuitry and down out
of the boots. The blinding light subsided, revealing a figure in front
of him. Nick raised an eyebrow beneath the helmet.

“Crap,” his attacker said. “Didn’t even make a dent, huh?”

The costume was far more ridiculous–a bright pink trench coat with
raised collars, absurd shades, and a poofy mane of hair–but otherwise,
the guy was a dead-ringer for Vaughn.

As if on cue, the real Vaughn landed besides Nick. “What the hell?”
Vaughn said. “Is that–”

“Oh, wow,” the Vaughn-clone said. “Your costume sucks.”

“Dude, you really have no room to talk,” Vaughn said.

“Yeah, what he said,” Nick said. “Also, what the hell is going on?”

“Bizarro clones? Alternate universe?” the real Vaughn asked. “Don’t
know, don’t care.” He floated up into the air and extended his
fingertips–energy tore out from them, sweeping forward in long, burning
arcs that whipped up across the Vaughn-clone’s coat.

Vaughn-clone raised his own hands and drew the lightning up into his
palms. The two struggled over the flow of energy, each trying to
overcome the other.

Nick raised his sonics to fire just before a fist slammed down from the
ceiling and grabbed him by the shoulder. Claws raked across his armor as
it pulled; the suit was yanked straight up into the second floor.

Nick tumbled to the ground a moment before he was shoulder-checked into
the far wall. An exhibit on Chinese superheroes shattered behind him as
he rolled to his knees; his attacker had grabbed a fire extinguisher and
was charging at him.

Nick did a double-take. His attacker was Haley, except with shorter hair
and in a black leather jacket.

She brought the base of the fire extinguisher down into his helmet with
a resounding CLANG. His armor groaned. His head was snapped back. The
Haley-clone pulled the fire extinguisher back for another swing. Nick
clapped his hands together and caught it–metal creaked under his powered
gauntlets.

“Question,” he said. “You can regenerate, right?”

“Damn right I–”

“Cool.” Nick head-butted her in the chest with as much force as he could
stomach.

He grimaced as he heard her rib-cage crack. She released the
extinguisher and stumbled away, wheezing. Nick stood up and threw the
weapon aside, then took aim with the sonics.

“Bastard,” she said, and then she leapt.

Nick fired a short series of bursts. The sound was enough to send her
sprawling on her back, groaning with pain. From below, he could hear a
crash–and then a bolt of lightning tore out from the hole in the floor
and struck the ground, swelling up and reforming into the Vaughn-clone.

He took one look at the unconscious Haley-clone, one look at Nick, and
sighed. “Shit,” he said.

Nick fired another blast of sonics. Vaughn-clone transformed into a bolt
of energy and speared his way straight for Nick. Nick braced himself for
impact; his monitors measured the output of energy as the suit’s
circuitry safely redirected the lightning. One monitor displayed an
error.

Vaughn-clone had apparently disappeared.

“Nick? You okay up there?” Vaughn shouted from below. “That guy can do
some weird thing where he turns into lightning–”

“Yeah,” Nick shouted back. “He’s gone. I think he used my suit to
redirect himself through the floor.” He moved toward the hole. “You
okay?”

“Yeah, I’m fine,” Vaughn said. “Who attacked you up there?”

“Some weird biker version of Night Cat,” Nick said. “Hit her with
sonics, though. She’s right over–”

He turned, then realized that Haley-clone was gone. “Crap,” he said.
“She’s gone. Going to search for her–”

“Actually, uh, Rocket,” Vaughn said. “There’s more people down here–I
think… This is seriously messed up. You might want to take a look at
it.”

“Crap,” Nick muttered, and then he lowered himself down into the hole.

*



 +
“What the hell happened here?” Vaughn whispered.



“My best guess? Teleportation gone wrong,” Nick replied.

A sphere shaped chunk of reality–approximately 10 feet in diameter–had
been carved out of the floor, wall, and several exhibits, then summarily
replaced with another sphere shaped chunk of reality from elsewhere.
Within that space, a carpeted floor had collapsed into the crater
created by the effect. Half of a bed had tipped over near the edge; the
part where it had been ‘cut off’ smoldered.

Within this space, there were two girls.

The first girl sat at the center, crouched on the floor. At a glance,
Nick could tell she was in shock–her eyes were wide and her skin was
clammy and pale. She was a small Asian teenager with rubber gloves and a
Marvel Zombies T-shirt. She had a strange metal backpack strapped behind
her.

The other girl was at one of the teleportation field’s outer-fringes.
She was dressed in a bright orange costume, only her upper half
remaining–she had been neatly bisected from the waist down, leaving a
cauterized wound where her hips and legs should have been. Nick didn’t
recognize her costume, but he recognized her face.

“Oh, Christ,” Vaughn said. “That’s Ja–”

“Accelerando,” Nick corrected him, wary of the girl still present. “And
no, I don’t think it is–not actually her. Some sort of… different
version, or something.”

The girl at the center of the field looked up, setting her eyes on Nick
and Vaughn. She swallowed.

“Okay,” Nick said, and he held his arms out. “Just relax. We’re not here
to hurt you or anything. We’re just trying to figure out what–”

“I’m from another dimension,” the girl said. “We stole an omnisphere
from a group of dimension-hopping supervillains named Legion. I–” she
looked at the girl on the ground. “–activated it when they attacked my
house. To escape.”

“Score one for option two,” Vaughn mumbled. “Alternate universe.”

“Okay,” Nick said. “Police’ll be coming in here in a few minutes. We’ll
get this all cleared up.”

“Police can’t help me. I need–I need to get back home,” the girl said,
and she stood. Her feet were wobbly–she kept looking back at the
Jaclyn-clone. “My friends might be in trouble. And–I–I think I’m going
to be sick,” she said.

And then she passed out.

*



 +
“I have an evil twin?” Haley said.



“Yeah, and she’s a lot cooler than mine,” Vaughn said. “Seriously,
‘Shock Jock’?”

Nick, Vaughn, Haley, and Daniel were in Nick’s lab; all of them were
still in costume. Anna was at one of the worktables, inspecting the
omnisphere.

“So, there’s an alternate version of all of us?” Daniel asked.

“Not the Rocket,” Anna said. “Shock Jock, Beast Girl, Paradigm,
Commando, Blur.” When she said that last name, she grew a little pale.

Daniel stepped forward and reached to touch her shoulder. “Relax,” he
told her. “It wasn’t your fault.”

“Please don’t read my thoughts,” Anna said, her voice scarcely above a
mumble. “It’s scary.”

Daniel stepped back and quickly changed the subject. “I take it Paradigm
is my alternate?”

“Probably. I never saw him, but he’s got mental powers, and telekinesis.
He’s their leader, and their tech-guy.”

“Their tech-guy?” Nick asked.

“Yeah. He extracts whatever knowledge he needs out of the heads of other
tech-savvy people,” Anna says.

Nick looked at Daniel. “Can you do that?”

Daniel shook his head. “I have no idea,” he said. “It’s not something
I’ve ever tried–or would.”

“Their Storm King–uh, ‘Shock Jock’,” Vaughn said. “His powers were
different. I can’t turn into lightning.”

“Slight variances, yes,” Anna said. “It’s not a perfect fit. I think
they were trying to find a world close to their own.”

“Why?” Nick said.

“Don’t know,” Anna replied. She straightened and turned. “Do you have
some place private I could recharge?”

“Recharge what?” Haley asked.

“My–um, prosthetics,” Anna said, color inching into her face.

“Prosthetics?” Vaughn said. “What are you talking about?”

“She’s got–” Daniel began, but Anna shot him a dirty look. Daniel
shrugged, and looked to Nick.

She’s very self-conscious about them, Daniel said, broadcasting his
thoughts to him.

Self-conscious about what? Nick asked.

Her prosthetic arms.

She–what? I didn’t see any–

They’re why she’s wearing the gloves. The backpack is the battery. If
they don’t get charged, she won’t be able to use them.

“There’s a bathroom back there,” Nick said, pointing behind Anna.
“Should be an outlet near the sink.”

“Thank you,” Anna said, retreating. Once she was gone, Nick turned to
the others.

“You believe her?” Vaughn said.

“She’s legit, as far as I can tell,” Daniel said. “She’s got some mental
defenses set up, but everything I’m reading tells me that she’s being
straight with us.”

“An alternate dimension where we’re bad guys,” Haley said. “That’s
just…”

“Weird,” Vaughn said. “And why doesn’t Nick get one?”

“Like she said, it’s not a perfect fit,” Nick said. “Some variations.
Either way, I think we should contact Lim.”

Anna returned a few minutes later. She flexed her gloved fingertips,
apparently satisfied. Nick inspected them as discreetly as he could; it
was impossible to tell that they were prosthetics. They moved as
naturally as real arms.

He desperately wanted to see them.

As he stared at the gloves, an error message flickered over his
viewscreen. Nick grumbled. “Oh, for the love of–”

“What’s wrong?” Haley asked.

“Suit’s been giving me errors ever since Shock Jock flew through it,”
Nick said. “Gonna have to run a diagnostic, see if he fried any of the
circuitry on his way through.”

Anna was staring at him.

“What?” Nick asked.

“He flew through you?” she said. “Or into you?”

“I don’t see what the distinction–oh, whoa. Something’s happening,” Nick
said. More error messages started to flicker on-screen. The meter that
measured voltage moving through his suit’s external Faraday Cage started
to go haywire. “Uh–”

“Turn your suit off,” Anna said. “Turn it off now!”

“What? Why–”

“I was really hoping to hold off on this,” Shock Jock’s modulated
voice snarled through the helmet. “Still, whatever. I guess I can just
kill you now and take all your stuff.”

“Guys!” Nick shouted from inside the helm. “I can’t–the suit’s not
responding! He’s overriding–”

“Shock Jock can inhabit and control machines,” Anna said. “Shut it
down!”

The Rocket’s eyes turned red. The suit’s arms lifted with a mechanical
whirr, pointing the sonics at Haley and Vaughn.

“Oh crap oh crap oh–” Vaughn was cut off by the ringing blast of noise;
he went down as Haley whipped up into the air and somersaulted over the
Rocket’s head.

Daniel threw his arms out toward the Rocket. A wall of force hit him in
the chest, right into Haley’s arms–she clenched both biceps around its
waist and neck. Then she squeezed.

“Not enough,” Nick said. “Night Cat, you aren’t strong enough to–”

“Helping,” Daniel said, squeezing his hand down into a fist. A sleeve of
telekinetic force enveloped Nick’s armor, lifting him up. “Can you turn
your suit off?”

“Hey, what’s this button do?” The engine behind the Rocket suit
rumbled.

“Oh crap,” Haley mumbled.

Nick was sent hurtling into the air. He hit the ceiling head-first,
along with Haley; there was a terrible thwack, followed by both of them
tumbling to the floor. The armor got up–Haley didn’t.

“You–damn it!” Nick shouted. “I can’t shut it off!”

“Rocket,” Anna said. “Quick question. Can you survive a particle beam
blast in that thing?”

“Yeah, probably–wait, what?”

Anna snapped a battery pack into the particle beam’s socket she had
snatched from one of his worktables and took aim. “Just checking.”

There was a brief, sudden silence, followed by a horrible roar–blinding
light swallowed the chamber as Nick’s entire torso disappeared in a ball
of superheated flame. A second later, and he was slumped against the far
side of the room, an immense Rocket-shaped dent now marring the steel
wall above him.

Shock Jock appeared an instant later in a swirl of electricity. Haley
leapt from the ground in a fury, delivering a single bone-jarring blow
to his head. She followed it with a stab of her sedative-laced dewclaw.

His shades broke in two–followed immediately by his nose. When he hit
the ground, it was with a loud thwump.

“Rocket!” Haley shouted, bounding past the unconscious figure and toward
the still-smoldering armor. When she reached out to touch him, she could
feel the heat. She pulled her hands back. “Can you hear me?”

“Ouch,” Nick said. “Yeah. Fried some systems, but I’m still here.”

Haley immediately turned on Anna, snatching her up by the collar of her
shirt. She hefted her off the ground, leaving her feet dangling. “What
the hell did you just do?”

Anna squeaked. “I wouldn’t have fired if he didn’t say yes!”

“It’s okay,” Nick said. “Seriously, it’s okay. The suit’s still
functional, I think. Going to have to do some ad hoc repairs. But now
we’ve got one of their members,” he added. “Meanwhile, I really think
we should contact Lim.”

*
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“Alternate universes, huh?” Isaac Lim spoke from the viewscreen.
“Haven’t dealt with that in a long while. Kind of out of our
jurisdiction, actually.”



“And aliens aren’t?” Nick asked.

Isaac grinned. “Well, yeah. Did you know there’s a whole dimension full
of nothing but robots?”

“Sounds fascinating,” Nick said. “But I’m interested in the universe
that has evil versions of my friends.”

“We don’t have much data on the parallel worlds,” Isaac said. “That’s
something the Agency deals with.”

“Agency?” Daniel asked.

“Yeah. Organization that handles a lot of ‘top secret’ stuff. Getting
intel from them can be tricky, though. Usually requires weeks of
paperwork. They’re more of the ‘we’ll contact you’ sort.”

“We don’t have weeks,” Nick said. “One of them already infiltrated our
headquarters.”

“There’s an alternative,” Isaac said. “I know a guy. Ex-Agent. Dealt
with a lot of parallel universe stuff.”

“Who?” Nick asked.

“Old friend. Meanwhile, I’m going to put through the paperwork on this
thing, see if I can get the ball rolling. If I can get the Agency
interested–”

“We could definitely use the help,” Nick said.

“They won’t help you,” Isaac said. “They’ll solve the problem
themselves, then leave you cleaning up the mess. It’ll take me a while
to dig up the location of the ex-Agent–a few hours, maybe. Once I find
it, I’ll send it over. Contact me if there are any other developments.
Isaac out.”

*
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Twenty minutes later, Nick was out of costume and carrying the battered
chest-plate of his Rocket armor into the lab when he stumbled across
Anna.



She was sitting on top of one of the tables with her shirt off and her
back to the door. Underneath, she wore a leather harness that fitted
over her shoulders–it strapped beneath her chest, around her waist, and
across her back. A set of contacts were set at the base of her neck,
with the metal backpack connecting both prosthetic arms at the shoulder.

Both arms were masterpieces of engineering ingenuity–clockwork marvels
built of polished steel and engraved with images of interweaving Chinese
dragons. The hands and fingers were of particularly clever design, set
upon delicate hinges driven by wires that stretched taut across the
knuckles, fed back into the metal cusp that protected the fine mechanics
of the wrist. As Nick watched, Anna clenched the metal hand into a
fist–wires crinkled as the device made a gentle hiss.

“Oh wow,” Nick said, staring at the arms. “Those things are–”

Anna blinked, turned, and went white. “Out!” she shouted.

“Uh, sorry,” Nick said. He slammed the door shut and pressed his back
against it, steeping in the awkward silence that ensued.

After a few moments, he heard Anna’s voice behind him, muffled behind
the door: “Um, are you still there?”

“Yes. Sorry. I can go. Just was looking for space to do some fast
repairs on the suit,” Nick said.

“You’re the Rocket, right? The one who’s good with machines?”

“Uh, yeah,” Nick said. “I mean, I helped build that particle beam you
shot me with. So I guess?”

Again, there was a period of silence. Anna finally broke it: “You can,
um, come in. I actually need a little help.” A pause. “Just, please
don’t be weird about this, okay?”

Nick took in a slow breath and turned back to the door. Then he wrinkled
his eyebrows. “Wait, are you decent?”

“The harness covers the front and back, yeah,” Anna said.

“Okay.” He pushed the door open and stepped inside.

Anna had removed a plate from her left arm’s bicep and was adjusting the
tension on the wires. It looked like incredibly awkward work–the arms
weren’t designed to adjust one another. When Nick stepped in, Anna
turned red and shrugged. “I just got them a little while ago,” she said.

“They’re incredible,” Nick said, and then he frowned. “I, um, mean that
in a totally not-creepy way.”

“It’s okay,” Anna said. “I kind of figured you’re into the tech and not
the whole ‘girl-with-fake-arms’ thing.”

“Huh?”

“People start acting really weird when they realize my arms are
prosthetics,” Anna said. “I just need help resetting the tension on this
one–Beast Girl hit it with her claws, it’s been out of sync ever since.”

Nick stepped forward. Anna extended her left arm and moved the right out
of the way. As Nick inspected the metal wires that gave the arm its
tension, he peppered her with questions.

“I heard DARPA was working on nerve-responsive prosthetics, but nothing
as advanced as this,” Nick said. “I’ve never seen anything like it–is it
alien?”

“Chinese antique,” Anna said. “About two centuries old.”

Nick peered at her.

“Yeah, I know,” Anna said. “It’s pure clockwork. I’ve tried reverse
engineering them, but I’m terrified of breaking something. Best I could
manage was an upgrade from crank-powered to battery-powered.”

“They ran on a crank?” Nick asked, incredulous.

“Yeah,” Anna said. “Sue had to crank them for a half hour just to get
them working for a full day. And if I used them to, like, push a car or
something, they’d burn out in a few minutes. Now they’re a little more
manageable.”

“Maybe I could help you figure out how they work,” Nick said. “I mean,
if this technology is two hundred years old–it could be revolutionary.
Where did you get them?”

“My mother,” Anna said. “She gave me them as a gift.”

“That’s pretty cool,” Nick said.

“Well, she is the reason I lost them,” Anna said.

“That’s–hm,” Nick said, upping the tension. Anna’s fist clenched with a
tight click. “That’s not so cool?”

“It’s complicated. Also, I think that’s perfect,” Anna said, opening her
hand and closing it several times in succession. “Yep! Thanks.” She
hopped off the table and retrieved her T-shirt, pulling it over her head
and down over the harness. “Oh, yeah,” Anna said. “I noticed you’ve got
some retro gear yourself, over there.” She gestured to a suit of ancient
Rocket armor that had been disassembled on a table. It looked like
something out of the fifties–big, bulky, and full of wires.

“Oh, that’s an old project,” Nick said. “Remote controlled suit. It was
my gr–predecessor’s idea,” Nick corrected himself. “Just in case he had
to appear at two places at once or something like that.”

“Like Superman!” Anna said.

“Hm?”

“Superman had robots,” Anna said. “He’d show up as Clark Kent in one
place and have a robot pretend to be Superman, and… um, you don’t really
read much comics, do you?”

Nick grinned. “A little. Loses some of its appeal when you’re actually
punching bad guys in the face.”

Anna peered at the disassembled armor for a few moments. “I always
really liked Superman,” she said. “I mean, Batman’s awesome too, but I
always liked Superman more.”

“Batman doesn’t have powers,” Nick said. “Still holds his own. Like us.”

“Yeah, I guess that’s why I like him,” Anna said. “But he fights crime
because his parents are dead. Superman fights crime just because it’s
what he wants to be.” Anna pointed at the retro-armor. “Like that–why
are you doing that?”

Nick shrugged. “S’fun,” he said. “Interesting challenge.”

“Right. Batman wouldn’t do something like that. Not just for the heck of
it,” Anna said. “But Superman would. I dunno–you hang around people who
are fighting evil because they have to, rather than because they want
to–it’s kind of a relief to meet somebody who’s more like me.”

Nick opened his mouth to reply, but the intercom came on. “Rocket?”
Haley’s voice called out. “Lim’s sent us the address. Got it up in the
lobby.”

Nick and Anna both looked at the armor in his arms. Anna smiled
sheepishly and shrugged her arms. “Sorry,” she said. “Kind of ate up
your time.”

“S’okay,” Nick said. “I’ve fixed my spares. I’ll take one to meet this
ex-Agent.”

*



 +
“Good evening, Mr. Sumerset,” the orderly said, his voice coated with a
sugary-sweet enamel.



“Fuck off and die in a greasefire,” the old man replied.

“Now, now,” the orderly said, “is that any way to behave?” He took hold
of Daniel Sumerset’s wheelchair and nudged the old man down the hallway.
“You really should behave yourself, Mr. Sumerset. It’s only polite, what
with all I do for you.”

“You eat my candy-bars and steal my meds to sell to your punk friends,”
the old man said. “Be grateful I don’t sneak into the cafeteria and take
a piss in your cereal bowl every morning.”

The orderly snorted as they reached Sumerset’s room. “Well, if you’re
going to be like that, Mr. Sumerset, then I’m sure you can manage to
put yourself to bed tonight, can’t you?”

Sumerset watched as the orderly retreated down the hallway. He fumbled
with the doorknob to his room, pulled it open, and slowly rolled his way
in.

Michael, his roommate, was sitting up in bed. “You have a visitor,” he
said. “An angel at your window.”

Sumerset had gotten used to patiently helping Michael figure out what
was real and what wasn’t. But he just didn’t have the energy tonight.

“Mike, it’s just your brain playing tricks again,” he said, and then he
rolled his way toward his bed with a sigh. How the hell was he going to
get into this thing? “Just go back to sleep, we’ll talk about it in the
morning.”

“The angel said he needed to speak to you,” Michael continued, his gray,
balding head and giant spectacles making him look peculiarly owlish in
the room’s gentle glow. “He said it was a matter of life or death.”

“Okay, Mike. We’ll deal with it in the morning,” Sumerset said, drawing
the covers back.

“He said the government sent him.”

Sumerset’s hand froze. “What?”

“He said–”

But Sumerset had already pulled himself back from the bed and rolled
around its full length, pushing up to the window. Before he even drew
the curtain back, he could see the shape of a figure behind it.

When he opened the curtain, he found himself face-to-face with the
Rocket.

Sumerset’s room was on the third floor. The Rocket was hovering right
outside, his engine making a low-level hum.

“Huh,” Sumerset said. “It used to be a lot noisier than that.”

“Isaac Lim sent me,” Nick said. “I need your help.”

*
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Several police officers stepped back as the smoking remains of the
museum exhibit erupted in a brilliant flash of light.



As the energies dissolved, two figures emerged. One was a young
dark-haired teen who stood over six feet tall–his costume was white,
with black accents. The other was a very muscular blond girl in what
looked like a black special ops military uniform.

“What the hell is–” one of the officers began.

“Kill yourselves,” Paradigm said.

All three officers simultaneously snapped to attention, drew their
firearms, and brought them to their temples.

Commando paused for the sound of near-overlapping gunfire. A moment
later and she turned to Paradigm. “This is it?” she said.

Paradigm opened his wrist-mounted PDA, reading its output. “Think so.
Mm. Yep. Picking up Haley’s signal. Not Vaughn’s, though.”

“Up here,” Beast Girl said, dropping down from above. “Thought you guys
would never show up.”

Commando glared. Paradigm smiled. “Good to see you’re alive,” he said.

“Can’t say the same for Jaclyn,” Beast Girl said, gesturing to a white
outline on the floor. “Got cut in half.”

“We know. Found the other half on our side,” Commando said.

“How’d you get here?” Beast Girl asked.

“Our benefactor figured out a way to target the residue from the first
omnisphere activation,” Paradigm said. “Problem is that it’s a one-shot
deal–Bonesaw and Skull still have the device. Unless we can find the
original omnisphere, we’ll be trapped.”

“The bitch with metal arms still has it over here,” Beast Girl said. “We
just gotta find her. Also, Shock Jock–he hijacked some cape’s armor.”

“Mm. When I spoke to our benefactor, he gave me additional orders,”
Paradigm said.

Both Commando and Beast Girl stiffened. Commando spoke first: “What were
they?”

“He’s sent me the coordinates to the League HQ in this world. It’s got
the tech we’re after,” Paradigm said.

Beast Girl grinned. “Then what the hell are we waiting for? Let’s hit
it.”

“One thing. He has special plans concerning our counterparts,” Paradigm
said.

*
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It took a full three minutes for Nick to squeeze his armor into the room
with relative silence. Sumerset waited patiently.



When Nick finally got inside, Sumerset smiled, leaned back, and pushed
his way toward his mattress.

“So what is it?” Sumerset asked. “You finally find out about those Nazis
we stuck on Mars? Somebody found Atlantis, again? Ark of the Convenant
giving you trouble?”

“Huh?” Nick asked. “Uh, no–alternate universe versions of my friends.”

“Oh, is that all? Christ, that happened every week back in the day,”
Sumerset said. “Hell, I’ve kicked my own ass so many times that I’ve
lost count.” He reached under the mattress, feeling around.

“Isaac Lim told me that you’ve had experience with the Agency. Said that
this was something they deal with. Someone arrived with an omnisphere–”
Nick started.

“Do you even know what the Agency is?” Sumerset asked. He pulled out a
photo frame from beneath the bed, dusting it off.

“Not really,” Nick said.

“On April 14th, 1865, Abraham Lincoln created the ‘Secret Service’ to
suppress counterfit bills,” Sumerset said. “At least, that’s what it
said on the tin. Weird name for a group dedicated to fighting funny
money, don’t you think?” He handed the photo frame over to Nick.

“I guess,” Nick said, inspecting the black and white photo. It was
blurry, but he could make out four figures–and a bizarre, incredibly
primitive robot behind them. “Who’s–”

“Nikolai Tesla, Amelia Earhart, an aging Lone Ranger, and the ghost of
Mark Twain,” Sumerset said. “The robot is one of Edison’s
‘Auto-Men’–Ford inherited the blueprints after his death and started
mass producing them for Germany as a second front in World War 2.”

“Uh… what?” Nick said.

Sumerset grinned. “Agency’s who you called when shit got weird, son. We
dealt with the bizarre, the incredible, the utterly impossible. We’re
the ones who were at Roswell; the men in black. We beat back the
Illuminati and faked the lunar footage.”

“You–wait, you’re kidding me. The lunar landing was faked?” Nick said.

“No, the lunar landing happened. We just ended up faking the footage,”
Sumerset said. “So people wouldn’t panic over the secret Nazi moon-base
that the astronauts stumbled on. Twenty years alone up there and the
poor bastards didn’t even know they’d lost the war.”

“I’m having a difficult time figuring out if you’re serious or joking.”

“Turned out to be for the best anyway,” Sumerset said. “Astronaut
flubbed his line in the original run. ‘One small step for man’.”

“Okay,” Nick said. “About these alternate universe people–”

“Out of the sixty three similar parallel universes we documented, only
two of them were close enough to ours to reliably produce numerous
alternates,” Sumerset said. “One of them was identical, just running
three years ahead of ours. The other one had subtle differences–lots of
alternate versions of supers and villains. You got an alternate?”

“No, I don’t think so,” Nick said.

“Alright. Good. Probably that last one,” Sumerset said. “Evil Rocket
crossed over from that one sometime in the 50s. Killed his ass,”
Sumerset added. “For the best, really. Your grandfather made one hell of
a scary bad guy.”

“My grandfather was–wait, what?” Nick said, catching himself.

Sumerset laughed. “Don’t worry, kid. I worked with your gramps a few
times back in the 60s. Figured you’d have to be either his kid or his
grandkid, and I remember him saying his kid wasn’t getting into the
business.”

Nick shook his head and tried to focus. “Okay. So that world you
mentioned–”

“Nasty piece of work,” Sumerset said. “Had an evil Rocket, who we
killed–don’t know what result that would have had,” he continued, “but I
doubt it’d be a good one.”

“Is there anything else you can tell me?” Nick asked.

“Two things,” Sumerset said. “If they came here, they want something
from you. Something they ain’t got in their world.”

“Okay,” Nick said. “The other thing?”

“Remember that, nine times out of ten, they know what you know. Don’t
trust anything, and I mean anything,” Sumerset said. “Alternates might
know your worst fears, your secret identities, your passwords–even the
location of your headquarters.”

*
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“You worried about him and her?” Vaughn said.



“Huh?” Haley looked up from the computer. “Who?”

“Nick and Anna,” Vaughn said.

Haley wrinkled her brow. “Anna’s in the lab, working on the omnisphere,”
she said.

“Yeah, I know, but I mean–just in general,” Vaughn said.

“What are you talking about?”

“Well, I mean, she’s a tech-dude, like Nick,” Vaughn said. “And she’s
got those weird–what did Daniel call ’em? ‘Pross-fetus’. You know Nick’s
probably all crazy about those things. Plus, she’s cute.”

“Prosthetics,” Haley corrected. “And no, I’m not worried. That would be
dumb,” she added.

“Okay. I’m just asking because, you know. Maybe I’ll make a move,”
Vaughn said.

Haley rolled her eyes. “She’s not your type. Also, she’s from another
dimension. Don’t think it’d work out.”

“You never know,” Vaughn said. “Could work like a long-distance
relationship, y’know?” Vaughn was interrupted by a beep. “Hey, is that
someone at the front door?”

“Nick’s new security protocol,” Haley said. “Is he back already? Thought
it would take longer than–”

When she looked at the nearby camera viewscreen, her words promptly
stopped. One by one, each camera was being deactivated.

“What the hell?” Vaughn said.

The lights went out, then were immediately replaced by red auxiliary
lights. A moment after that, the elevator started moving.

Haley and Vaughn sprang to their feet. When the elevator opened, three
figures stood inside.

“Sorry to intrude,” Paradigm said, flanked on either side by Beast Girl
and Commando. “But we’ve got business.”

*
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“So,” Daniel said. “What’s my alternate like?”



“Scary,” Anna said as she inspected the omnisphere from one of the lab’s
worktables. “Doesn’t respect other people’s mental privacy.”

Daniel peered at her. Anna looked up, shrugged, then mumbled. “Yeah,
alright,” she said. “Also, he lobotomizes people. I don’t think you do
that, right?”

“No.”

“Okay. Good.”

“So you do the tech back home?” Daniel said, tactfully changing the
subject.

“Yeah,” Anna said. “Well, me and Sumerset.”

“Sumerset?”

“Old guy. Ex-Marine engineer. Kind of, um, our mentor, I guess? He used
to make power armor and equipment for heroes back in the day,” Anna
said. “He’s pretty grouchy, but also pretty awesome.”

“You don’t have power armor,” Daniel said. “I was wondering about
that–you don’t do anything like Rocket?”

“I–no, I guess not,” Anna said. “I don’t know–I just never really did
anything beyond a support role, y’know? I wanted to, but the others
would always want to keep me out of a fight. No powers, really.”

Daniel opened his mouth to reply, but the lights went red. He looked up,
then down at Anna.

Anna wrinkled her nose. “Yeah, I know,” she said. “Hide.”

“No,” Daniel said. “Grab the particle beam cannon.”

*
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Vaughn threw arc after arc of electricity at Commando, but each
successive burst only seemed to piss her off. She’d grunt and convulse
as lightning crawled over her skin and carved scorch marks across her
uniform, but after a few seconds she’d recover.



“You know,” she told him, drawing near, “this’ll go a lot easier if you
tell me where the girl is.”

“Sorry, what was that?” Vaughn asked, moving back. “I don’t speak crazy
bitch.” He produced another spark of lightning, aiming for Commando’s
head. This time, she saw his hands rising and rolled low, kicking off
the floor and jumping high.

Beast Girl had already rammed Haley into the hangar; Paradigm had
disappeared for the lab. There was no one between him and the
Cassie-clone except his powers–and inside, he couldn’t bring the full
brunt of his weather control to bear.

He tried to pull out enough wind to fly, but she was on him by the time
he’d coaxed up a breeze. She hit him in the chest with both knees,
throwing him to the ground and pinning him. When she wrapped her hands
around his throat, he grabbed her shoulders–then grimaced.

“Yes, that’s a brilliant idea,” she said. “Electrocute the girl who’s on
top of you. I’m sure that’s going to end spectacularly well.”

Vaughn glared, then choked. His grip on her arms tightened. If there was
no other way…

“No, but seriously,” Commando said. “I can regenerate. You do that,
you’ll kill yourself, and I’ll be fine.”

Vaughn blinked. Commando sighed.

“As much as we’d love to,” she said, “we’re not here to kill you. Just
neutralize you.”

She squeezed.

*
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“You’re holding back.”



Haley growled and sprang up on top of the League jet. Beast Girl brushed
freshly crushed concrete off her leather jacket shoulder and stepped
through the hole in the wall, baring her fangs up at her.

“You’re scared to go too far, aren’t you?” Beast Girl said. “The powers.
It’s okay. I was scared too, a long time ago.”

“Shut up,” Haley said. She extended her fingers into claws and pounced.

Beast Girl’s entire figure grew in size–she gained nearly a foot in
height. Muscles bulged as her leather jacket creaked beneath the sudden
pressure of her swelling form. Before Haley could adjust her trajectory,
Beast Girl stepped into her path and delivered a devastating head-butt.

Haley smacked back against the jet, head-first. She rolled into a crouch
and snarled. Beast Girl hadn’t just grown in size–what looked like a
thin veneer of fur glistened over her figure. Her fangs and claws had
grown–and her eyes had turned blood red.

“Then, one day,” Beast Girl said, speaking around her fangs, “I realized
I liked being the biggest, baddest mother-fucker around.”

“I said shut up,” Haley said. She grabbed hold of a nearby miniature
forklift by its mast and pivoted; the tires scraped across concrete as
she threw all of her weight into it. Her shoulders rippled with effort
as the forklift slid off the ground and flipped over itself, aimed
straight for Beast Girl.

Beast Girl leapt above it, kicked her feet down into the cab, and
managed to pounce Haley before she could recover. Sedative-soaked
clawtips dug deep into her shoulders.

“You know what your problem is?” Beast Girl said as Haley’s vision
started to fade. “You just don’t know how to embrace your inner bitch.”

*
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When Anna heard the entryway’s hinges creak, she swung the particle beam
around to target it.



The door crumpled inward like a wet tissue; Paradigm batted it aside
with only a thought. By the time Anna had turned the beam on him, he was
already seizing her up in a telekinetic fist, locking her metal arms
down and lifting her in the air.

“So you’re the little tech-wizard,” Paradigm said. “Our benefactor
didn’t say anything about guaranteeing your safety.” He tightened his
hold. Anna cried out.

“I assume he did say something about guaranteeing ours, then,” Daniel
spoke, stepping into the lab.

Paradigm paused. He watched Daniel closely, as if scanning him for
weaknesses. Then he smiled. “You’ve already lost. My teammates have
neutralized your friends. Be a good boy and step aside.”

“You’re here for Shock Jock and the omnisphere,” Daniel said. “You can
have both.”

“I’m here for whatever I want,” Paradigm replied.

Let her go, Daniel said, broadcasting his thoughts.

You don’t stand a chance, Paradigm said. In a contest of wills, I’ll
win. You aren’t willing to kill. I am.

Oh, I’m willing to kill *someone*, Daniel said. The real question is
who?

Paradigm narrowed his eyes.

I’ve scanned my friends’ minds. You’re taking pains not to kill us. You
need us alive for something, Daniel continued. If you don’t let her
go, I’ll telepathically turn off my own heart.

Paradigm scoffed. You wouldn’t.

I’ve already set up the hypnotic trigger to do it, Daniel said.
Unless you let her go–intact, physically and mentally–in the next five
seconds, it will happen automatically.

Four seconds passed as Daniel and Paradigm stared, each measuring the
other’s worth.

On the fifth second, Paradigm released Anna. She slumped to the ground,
coughing.

Cleverly played, Paradigm said. You can have her. We’ve acquired what
we need. He glanced to where Anna had been working on the
omnisphere–the device was plucked up from its workstation, floating into
Paradigm’s hands.

A moment after he turned and left, Daniel slumped against one of the
workstations, panting.

“Jesus Christ, that guy’s brain is scary,” he said.

*
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By the time Nick had managed to rewire the elevator to work, it was
clear that the attackers had left.



His first priority–making sure that everyone was safe–was immediately
satisfied when he charged into the lobby, sonics armed and ready to
fire.

Haley raised her hands. “Everyone’s okay,” she said. “Daniel and the
others are in the lab, cleaning up the pieces.”

“What happened?” Nick said.

“‘Legion’ hit us,” she said. “Three of them–Daniel’s, mine, and
Cassie’s, I think. They stole some gear, but not much. We tried
communicating with you, but–”

“They had a broad-frequency jammer in a black van outside,” Nick said.
“My sensors picked it up when I got close–first clue something was
wrong. I toasted it.”

Haley nodded. “Daniel wants to talk to you–about his clone, ‘Paradigm’.
I think they had a talk. Also, they took that thing–the sphere thing.”

“Omnisphere,” Daniel said, coming from up the stairs. “More bad news.
They also took the Power Impregnator.”

“What?” Nick said. “They already have powers. Why would they need that?”

“Couldn’t get much out of ‘Paradigm’–his brain isn’t a friendly place,”
Daniel said. “But I managed three pieces of info before he left. First,
they want it because apparently there’s a way to improve it to give you
even better powers. And two, they’re not working alone. They’ve got
another ‘leader’, of sorts. Whoever he is, Paradigm’s scared stiff of
him.”

“What’s number three?” Nick asked.

“This ‘benefactor’ of theirs told them that none of us are to be killed
or seriously harmed,” Daniel said.

“They got Shock Jock out,” Vaughn called out from the other side of the
room, emerging from a hallway. “Is Anna okay?”

“Yes,” Anna said, drawn into the lobby by all the noise. “Daniel saved
me.”

“Improved powers,” Nick said. “Crap. Okay. They’re probably going to
head back home and use that thing.”

“Maybe not,” Anna said. “That thing–you called it the ‘Power
Impregnator’?”

“Yeah?” Nick asked.

“First off, that’s a pretty horrific name,” she said. “But second off–we
had something like that in our world. Could enhance your powers, but
also usually turned you into a frothing lunatic.”

“Sounds similar,” Haley said. “What of it, though?”

“The one we had required an immense power output,” Anna said.
“Assuming this one’s anything like that, they’ll need a lot of juice.
And they’ll probably want to expend it before they head back home.”

Nick nodded. “They’ll need generators. Hydroelectric plant’s the closest
source, besides the coal plant.”

“It’s a stretch,” Haley said.

“All we’ve got,” Daniel said. “We’ll call Lim on the way. Let’s go.”

*
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They took the League jet. Anna came, grabbing a modified version of the
particle beam she had used on Nick earlier; when Nick saw it, he
frowned.



“That thing’s pretty much only going to be lethal,” he said.

“I know,” Anna replied. “I just couldn’t think of any other way to
be–um, useful, you know? Just have the arms, plus a taser. I won’t use
the particle beam unless we have to. Maybe blow up their version of the
Power Impregnator?”

“Maybe,” Nick agreed. He had set the jet on autopilot, steered it in the
proper direction, and was quickly working on some last minute updates on
his suit. The others had assumed he was making repairs, but when Anna
caught sight of him adjusting the roachbots, she raised an eyebrow.

“Electromagnetic countermeasures?” she asked.

“Thought it might scramble Shock Jock if he tried to infiltrate the suit
again,” Nick said.

“Don’t you have a built-in degausser?” Anna asked. “Would probably do
the same.”

Nick lifted his head and peered at Anna. “Degausser?”

“Yeah, y’know, like the Britains used to throw off German land-mines.
Counters magnetic fields with electromagnetic ones. Great when you’re up
against some Magneto wannabe.”

Nick smiled. “That’s a good idea, actually. I know at least one guy like
that. It’d be nice to have some countermeasures. I think the roachbots
could pull it off.”

Daniel stepped in from the cockpit. “Been trying to call Jaclyn and
Cassie, but no luck,” he said. “Tossed a call to Lim, told him the
situation. Said he’d arrange some backup.”

“Good,” Nick said, returning to his work. “Not really relishing the idea
of going up against four super-clones.”

“We outnumber this time, anyway,” Vaughn said. “Counts for something,
right?”

“Three of them beat the crap out of three of us,” Daniel said. “And if
they get that thing up and running before we get there, it’ll be worse.”

“We’re here,” Haley called from the cockpit.

*
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By the time they cleared the fence, it became apparent that they had
chosen right. The bodies of three dead guards were laid out past the
gate’s perimeter–their wounds were self-inflicted.



“Paradigm,” Anna whispered. “Probably just commanded them to shoot each
other.”

“Ugh,” Daniel said. “Alright. Going to try to cloak our presence from
Paradigm as we get in close. Not going to be good for much else,
though.”

“Understood,” Nick said.

The five of them proceeded forward.

They found the four members of Legion near the center of the facility,
inside of an immense concrete bunker with a dozen of the generators
humming nearby. The Power Impregnator had been set up beside the
generators, hooked directly 5in–it had been modified with what looked
like several parts raided from a Radioshack. Paradigm and Commando were
standing next to it; Beast Girl was sitting inside of it, writhing and
snarling. Shock Jock was crouched on the floor nearby, surrounded by
incandescent arcs of electricity.

“Crap,” Nick whispered.

Beast Girl’s torso swelled; when she opened her mouth, her teeth
extended into serrated points. She produced a blood-curdling howl as she
shifted, her skin disappearing beneath a thick, black fur. Bones started
to crack and crunch, reknitting underneath her muscles.

“Oh, wow,” Haley whispered. “That’s, um–oh, ew.”

With a shriek, Beast Girl tore herself off the Power Impregnator and
dropped to the floor. Her entire body had grown by two feet–every inch
of her was taut with hard sinew. Her skin was coated in a thick, ebony
mat of fur.

When she opened her mouth, it was like staring into the jaws of a shark.

“Holy crap,” Vaughn whispered.

“She and Shock Jock are probably the only ones who went through so far,”
Daniel said. “We’ve got to stop the rest of them from–”

Anna took aim with the particle beam. “On it,” she said.

Several generators were enveloped in a brilliant glow before they
disappeared with a loud ‘pop’. In an instant, the concrete had fused
with the high-grade steel–four generators were melted into pure slag.
The Power Impregnator was sent toppling on its side; sparks flew as the
entire facility’s lights flickered on and off.

“Subtle,” Vaughn whispered.

“We’ve got company,” Paradigm said, shifting his eyes to peer over at
the League members.

Nick stepped forward and armed his sonics. Shock Jock grinned and jumped
to the front. “I’ve got Robocop,” he said, and then he turned into a
bolt of lightning and sprang for Nick’s chest.

Nick grinned beneath his helm and activated the electromagnetic
countermeasures in his roachbots.

The lightning veered off course and slammed into the ground besides
Nick, reforming into Shock Jock.

“Okay, new plan,” Commando said. “I’ve got the Rocketeer. The rest of
you take your bizarro clones.”

Legion charged. The League attacked.

The room erupted into a full-out fire-fight.

*
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Commando shoulder-checked Nick and sent him skidding. He hit a wall and
kept going straight through it, rolling to a stop in the next room.



Commando followed.

She pulled out a rather large handgun and started firing at Nick. The
bullets pinged off his armor, but not without leaving a dent–he figured
it had to be a .50 caliber.

Nick fired the sonics, but they only knocked Commando back a little. She
fired directly into his faceplate, and caught the edge of his helmet.
Warnings flashed over his screen right before she used the side of it to
pistol-whip him.

It hit hard enough to crack the pistol’s pommel and seriously dent his
helmet.

He hit the ground hard, just in time to catch a kick to the stomach. He
was flung into the air and the far wall–concrete buckled against his
back as he hit. When he landed, it was in a slump.

“You realize,” he told her as he started to get up, “that this suit
qualifies as a tank, right?”

“I’ve broken tanks before,” Commando replied, grinning. She grabbed Nick
by the helmet and hurled him into the ground. As he hit, he reached up
and grabbed her shoulder, wrenching it out of the socket.

Commando grimaced, kicked him in the chest, then grabbed her arm and
reinserted it with a crack.

“Not going to be that easy,” she said.

“You think this is easy?” Nick replied. He dove straight at her, wrapped
his arms around her waist in a bear-hug, then kicked the engine on to
full. They flew across the room, straight toward the far wall.

Concrete gave way beneath Commando’s back. Nick drove his head down hard
into her sternum and kept going.
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Daniel barely blocked the third incoming generator with his mind,
deflecting it to the left; Paradigm walked forward, smiling.



You realize this is inevitable, Paradigm said. You’ve spent your life
learning how to use your powers to save people. I’ve spent my life
learning how to use them to kill people.

You won’t kill me, Daniel replied. You still need–

Our benefactor gave us the tech on how to improve the Power
Impregnator, Paradigm said. I feel no compulsion to follow his orders
any longer. Once we’re through here, we’ll rebuild it, finish our work,
and go back home.

I’ll stop you.

I imagine you’ll try, Paradigm replied. Daniel could feel his mind
being probed, each defense tested–searched for an opening. Hm. I wonder
where our divergence in personalities began.

Probably at the part where you decided lobotomizing and killing people
was fun, Daniel said.

Not ‘fun’. Easier. People are complicated, Paradigm said, and then he
added: You know this.

That’s not synonymous with ‘disposeable’.

Sometimes, it is. You’ve been tempted, before. But at some point you
must have–ah. Here we are, Paradigm said. I think I’ve found a hole in
your defenses.

Daniel grimaced. “Get out of my head,” he said.

Oh, that is just so precious coming from you, Paradigm said,
grinning. Always watching. Always reading. Of course, you never get
your hands dirty. You never fix.

Daniel clutched his temples and stumbled back.

Still, you are tempted, aren’t you? Because it would be so much
easier. To turn the sociopath into the empath; to neuter the mind of
the murderer and the sadist. But no… you just watch. Observe. ‘Peruse’.

“Out,” Daniel said. He dropped to one knee and shuddered.

How many lives could you have saved if you were more like me?

“Stop,” Daniel groaned.

I think it’s time for a change of perspective, Paradigm said, reaching
out for Daniel’s forehead.
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“You smell scared,” Beast Girl said.



It was hard to make it out behind a mouthful of fangs, but Haley
managed. Ever since Beast Girl had attacked, Haley had been on the
steady retreat–the clone’s new form was bulkier, but still had all the
nimble dexterity from before.

Haley kicked a chunk of concrete at Beast Girl’s head as she flipped
back; Beast Girl swatted it aside and pounced. Haley managed to jump out
of her range just in the nick of time–she felt the whoosh of clawtips
passing by her thigh.

“You’re afraid you’re gonna end up like me, aren’t you?” Beast Girl said
as she gave chase. Haley could detect the sound of a suppressed chuckle.
“All fangs and fur. Just a beast.”

Haley threw herself through a doorway and rolled through the facility’s
offices. The space here was more cramped–a dozen dimly lit cubicles
obstructed her view. With her smaller frame, she’d have a better chance
of fighting Beast Girl.

“It’s so hard to pull back, ain’t it?” Beast Girl said as she smashed
through the wall in an eruption of wood and drywall. “Every time you
really let it out–even for a little while–it’s harder and harder to put
it away and go back to being just a normal teenage girl.”

Haley sprang up on the edge of one cubicle wall and threw a computer
monitor at Beast Girl. It clocked her in the head, shattering. Beast
Girl grinned as drops of bright crimson dribbled down her temple.

“And eventually, there’s gonna come a day when you’re not gonna be
able to pull it back.”

Haley backflipped off the wall and ontop of another one; Beast Girl tore
through the maze of cubicles, smashing them underfoot. By the time she
reached the wall Haley was on, Haley had dug her foot-claws into the
wall, leaned forward, and grabbed hold of a heavy filing cabinet.

When Beast Girl landed in front of her, Haley wrenched the filing
cabinet up and smashed it under her chin.

Beast Girl’s head snapped up. Haley leapt away; Beast Girl spat out a
wad of blood mixed with what looked like a chipped tooth. And then she
laughed.

“But don’t worry, sister,” she said. “By the time that day comes, you
won’t want to.”
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Vaughn traded strokes of lightning with Shock Jock, with the former
rising higher and higher into the air. Shock Jock grinned, moving
forward.



“I was hoping to see you again before we left,” he said. “I wanted to
ask you a question.”

“Me too,” Vaughn replied. “Are you color-blind?”

Shock Jock extended his arms outward. Several generators shuddered and
groaned, tearing their way off the ground and floating toward him.
Tongues of electricity wove their way across the surface of the
generators, licking any nearby metal surface in bright, violent strokes.

“Have you told your ‘friends’ yet?” Shock Jock asked.

“Told them what? That your costume qualifies as a national disaster? I
think they noticed, dude.” Vaughn drew in wind from the open windows
that lined the back-end of the room, pulling the gust around him. He
eyed the floating generators warily, backing away.

“About what you really are,” Shock Jock said. “About what you really
want.”

“I really want you to check yourself out in a mirror,” Vaughn said. The
wind started to twist around him in a building cyclone–it devoured the
contents of the room, sending dust and shattered bits of concrete
spinning around him.

“Come on,” Shock Jock said. “You’re supposed to be my bizarro clone,
right? Don’t tell me you didn’t give yourself your powers like I did.”

Vaughn froze in mid-air. The cyclone’s intensity wavered.

“Yeah,” Shock Jock said, “you did, didn’t you? Juiced yourself in that
funky chair, just like I did. Just like gramps.”

“Shut up,” Vaughn said. The cyclone’s speed started to pick up. Bits and
pieces of it clattered over the walls and roof.

Shock Jock grinned. “You know what I’m talking about. You wanted powers,
so you took them. Nothing to be ashamed of. Gramps would have been
proud.”

“I said shut up!” Vaughn bellowed, and then he sent the cyclone
forward. It swept up through him and out of his arms, turning
horizontal–aimed directly for Shock Jock’s head.

Shock Jock clapped his hands together. Both generators met in mid-air,
smashing together–their bulk blocked the cyclone, sending the winds
whipping harmlessly to the side. “Face it, dude,” Shock Jock said.
“You’re just one bad comic book cliche away from being a supervillain.
Only difference between us? I realized it sooner.”

“Besides,” he added as the generators lunged forward straight for
Vaughn. “The ladies love bad guys.”
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By the time they made it through the fourth wall, Commando had managed
to get her arms underneath Nick’s shoulders, slam her foot into the
floor, and suplex him straight into the ground.



The rocket on his back emitted a series of clacks as it added an extra
half-ton of force to the hit, ramming him head-first into concrete. He
felt something crumple beneath him; an instant later and he was laid out
at Commando’s feet, struggling to get up.

Commando slammed one foot down into his stomach. Metal creaked. Warning
signs flashed.

“You’re pretty flashy for a guy with no powers,” Commando said.

Nick lifted the sonics and fired. Commando almost crumpled, but then
twisted her foot down harder. The metal creaked again.

“Fiesty, too,” she said.

“Why are you doing this?” Nick said. “If you’re at all like our Captain
Commando, there must be some part of you that wants to do good–”

“Nope,” she replied. “I always wanted this. More strength. More power.
Didn’t you?”

“No,” Nick said.

Commando grinned. “Who knows? Maybe there just aren’t enough people like
you back home.”

“I’m sorry.”

Commando laughed. “About what? Not ‘being there’ for us? You’re making
me blush, tin-man.”

“No,” Nick said. “Well, yeah, that too, I guess. But I was apologizing
for the roachbots.”

“The roachbo–?” Commando looked up just as a dozen or more of the small
mechanical machines dropped on top of her. They scuttled across her skin
as she writhed, crying out in surprise; it gave Nick the opening he
needed to key in the command into his palm.

The roachbots beeped before simultaneously overloading their ECM
circuits, allowing each to produce an immense electrical pulse.

Commando’s entire body went into convulsions as she was electrocuted
with enough juice to drop an elephant. When she fell, so did the
roachbots–their circuitry had been thoroughly fried.
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_You’re still resisting,_ Paradigm said. His hand was extended toward
Daniel’s forehead; his mind was steadily eroding Daniel’s defenses,
creeping its way into the very core of his psyche.



“Have to,” Daniel said, clutching at his temples and struggling to
rebuild the rapidly dwindling walls that surrounded his mind.

Why? You know how this is going to turn out, Paradigm said. I won’t
lobotomize you. Just going to readjust your point of view. Make you
better. ‘Fix’ you.

“Have to,” Daniel repeated, before saying: “Need more time.”

Paradigm smiled. More time? he said. For what? You’re too focused on
defending yourself to do anything of use.

“Not me,” Daniel said.

Paradigm’s eyebrows pressed together. Wait, wh–

“Eat taser, fuckhead!”

Anna Spencer’s arm snapped forward to deliver the full voltage of the
taser directly to the small of Paradigm’s back. The young psychic
spasmed beneath the shock, his link to Daniel instantly severed.

Daniel took the opening and tore straight into Paradigm’s
mind–penetrating his disrupted defenses and knocking him out.

Anna looked up to Daniel sheepishly. “Sorry,” she said. “But that
guy’s–”

“Scary. I know,” Daniel replied. “I knew it’d take you a while to get
the gumption to shock him, so I left an opening in my defenses for him
to focus on.”

Anna stared at him. “You what?”

Daniel shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. Others are in trouble. Calling
the Rocket in to help Night Cat. We’ll help Storm King.”
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Nick smashed his way through three more walls before he found an office
that resembled the one Daniel had broadcasted into his mind. As soon as
he arrived, he saw the signs of conflict–and what sounded like a
strained battle.



Be careful, Daniel told him. Haley’s not in good shape. I can’t
contact her. I think she’s gone feral.

Huh?

Judging by the current state of Haley’s mind, there’s a fair chance
she’ll attack anyone on sight. Including you.

Oh. *Wonderful*.

It was at that moment that the far wall to the office exploded. Haley,
streaked with blood, tumbled past–she was a bundle of taut muscles,
claws, and fangs. Beast Girl was right on top of her, biting her with a
blood-thirsty snarl; the two were tangled together, rolling through
desks and cubicles.

Nick watched, mentally calculated the timing, then launched himself at
them both and threw a punch.

He socked Beast Girl in the jaw hard enough to send her flying to the
far side of the room.

In an instant, he felt Haley’s clawed hand wrap around his throat. She
threw him into the ground with enough force to crack the floor beneath
him; after that, he felt her claws raking against his chest-plate.

“Night Cat,” Nick said. “It’s me. Let go.”

There was scarcely a glimmer of intellect behind Haley’s eyes–they
burned with the rage of a cornered animal. When she opened her mouth,
she snarled–spittle rained down on top of Nick’s faceplate.

She lifted her clawed hand up over her head.

“Haley,” Nick said, speaking as low as he could.

She hesitated.

Beast Girl batted her aside.

Haley yelped as she rolled past the floor and landed on her side,
bleeding. Beast Girl’s arms–each nearly as thick as Nick’s waist–drove
down to clasp Nick by his shoulders. Her claws were sharp enough to
dig into metal. Nick felt something crinkle under the armor as she
started to pull.

“Get the hell off him,” Haley said, except it was with a voice Nick had
never heard her use–half-way between a growl and a roar, spoken around a
mouthful of fangs and rage. Holding a large desk in both arms, she drove
it forward into Beast Girl’s flank, drilling her back. When she hit the
opposite wall, Haley tossed the splintered desk aside and grabbed Nick’s
arm, pulling him up.

Haley’s face was still locked into an expression of pure rage, but there
was something else there, struggling to surface. She looked to Nick,
then to the still-recovering Beast Girl. “Fly,” she said, pointing.

Nick didn’t need any more encouragement. He threw himself at Beast Girl,
kicked the engine to full, and slammed into her full-force. The wall
behind them gave as they tore their way outside the dam, flying
somewhere high above the lake.

Beast Girl clawed and shrieked, trying to get a hold on him. When they
reached the center of the lake, Nick let loose with everything he
had–pumping her full of sonics and punching her in the jaw. With a
strangled groan, she relaxed her grip and fell from his arms, descending
toward the water.

Nick turned around and flew back in.

Haley was still recovering. She was hunched over a desk, looking like
she was ready to puke. A streak of blood was smeared down one temple–the
way she was holding her left arm made Nick think it was broken, or at
least sprained.

“Haley–”

“Fine,” she barked, and then she shook her head. “Others. Trouble. Can
hear. Go.”
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“Come out come out wherever you are,” Shock Jock said.



Vaughn pressed his back against the wall and fought to catch his breath.
Somewhere around the corner, Shock Jock was floating in the center of
the room, with several bits of twisted metal circling him.

“C’mon, Vaughn,” Shock Jock said. “This is the part where I’m supposed
to give you that whole ‘join the dark side’ speech. But the whole hiding
thing is spoiling the mood.”

Vaughn bit down his tongue. His mind raced for a solution.

Vaughn.

Daniel! Christ, thank God you’re okay. This guy’s gone all Magneto on
me.

Anna’s got a plan. She needs your help, though.

What do I do?

Keep ‘Magneto’ distracted.

How? Dude’s throwing generators at me.

He’s a talker.

So?

So you’re a talker. Out-talk him.

Vaughn took in a slow breath, steadied his nerves, and called out.
“Shock Jock? Did you win that name in a radio contest or something?”

“There you are.” A three ton generator slammed into the wall directly
behind Vaughn. Concrete buckled and cracked; Vaughn jumped forward and
summoned up a gust of wind to fling himself into the air.

Lead him, Daniel said, and he sent Vaughn an image of the corridor to
his left.

“Seriously though, this was your big plan?” Vaughn called out behind
him, letting the wind carry his voice. “Tell me how I’m a supervillain
and throw a couple of generators at me? Yeah, gramps would be proud.
You turned out to be one hell of a bad guy, Shockster.”

“I’ll show you bad.” Electricity flowed up along the edges of the
corridor as Shock Jock gave chase. He flew in after Vaughn, trailed by a
wall of lightning; his expression was that of a maniac. The ground,
walls, and ceiling above him started to bend beneath the sheer heat his
power was generating.

“Red Lightning was in charge,” Vaughn called back. “He was like Lex
Luthor, y’know? He ran the show. What’re you running, Shockster? Last I
checked, you’re just some brainster’s lackey, riding on grandpa’s fame.”

A bolt of lightning scored the ceiling over Vaughn’s head, singing one
of his eyebrows. “You talk too much,” Shock Jock said.

“I mean, he was a crazy meglomaniacal asshole, but even I gotta admit,
grandpa was a bad-ass,” Vaughn said. “So what are you? Besides pink
and fruity, I mean.”

“Shut up!” Another bolt ripped past Vaughn’s left, tearing a gaping
hole in the wall. Vaughn flew low as Daniel broadcasted another image in
his mind, along with a quick battery of instructions.

“Anyway, you’re right,” Vaughn said as he threw himself up to the roof
of the hallway. “I did juice myself, just like you did. But you did it
because you wanted to be like him.”

Anna Spencer stepped around the corner ahead of Vaughn, holding the
particle beam in her arms. A roachbot was perched atop of it, its
interior open and exposed–several of its wires had been rerouted into
the particle beam’s circuitry and battery.

“But me?” Vaughn said as he landed besides Anna and brought both hands
down atop of the roachbot–giving it all the juice he could manage.
Electricity buzzed through the device as it produced a deep, throaty
hum.

Anna pointed the jury-rigged high-powered ECM cannon directly at Shock
Jock.

“I did it because I wanted to prove that I’m not.”

The cannon fired. Shock Jock managed a brief ‘urk’ before an invisible
wave of electromagnetic force flowed across him–the metal bits and
pieces around him tumbled to the ground as the wall of lightning behind
him was immediately extinguished. He fell to the floor, landing in a
roll.

The roll brought him directly in front of Vaughn and Anna. Lightning
wove between Vaughn’s fingertips.

Shock Jock blinked. The ECM burst had temporarily shorted out his
powers–when he tried to summon electricity, all he got was a fizzle.
“Um–”

Vaughn opened both palms out toward him. “Besides, haven’t you ever read
comic books? Good guys like Batman get all the ladies.”

Lightning flashed.
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Nick, Haley, Daniel, and Anna met in the main lobby. Anna was carefully
removing the roachbot from the particle beam; Daniel was trying to get
in contact with Lim. Nick was helping Haley, who still walked with an
unsteady limp. Vaughn floated in a moment later, with an unconscious
Shock Jock over his shoulder.



“That’s everyone but Beast Girl,” he said. “Commando’s glued up in the
other chamber–couldn’t pull her off the ground. She’s pretty pissed,” he
added.

“Yeah, but there’s no way to keep her unconscious,” Nick said. “As for
Beast Girl, the authorities can pick her up. Dropped her in the lake.
Pretty far out. Should buy us a few minutes.”

“Ugh,” Haley said, and she shook her head. “I’m sorry about–”

“Don’t worry,” Nick said. “She pushed you pretty hard.”

Anna looked up from her repairs. “Where’s the omnisphere?”

“Not sure,” Daniel said. “Been trying to scan Paradigm’s mind for more
information, but he’s got defenses up even when he’s unconscious. I’m
sure it’s here some–”

There was a slight click from behind them. All five turned at once–and
found Paradigm sitting up, the omnisphere in hand.

He was grinning.

“Crap,” Daniel said. “He must have had some sort of trigger against
being kept unconscious.”

“Don’t move,” Anna told Paradigm. “Whatever you’re planning–”

“I’ve had a brief conversation with my benefactor,” Paradigm said. “He’s
made it clear to me that he wants to meet you all in person. So I’m
arranging the meeting.” He pressed the pressure-sensitive plates on the
sphere.

In an instant, Paradigm was swallowed in a brilliant, blinding light.

Nick moved forward to intercept, but Anna caught him by the arm. “No,”
she said. “Remember Blur? Same thing could happen to you.”

The ball of light remained, swirling ever-brighter. As the colors
started to build, Daniel crinkled his brows.

“Tried to read him before he left,” Daniel said. “Whoever this
‘benefactor’ is, it’s just the one guy. Apparently, he doesn’t even have
any powers. Calls himself ‘War’.”

Vaughn stepped forward. “What are we waiting for?” he asked. “We just
kicked all of our evil clones’ asses. We can take some interdimensional
punk.”

The sphere of lights disappeared. A figure stood where it had once been.

He was seven feet tall, and covered in power-armor.

“That’s–that’s, uh,” Vaughn said. “That looks a lot like–”

“The Rocket suit,” Nick said.

“That’s an evil Rocket clone, isn’t it?” Vaughn asked.

“Probably,” Nick said.

A very large looking gatling gun swept up from War’s back and locked on
top of his shoulder. A missile launcher swung up on top of the other
shoulder, exposing nine separate miniature warheads.

“We should be running now, shouldn’t we?” Vaughn asked.

“Definitely,” Nick said.

The room erupted in a blast of ordnance.
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Nick did the only thing he could think of–he flew.



Whoever this guy was, it was clear that he had been issuing orders to
Legion from afar–possibly another dimension. Those orders had included
keeping the rest of the League alive–which made Nick the primary target.

As soon as Nick turned and took off, War flew off after him. The gunfire
tore through the floor where Nick had once been, gouging out silver
dollar sized holes; Nick aimed for the window and flew out into the cold
night.

Behind him, the wall exploded as War tore through it and
pursued.

Nick, Daniel said. Where the hell are you going?

Whoever he is, he’s after me, Nick said. If I can lead him somewhere
unpopulated–

Nick, he’s going to kill you! I don’t know the specs on that thing,
but it’s got more ordnance than a tank, and it’s moving at least as
fast as you!

Nick glanced over his shoulder. War was rapidly gaining. Yeah. I know.
Get Lim here. Going to need backup.

It was at that precise moment that he felt something hit him from
behind. One of the bullets struck the rim of his rocket; he was sent
spiraling off course, hurtling down toward the highway.

It was night–only a few cars buzzed past. Still, even putting one car in
danger was an unacceptable risk. But Nick needed to make an emergency
landing before he could take off again. He twisted his body around,
slammed his foot into the street, and drove it down through concrete.
Asphalt tore up around his ankles as he skidded to a halt.

War landed several yards ahead of him with a ground-shaking whump. For
a moment, the massive suit of powered armor was illuminated by a set of
headlights behind him.

Nick armed his roachbots and raised his arms. War turned, slammed his
fist down into the hood of an oncoming car–crinkling the front like foil
around his fist–and grasped it with his other fist, pulling it off the
street and over his head. He flipped the car down, driving its
rear-bumper into the street–glass popped on all sides as it crumpled
into a makeshift shield. Nick’s roachbots fired, each exploding on
contact–blossoming into a red flame that turned the car’s underside to
smoking slag.

War kicked the vertical car forward, sending it flying straight toward
Nick. Nick braced himself, caught it beneath the axle, and fed his
rocket a brief shot of thrust to slow it down. More sparks flew under
his feet as he was sent skidding. When he stopped, he gently lowered the
car to the street–the family of four inside looked dazed and bruised,
but still alive. He kicked the car’s side, sending it spinning off the
road and out of harm’s way.

War lifted his arms. The plates near his wrists lifted, exposing what
looked like a set of copper coils.

The force of the energy blast was hard enough for Nick to feel it in his
teeth. He flew back at least a hundred yards, right before his back
slammed into the upper portion of a bridge.

When Nick finally got back to his feet, he felt War’s fist closing
around his throat.

“It’s over,” Nick hollered through his helmet. “Goddammit, it’s
over–Legion’s–”

“This isn’t about Legion,” War replied. “This is about you and me.”

The air began to shimmer with what looked like multi-colored fragments
of glass. Nick got that familiar tingle at the nape of his neck–the
tingle that told him the omnisphere had been activated.

“Where the hell are you taking me?!” he shouted.

“Home,” War replied.

Suddenly, the world around them erupted into a brilliant, blinding
light. And then–

–then they were falling into a highway, asphalt crumpling beneath
several tons of military-grade power-armor.

War let go of him. Nick dropped to the ground in a crouch, then jumped
back.

His helmet’s readout fed him data in quick, informative bursts.
Connection with the other Leaguers had been lost. No internet, no phone
signals, no radio signals. GPS indicated that he was somewhere near–

Nick straightened and stared past War, toward the cityscape behind him.

A cracked and shattered skyscraper stood out on the horizon, tilted to
the left.

“Where is this?” Nick asked.

“I told you,” War responded. “Home.”

*
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“Where the hell did they go?” Haley asked.



“I just lost contact with him,” Daniel said. “He just–”

“Is he hurt?” Vaughn asked. “Unconscious? Would that–”

“No, he just disappeared,” Daniel said. “One second he was there, one
second he was gone.”

“Oh God,” Haley said. “Does that mean–”

“Omnisphere,” Anna said.

They all turned and looked at her.

Anna shrugged. “It would explain why you lost contact, right?”

“Yes,” Daniel said. “It was so sudden. Like he popped out of existence.”

“Then where is he?” Haley asked.

Anna looked to Daniel. “Can you track down where you last had contact
with him?”

“I think so, yeah,” Daniel said.

“If they used the omnisphere,” Anna said, “that means they left one
behind, in this world–wherever they teleported over.”

“Right,” Haley said. “Let’s move.”

*
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The suit’s GPS continued to flash Nick his location.



Grand Lake Michigan.

The highway was abandoned. Hundreds of cars stretched out in every
direction, rusted and overgrown with vines that had started to swallow
up the highway. No matter what direction he looked in, there was no
signs of human life–of animal life.

“Who are you?” Nick asked.

“I was you,” War replied. “Then you failed.”

He fired the wrist-mounted energy cannons once more.

This time, Nick was ready. He kicked his rocket on and flew into the
sky, letting the blast split apart a rusted cadillac behind him. War
followed him–and War was faster.

When he slammed head-first into Nick’s chest, alarms started flashing
across his screen.

“You’re so fucking ridiculous,” War told him. He shoved his fist against
Nick’s chest and charged the energy cannon again–this time, firing at
point blank-range.

The chest cavity made an awful crinkling sound. Cracks appeared in the
external armor; Nick’s screen immediately went red.

When Nick hit the ground, he was traveling at a good hundred mile clip.
A highway bridge folded, buckled, and gave way.

He went straight through and slammed into the off-ramp beneath it.

War descended from above. On his shoulder, the miniature missile
launcher reappeared; nine red tips emerged, locked on Nick. “Just a bad
joke,” he said.

Nick gritted his teeth and unleashed every last sonic he could, straight
for the tip of those missiles. The sound caused the windows of several
surrounding cars to burst–even the bridge above gave a slight wobble.

The sonic blast slid past War like oil off a duck’s back.

“Sonics,” War said. “Really? I mean, really? You never took any of
this seriously.”

The missiles fired. Nick kicked himself to his feet and soared straight
up–right past War’s nose. The missiles had already locked into place,
and followed him up through the hole in the bridge in a series of silver
streaks.

Nick turned his speed up as high as it could and banked hard to the
left. He instantly felt g-force seizing hold of his stomach–his body
felt like it was being ground into fine porridge. With a press of his
thumb, he activated the suit’s anti-tracking measures; the last of his
roachbots spread out behind him, each firing off an ECM burst before
detonating.

Eight of the nine missiles veered off course. The last one hit him
dead-on.

The explosion seared through the armor. Nick felt the heat bite at his
legs and back, felt it smear its way across his arms. Several of the red
lights went out–and the suit’s left arm locked down. The engine behind
him made a loud choking sound, then died.

Nick plummetted straight back down into the highway, slamming face-first
into the top of an ancient yellow punch-buggy. The hood cracked beneath
him and formed a cradle around his upper torso.

“Lives were on the line,” War called out to him from above. “People were
dying. And you? You’d fly in with a fucking guitar.”

Nick’s right arm still worked. He used it to pull up a command interface
in his helmet, inputting commands by curling his fingertips into his
palm. With what was left of the suit’s circuitry, he began to type,
trying to pull up the right program–searching for a signal. Praying that
the signal was there.

“Did you think this was just a game, Nick? People died. Because you
wouldn’t take this shit seriously. Because you wouldn’t do what needed
to be done.”

War hit the street somewhere in front of Nick. With a soft beep, Nick’s
helmet indicated that a signal had been found.

Thank you, Nick thought, and then he hit the ‘home’ command.

“When shit got real, you weren’t ready,” War said. “Because for you,
this was always just a chance to have some fun. This world died because
you wouldn’t get serious. Well, now guess what? I’m dead serious.”

“Who are you?” Nick asked again, just to buy time.

War’s helmet split in two and opened. The face within was Nick’s own–but
older. Older, and damaged–a spider-like sprawl of scar-tissue surrounded
one blinded eye.

“I told you,” War said. “I was you. Then, two years ago, the world
died.”

“What happened?” Nick asked.

“Does it matter? Bad guys happened. And because you wouldn’t stop
playing with your fucking toys–because you weren’t ready to kill–they
won. And now everyone’s dead. Everyone except me,” he said.

“What will this accomplish?” Nick’s armor strained as he pulled himself
out of the hood of the car. Metal clanked and snapped around him.
“Look–something really bad obviously happened here, but maybe we can
work together and–”

“I’m not working with you,” War replied. “I’m replacing you.”

“…what?”

“I promised Legion a Power Impregnator in exchange for them searching
for a world identical to my own, but three years younger,” War said.
“When I’m through with you here, I’m going back to your world, in your
armor,” he continued. “I’ll take your place. And then I’ll do things
right. No more screwing around. Build what needs to be built. Kill who
needs to be killed.”

“No,” Nick said. “You won’t.”

There was a soft sound in the distance–like a jet engine screaming.

“Yes,” War said, not hearing it. “I will. Whatever you’re thinking of
pulling, it won’t work. This is my world now, and I’ve thought of
everything.”

“Not everything.”

He turned just in time to catch the 50 year old remote Rocket suit’s
fists directly in his chest.

War’s helmet snapped shut. The force of the blow carried him into the
air; the remote suit flew up with him, arms locking around him in a
bear-hug.

Nick keyed in the final command. The remote suit’s self-destruction
mechanism activated with a beep.

War managed one final cry of rage before both he and the retro Rocket
suit were swallowed in a swelling tide of fire and sonics.

As the last, smoldering remains of the suit tumbled to the ground, War
came crashing after. War fell somewhere in the distance; Nick ran toward
him, setting the sonics in his one remaining arm to their highest
setting.

War’s suit had cracked down the chest; the circuitry for the left arm
and chassis were exposed. The helmet had split open once again, exposing
his blood-streaked face. It was clear from the way he’d fallen that the
engines on his back had been damaged beyond immediate repair–it would
probably take weeks to get the suit functional again. When he saw Nick
approaching, he tried to fire one of the wrist-mounted energy cannons,
but it only produced a loud fizzle.

“Shit,” War said.

Nick aimed his arm at War’s unprotected face. “At this setting and
range,” he said, “I’m pretty sure that the best case scenario is a
frontal lobotomy.”

“You won’t,” War said.

Nick grimaced, but didn’t lower his arm. “Look. I don’t know what
happened to you–what made you like this–but I’m pretty sure killing you
isn’t the right choice.”

War said nothing.

“So, uh, if you promise to not try and kill me, then why don’t we just
go back to my world?” Nick said. “Maybe we can work together–figure out
how to stop whatever the hell did this.”

War’s suit made a growling sound. The helmet snapped shut; War reached
with his good arm for the latch near his buckle.

A nasty looking ray gun popped out and fitted neatly into his fist.

“Crap,” Nick muttered, stepping back.

Behind him, energy coalesced into a sphere–he felt the heat of an
incoming teleportation field. As it dissolved, Daniel, Haley, and Anna
appeared. Daniel was holding the omnisphere, his brows crumpled
together–Anna was pointing the particle beam directly at War.

War grunted and aimed the beam at them.

“Uh,” Anna said. “Can that suit of his take a particle beam to the
chest?”

“Don’t know,” Nick said.

“Don’t care,” Haley replied, snatching the gun out of Anna’s hands and
firing.

War disappeared in a ball of flame. Haley grabbed Nick with her other
arm and dragged him close. “Now!” she shouted.

Daniel activated the sphere. There was another flash of light, and then–

–they disappeared.

*
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After the smoke cleared, Nick tried his best to explain what had
happened on the other side. The League had used the jet to lock off part
of the highway–several cars were left stuck in traffic, but considering
the smoldering wreckage that sat at the center of the highway, a
blockade was the safest choice.



“He wanted to replace you?” Vaughn asked.

“Yeah,” Nick said, leaning heavily on Haley. “Apparently, something
bad’s going to happen. He’s from a universe where it already happened.
Thinks I didn’t take this job seriously enough.”

“You seem to be doing a fine job from where I’m standing,” a woman said.
She was dressed in a brown leather bomber’s jacket, and accompanied by a
dozen agents clad in black suits and ties and armed with nasty looking
guns. She was a wirey old woman with hair like wool–she had to be well
into her 80s. They seemed to appear from nowhere–but when Nick looked
up, he caught sight of a black helicopter that had landed on one of the
offramps.

“Wha–who the hell are you?” Vaughn asked, turning to her.

“Amelia Earhart,” the woman said, completely deadpan.

“Ha ha, very funny,” Vaughn replied.

“Fine,” she said. “I’m the bitch who works for the government agency
that’s here to clean up this mess.”

Nick turned as best as he could in his damaged armor. “What about Lim?”

“Busy. Handling, I don’t know. Aliens, some nonsense like that,” the
woman said. “Important thing is that we’re here to clean up your little
interdimensional invaders.”

“Oh,” Anna said. “Are you going to send them back home?”

“Maybe,” the woman said, and then she nodded toward Anna. “Think it’s
time you headed back yourself, miss.”

“Right,” Anna said, and then she frowned. “But I don’t know the
coordinates to–”

The woman pulled a slip of paper out of her pocket. One of the agents
took it, stepped up to Anna, and placed it in her hand. Anna looked down
at it, up to the agent, then back at the woman. “How–”

“We’ve worked in your sector before,” the old woman said. “Tell your
Sumerset that I said ‘hi’.”

“You’re–you’re with the Agency, aren’t you?” Nick said.

The old woman lifted her fingers to her lips. “Be a good boy and stay
quiet,” she said. Then she looked to Anna. “Once you go, we’ll destroy
the omnisphere on this side. Recommend you do the same with yours.”

Anna frowned. “But–”

“Trust me, kid. Interdimensional travel is more hassle than it’s worth.
You better head out now.”

Anna turned to the others. “So,” she said. “Um, I guess that means this
is…”

“Goodbye. As in, forever. As in, hurry it the hell up, I’ve got a
schedule to keep,” the old woman said.

Anna bit her lip, glanced back to Nick, then stepped forward and gave
him a hug. He groaned at the contact–his bruises and burns were still
fresh–but when Anna pulled back, he tried his best to smile beneath the
helm. “Guess that’s that, then,” he said.

“Maybe we’ll keep in touch,” Anna said, stepping back.

“No, you won’t,” the old woman replied. “Alright, boys, let’s clean this
mess up.”

Anna pressed down on the plates. The omnisphere hummed to life–she
lifted one arm to wave.

The light expanded, then shrank down into a single point, taking Anna
with it.

*
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Two days later, Nick returned to working on the remote suit of armor.



Haley popped down. “Hey,” she said. “So, um–”

“Just putting on the finishing touches,” Nick said. “Wanted to see if I
could use it to help in fights.”

Haley eyed the suit of armor. “This that thing that saved your life in
the alternate world?”

“Yeah,” Nick said. “My clone finished it, apparently. Didn’t figure I’d
use it against him, I guess.”

“Funny,” she said. “Guess he was kind of like you.”

“Guess so.”

Haley gave him a nudge. “I was kidding. You wouldn’t go all, you know.
Evil or anything.”

“I don’t know,” Nick said. “According to the guy I talked to, the world
he came from was probably identical to ours, just shifted three years
into the future.”

“Well, things are different in this world,” Haley said. “For starters, I
bet your clone never met an evil version of himself.”

“No,” Nick said. “And I doubt he had help from another dimension.”

“What, you mean Anna? I thought they destroyed the omnisphere. And even
if they didn’t, we don’t know the coordinates,” Haley said.

Nick reached for a slip of paper on the table and held it up. “When she
hugged me, she slipped this into my pocket,” he said. “Coordinates that
the Agency gave her. I think she meant for me to try building my own
omnisphere, or maybe use grandpa’s starplate. Get back in contact with
her, and her dimension.”

“Are you going to?”

“Maybe,” Nick said. “If what my clone said is true, and if his world
really is just like mine, something really bad is going to happen in a
year. It might pay to be ready for it.”

Haley thought about this for a moment while Nick continued to work on
the remote model. Suddenly, she reached forward and gave him a hug.

“Wh–hey!” Nick said. “What’s that for?”

“Just don’t spend too much time getting ready for it,” Haley said.
“Whatever happens, you can’t stop it yourself. Make time for you, okay?”

“Okay,” Nick said.

Haley moved to leave. As she did, she stopped long enough to mention to
Nick: “Me and the others are going to watch some movies. If you want to
come, feel free to join us.”

“Okay,” Nick said.

Once Haley had left, Nick spent a moment looking between the suit of
armor and the door that Haley had left through.

*
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“So, they’re heroes like us,” Sue said.



“Mmhmm,” Anna replied.

“I’m glad everything worked out,” Sue said. “I was really worried.”

“I was worried about you, too,” Anna said.

“Really?”

Anna looked over her shoulder and grinned. “Not really,” she said.

The garage had taken a little damage during the battle, but nothing that
Anna couldn’t handle. Now that she was back, she had already replaced
most of the instruments that had been damaged–and in the meanwhile, she
had started up another project. It was laid out on the worktable in
front of her, with the majority of its wiring exposed. It had the shape
of a miniature stealth-bomber, six feet from tip to wing-tip.

“Anyway,” Sue said, “we’ve got a lot of catching up to do. You want to
get lunch?”

“Maybe in a bit,” Anna said. “Want to finish this up.” She was pouring
over the contents of her project, armed with a soldering iron.

Sue leaned forward to eye it. “Something for me?”

“No,” Anna said. “Something for me.”

“What is it?”

Anna grinned. “Jetpack.”

*





Under 30


        The screen darkened, and the credits rolled. Travis brought up the
lights, and people stood up to grab more pop. We’d put the cups and 2
liters on the main table next to the computer screens and keyboards.
That may not have been the best idea, but nobody had spilled anything
yet—except on the carpet, and that was no big deal. The original League
had last renovated in the 1970’s, so the carpet was olive green shag.

Heroes League headquarters felt full, and it was, relatively speaking.
We had all of the League’s grandchildren (nine of us), most of the
former Justice Fist team (except for Sean, Jody, and Dayton), plus my
friend Chris, and Cassie’s friend Kayla.

In short with the sixteen of us, we had more people with powers in the
complex than some small countries had in their armed
forces.

We’d just gotten done watching “Mystery Men,” and were about to watch
another movie. We just didn’t know which one.

Vaughn pulled a DVD case out, and held it where everyone could see it.
“We have to watch this next.”

The first words I noticed on the cover were, “Barely Legal.”

I said, “We are not watching porn.”

Vaughn said, “Nick, look at it.” He pointed his finger at the title. It
said, “The All Nude Heroes League.”

The picture showed a group picture of heroes that looked like us, and
like Justice Fist—if our costumes showed a lot more skin, and our bodies
looked a lot more like porn stars.

Cassie leaned over to grab the case, and take a closer look at it. “This
is hilarious. Vaughn’s right. We do have to watch this.”

“No, we really don’t,” I said.

“I don’t want to either,” Jaclyn said, “but we might want to sue, and I
want to find out what they did with us.”

Daniel took a breath, and then said, “As anonymous vigilantes, I’d bet
we can’t do much, but it’s not like I’d know. My dad’s the lawyer.”

The movie was every bit as bad as you might imagine. The plot, if you
could call it a plot, consisted of The Rocket inventing some kind of
sexual device, and trying it on everyone he met, except a supervillain
stole it, and…

OK. I should not go into this, but here’s actual dialogue from the scene
where he finds the supervillain and gets it back:

Princess Orgasmika: It’s so cold!

The Rocket: I calculate it will be warm in 2.75 thrusts.

Scenes like that left Cassie howling with laughter, and she wasn’t the
only one. The acting was bad, the lighting too bright, and every scene
appeared to have been filmed in the same warehouse.

It took about twenty minutes because we fast forwarded through most of
it, stopping only for the most bizarre images. Suffice it to say that by
the end everybody had had sex with everybody, which was probably fine
for the average viewer, but kind of disturbing if you knew who was
related to whom.

Once it was over, I decided to clear up something that had been on my
mind for most of the movie. “The Rocket suit,” I said,” does not have an
extension for that.”

That started people laughing all over again.

Cassie said, “Sure, Nick. We believe you. Haley, tell us the truth, does
it?”

Haley blushed, and glared at her.

Cassie grinned. “That’s not a no.”

“It is SO a no.”

“OK,” Cassie said. “Sorry, but you know Nick will just have to invent
one now.”

“No way,” I said. “I don’t think that the one in the movie would be
technically possible.” I stopped, thought about it some more.
“Although,” I began.

The doorbell rang, interrupting me. Marcus peered at one of the computer
monitors at the table in the middle of the room. “Pizza delivery.”

“I’ll get it, I guess.” With all but a few former Justice Fist people
attending, I’d gotten permission to use official Heroes League money for
the pizza. It counted as outreach, right?

Anyway, people broke into laughter as I walked toward the elevator to
the house.

I wondered why, and then realised the answer–I was walking into a
pornographic cliche. The movie’s pizza delivery scene was when Orgasmika
stole the device. In real life, I felt confident I’d be able to keep my
clothes on.

Haley hurried after me.

“You can’t possibly think that—” I said.

“Think what? I thought you might need help with the pizza.”

She had a point. We’d ordered almost as many pizzas as we had people.
I’ve often thought that supervillains wouldn’t have to create convoluted
plots to figure out a superhero’s secret identity if they only monitored
people’s grocery bills.

Cassie ate at least twice as much as you’d expect from her size, and she
wasn’t the only one.

When we got back, we set the pizzas on the table, and people spread out
around HQ’s main room, eating, and talking, sitting on the floor in
little groups.

I sat with Haley, Sydney, and Camille which was weird for a whole lot of
reasons. To start, Sydney was the sister of Haley’s ex-boyfriend Sean,
who neither Haley nor I got along with. Camille was Sydney and Sean’s
half-sister due to their late father having some kind of wandering penis
problem.

Eating pizza with them, I found it funny that I hadn’t noticed till we
bugged Sean’s house last year. Sydney and Camille looked like
sisters—within limits, anyway. Like Sean, Sydney had blond hair, pale
skin and blue eyes. Her face reminded me of Sean’s—as much as a girl’s
could. As a freshman (freshperson?), she’d always looked a little young
to me, but very “in-style.” If her personality were anything like
Sean’s, I could imagine her growing into the sort of popular girl who
regarded me as a lower form of life.

Camille’s face resembled Sydney’s, but with dark hair, and light brown
skin. Her mom’s family had immigrated from the Philippines.

Whatever Sydney might be like in the future, she and Haley were laughing
about something then—which was cool. Sydney’s dad had only died a couple
months ago. She could probably use the distraction. At the same time,
I’d begun to wonder if sitting with Haley’s friends had been a mistake.
They were gossiping about people I didn’t even know.

And also, honestly, Camille, Sydney and Haley were all good looking in
their own ways, and even if I’d long ago grown comfortable with Haley…
Well… It felt weird.

Camille glanced from Sydney and Haley to me. Was I supposed to make
small talk now? My stomach felt really empty. I picked up a piece of
pizza from my plate.

“I never had a hint you were the Rocket.” Camille spoke calmly, her
voice a little deeper than Haley or Sydney’s.

“That’s the idea,” I said.

“I wish it had been our idea. Sean decided that Mr. Beacham was the
greatest teacher ever, so we didn’t hide our names.”

She put down her paper plate on what Daniel and I sometimes jokingly
called “the Starplate,” a ten foot wide circle of greenish-grey metal
that lay on top of the carpet. It rose a foot off the floor.

“I wouldn’t do that,” I said.

She’d begun to push herself off the floor, toward the metal. “Do what?”

“Try to sit on that. It moves things to alternate universes, but only
what’s on the metal.If you’re half on, half off, not all of you will
go.”

She sat down, and hesitated before picking her plate up. “It’s not on,
is it?”

“Kind of. It’s plugged into our systems. If someone appears on it, it’ll
notify us. I’ve been messing around with it lately, but I don’t totally
understand it…”

She looked over it. “Where did you get it?”

“I don’t know. The original League found it in Dr. Madness’ lair back in
the late 50’s, but Grandpa didn’t think he’d made it, and he’d seen a
lot of Dr. Madness’ designs. We’ve got one of the chairs from his War
Machine, and some of his gear–the stuff he actually used to drive people
crazy. Really, the original League kept anything they didn’t feel
comfortable turning over to the police.”

Gesturing to the pile of boxes, the captured weapons in trophy cases
that were scattered around the room and hanging on the walls, she smiled
and said, “They didn’t have much confidence in the police at all.”

“I guess not.”

“Does all of it work?”

“No, but you never know what you might need, so a lot of them can be
made useful.”

“Really?” She pointed at a gun hanging on the wall, wide barreled and
decorated with surreal, almost obscene combinations of the Roman symbols
for Mars and Venus. “How about that one?”

“Oh, that works. It’s a little embarrassing really.” As I said that, I
realised that Haley and Sydney had stopped talking and started listening
themselves.

“And…” Haley said, drawing the word out into two syllables.

“OK. Do you remember Ice Queen? She was a mad scientist with some kind
of coldness theme? Active in the 60’s and 70’s? Anyway, she went to
feminist consciousness raising meetings, and I guess she got really
excited about them. Normal women who got excited about women’s rights
went off and demonstrated, and tried to change the world, or something.
She somehow got it in her head that the only way to make the government
see the female perspective was to transform all the men into women.
That’s what it does. I don’t know what its real name is, but I call it
the Boy/Girl Gun.”

Haley stared at the gun for a little while, and then looked back at me.
“I am so glad the people who made that movie have no idea what’s
really down here.”

“Oh yuck.” Sydney crinkled her nose. “I didn’t think that movie could
have been worse, but that’s worse.”

Camille smiled a little as Sydney talked, but addressed me, “You made it
sound like this was embarrassing for you. Was it? Come on, you can
tell us.”

“OK. My grandpa told me what it did when I was twelve, and I tried it on
my family’s cat. I mean, who was going to notice? We’d already had him
neutered. Except there were a few things I didn’t know. One thing was
that the genes that make a cat’s fur a particular color show themselves
differently in each gender, so his fur started to change color. He’s
normally orange, but female cats aren’t generally orange—”

Haley asked, “What color did he turn into?” She used the same, slightly
disbelieving voice she used when asking things like how many days in a
row I’d worn a pair of jeans.

“I don’t know. I think there might have been some brown. Anyway, I
didn’t notice right away because it takes a little while for fur to grow
out. That matters because of the other thing I didn’t know. The person’s
normal shape starts trying to reassert itself immediately, and you get
back to normal somewhere between three months and a year. I haven’t
looked into why it works that way…

“Anyhow, by the time I noticed the new colors starting to show, my mom
also noticed, and took him to the vet.”

“Oh, no,” Haley muttered.

“Yeah, it was a mess. The vet noticed that his… uh…” Balls? No. Nutsack?
Definitely not. “… testicles were growing back. However it works, things
get put back the way they’re supposed to be, not the way they’ve been
changed to. The vet freaked out. He’d just removed them a year ago, and
he remembered doing it. He called people, took pictures, and he was
going to write a paper on it. He actually asked my mom if he could
neuter the cat again to find out if everything would grow back a second
time. Daniel’s dad or grandfather ended up editing memories of everyone
involved. It was horrible.”

Haley raised an eyebrow. “Is that why the cat hates you?”

“There may have been a couple other experiments. Nothing that hurt him.
Just stuff he didn’t like.”

Sydney made a face. “What kind of experiments?”

Oh great. Now I was a cat torturer.

“Nothing bad,” I began, and then Vaughn interrupted me from the closer
to the screen.

“Hey everybody, I’m starting the next movie. It’s James Dean in ‘Rebel
Without a Cause.’”

Cassie, sitting next to Jaclyn and Travis, said, “That movie’s really
old.”

“Yeah,” Vaughn said, “but I see it mentioned all over. It’s one of those
classic teen rebellion movies, you know?”

“It’s from 1950 what?” Cassie still didn’t sound interested.

“Oh come on,” Travis said, “let’s get on with it. It can’t be any worse
than some of the other movies we’ve watched. Look, we watched Titanic.”

Haley frowned. “What’s wrong with Titanic?”

Travis shrugged. “What’s not? It’s not bad if your ideal guy is someone
too dumb to save both of you.”

Daniel, who was grabbing pizza off the table, said, “Not to mention the
historical inaccuracies.”

“Oh, let’s not go into that again,” Rachel said. She’d sat down next to
Lucas, Shannon, Julie, and Jaclyn.

“Exactly,” Jaclyn said. “We all get to choose. I’m sure you’ll like
something next week.”

Cassie didn’t look convinced, but she didn’t argue any more. Vaughn
dimmed the lights and started the movie.



By the time the movie ended, it was after midnight. Almost everybody
left in small groups, still talking to each other.

A few of us stayed to clean up and shut everything down—Vaughn, Jaclyn,
Haley and I. Jaclyn convinced us set up a rotating schedule. I had no
complaints about that because as the owner of HQ, I was the guy most
likely to get stuck with the mess.

Unlike in TV shows, Jaclyn, our resident speedster, didn’t pick up
everything superfast by herself. She made sure everyone did their fair
share. Haley and I ended up together at the main table, picking up the
pizza boxes.

Haley placed a fifth box on top of the four she’d already picked up.
“How do you think it went?”

“I don’t know. Everybody seemed to have a good time.”

“I think so. I think we ought to invite them again.”

“Everybody?”

“Well… Not Sean. And if we don’t invite Sean, we can’t invite Jody or
Dayton because they’ll bring him.”

“How did you manage to invite Sydney without Sean?”

“Nick, they’re barely speaking to each other. That’s why I invited her.
He’s angry because she’s hanging around Camille.”

“Why? She was in Justice Fist too.”

“Because he doesn’t believe Camille’s his sister. He says she’s ruining
his dad’s good name.”

“That’s messed up. All he has to do is look at them.”

“I know. His dad doesn’t have a good name. Even when Sean and I were
dating, I could tell he was… with more women than just Sean’s mom.”

“Really? Did you tell anybody?”

“I didn’t want to get involved.” She bit her lip. “He idolised his dad.”

We’d made it to the kitchen while we were talking, and put the leftover
pizza into the refridgerator and thrown away the empty boxes.

Jaclyn appeared in the doorway as we finished. “I think we’re done.
Vaughn’s going around the room looking for leftover cups.”

“Good,” I said. “I’ll start turning out the lights—”

I didn’t get to finish my sentence. Vaughn shouted, “Hey, you’d better
come out here. This looks bad.”

Jaclyn practically disappeared. Haley and I followed, joining Vaughn and
Jaclyn at one of the trophy cases near the corner of the room. Made out
of steel reinforced concrete, it looked sturdier than the others.

Evil Beatnik’s ring was gone, but the bulletproof glass case covering
the top hadn’t been broken. Unfortunately, everything inside had been
destroyed. The League had placed the melted ring in the middle of a
magical circle, but where normal circles were chalk, this one was steel.
Except now the circle  had been melted into a circle of grey goo. So
even if we recovered the ring, we didn’t have anywhere to keep it.

Vaughn turned away from the trophy case toward me. “What was in here?”

“Evil Beatnik’s ring. It shouldn’t work anymore. They melted it.”

Jaclyn peered at the mess inside the glass. “Then why’d they put it
inside all this?” She gestured at the glass and concrete.

“Well, the ring’s basically him. The original League melted it so no one
could put it on, but the personality’s still there, just inaccessible.”

“Maybe someone stole it,” Vaughn said.

Haley started talking almost before Vaughn stopped. “They wouldn’t do
that. I was with Camille and Sydney the whole time.”

With everyone else, I wondered about Shannon, Julie, and Lucas.

In my head, I tried to reconstruct the crime. Lucas was strong,
invulnerable, and shot lightning. He had the exact same powers as his
and Vaughn’s grandfather, the original Red Lightning. I couldn’t think
of a way for him to steal the ring quietly, and without shattering the
glass.

Shannon controlled darkness. Unless her ability to control darkness also
allowed her to control light, I couldn’t think of a way for her to get
at the ring. If it did, she could have melted the metal, but I doubted
she could get past the glass either.

Besides, both Shannon and Lucas were nice. I’d never seen any reason
they’d want to steal a magic ring. They’d seemed happy enough to be out
of the hero business.

Julie? Even before she’d gotten powers, she’d shared a picture of Haley
and I with a lot of people in both of our schools along with snarky
commentary. That just made her a jerk, however. On the other hand, her
power was to use her voice to command people. In theory, she could have
commanded Lucas to pick up the bulletproof glass, and commanded Shannon
to melt the metal circle by making a laser.

I wasn’t convinced she could have done it without anyone noticing, but
who could know that for sure?


So I had one person with the means, but the motive? I had no idea. Plus,
if I wanted to be thorough, I shouldn’t stop with Julie. I needed to
consider Camille and Sydney as well as our team, but I didn’t. Instead,
I decided to share my thoughts with everyone else.

Jaclyn shook her head. “I wasn’t with Shannon and Julie all night, but I
did talk with them a lot, and I don’t remember any time where she could
have done that. I think we would have noticed a laser or a lightning
bolt in any case.”

“Even if no one else did, I would have,” Vaughn said. “Besides Lucas was
hitting on Rachel all night, he didn’t have time.”

“He was?” I hadn’t noticed. I’d seen them talking a couple times. Had
she mentioned that her last relationship hadn’t been with a guy? It
seemed like the kind of thing he might want to know. On the other hand,
she’d told me it was an experiment, and it hadn’t ended well, so…

It was none of my business anyway.

“Well, yeah,” Vaughn said. “He barely left her alone, but not in a
stalker-ish way. He was actually pretty smooth. You saw them leave
together, right?”

I mentally digested that.

Vaughn grinned. “You didn’t notice at all, did you? Too busy with your
harem.”

“Harem?” Haley said. “Sydney and Camille are my friends.”

“And they’re both hot,” Vaughn said. “Camille’s smoking hot, and
Sydney’s on her way. Give her a couple years. I thought about coming
over there a couple different times, but it never quite seemed natural.”

Haley’s mouth tightened. “Could you stay away from Sydney? Her dad just
died, and Sean’s being a total ass to her. I’m worried she could make a
big mistake.”

“You’re worried I’ll be the mistake?”

“No. She’s really fragile right now. Dating anybody would be a mistake.
Vaughn, she was close enough that when her dad got shot, some of his
blood got on her clothes. And her mom’s not doing well either. Getting
her to let Sydney come was awful. She kept on asking how old everybody
was, and if there was going to be drinking, and if any parents would be
around and what number she could call to check on us… I wanted to
scream. Right now, she trusts me. I don’t want anyone to mess that up.”

“You think I’ll mess that up?”

“Vaughn…”

“No, it’s okay. I get psycho moms. I’ve got one of my own.”

He didn’t sound angry to me, but he still sighed. Haley glanced at me.
Was she looking for approval? Forgiveness? I wasn’t sure.

Jaclyn cleared her throat. “Hey, everybody. I think we need to focus on
Evil Beatnik. We need to find out what he can do, and what he wants to
do. Well, unless Nick knows.”

I shook my head. “I don’t.”

“Then we’d better start checking the old League’s files.”

“Tonight?” I asked. Haley and I had talked about doing something
afterward, and even if we hadn’t, sleep sounded better than digging
through file cabinets in the middle of the night.

“Yes, tonight. The sooner the better. What if we can still catch him?”

And so, that’s how we ended up staying awake till two in the morning.
Haley and Vaughn dug through the file cabinets. We had handwritten
records starting in the early 1950’s up through the early 80’s plus a
few post-retirement missions that I’d never heard of until Vaughn
started shouting about them.

I delved into the computer version of the records. Grandpa had started
transferring the records to text files, but he’d never finished. Still,
he’d put in a lot of records, and I could search all of them at once.
Plus, I checked online, in the FBI’s records, and emailed Isaac Lim.

I’d have called him, but I didn’t want to take the risk that he might
answer his phone. Email put off telling to him in person that we’d
accidentally released a malevolent magical entity.

Slightly before two, Jaclyn, Vaughn and Haley carried files back to the
computer table, and sat down.

“I called my grandfather,” Jaclyn said.

“This late?” Haley leaned on the table, holding her head up with her
hand.

“He was up. He likes to joke that staying up late is his other
superpower.”

“Alright,” I said, “so what did he say about Evil Beatnik?”

“Well, not much at first. He said he hadn’t even liked normal beatniks.
To him, they seemed like a bunch of middle class white kids who wanted
to be black, or whatever they imagined blacks were like. They’d see him
at the bus stop, and ask if he knew where to buy marijauna. He didn’t.
He was using the G.I. Bill to train as a civil engineer.”

“Yeah,” Vaughn said, “I never imagined civil engineers as big partiers.
Did he ever say anything about Evil Beatnik? Because your grandpa was
the guy who wrote most of the reports on him.”

“It was hard to make him stop. I should have asked him about this stuff
years ago, and recorded it… Did the reports say that Evil Beatnik was a
spirit of chaos?”

“Yeah. That was in one of their last reports.” Vaughn said. “The one
where they finally caught him. So what does ‘spirit of chaos’ mean
exactly? Chaos powers? I can cause chaos without powers. Just ask my
mom.”

“I don’t know,” Jaclyn said. “Grandpa told me he could make things
happen, like just about anything happen, but the more it violated
reality, the harder it was.”

“OK,” I said,”so what does he want?”

“That was in one of the early reports,” Haley said. ”The one where they
first faced him. It seems like he… feeds off of kids rebelling? In the
report, they found him leading some kind of secret poetry club at the
high school. That’s a lame excuse of a rebellion even for the 1950’s. I
almost hope he was sneaking them beer.”

“Right, I read the part about the secret poetry club, but missed where
they found out what he wanted.”

“Hey,” Vaughn looked up from the pile of folders on the table. “That’s
got to be how he got free. It’s James Dean… ‘Rebel Without a Cause’,
right?”

He paused, thought for a moment. “Well, crap. I chose that movie.”

“One movie?” I shook my head. “I don’t know how magic works, but I think
he’d need more than that.”

“No,” Vaughn said, his voice getting louder, “he’s had more than that.
Think about it. Everyone’s been hiding this from their parents except
Cassie and Daniel, and I’m sure they haven’t been telling them
everything. My mom knows because she figured it out, but I’ve been
hiding a lot. So think little bits of rebellion all year—fighting
against the Mayor, the National Guard, plus hiding the Power Impregnator
when you knew Isaac Lim wanted it, and all the adults we fought… That’s
got to count.”

“So you’re figuring tonight pushed him over the edge?”

“Yeah,” Vaughn said, “unless he broke out earlier.”

My stomach sank. “I don’t even want to think about that. The last time I
know he was here was when Haley and I went to the prom, but that’s not
exactly an act of rebellion.”

Haley said. “No, that’s normal, but when I think about everything we
did… They should have stored him in an old people’s home.”

“Yeah well,” Jaclyn said, “for the last thirty years HQ’s basically been
an old people’s home. I think they mostly used it to watch sports on
Monday nights. A bunch of old guys drinking beer and watching football
isn’t the kind of rebellion he needs.”

“Grandpa and I were here a lot,” I said.

“Yeah,” Vaughn said, “but the closest you got to rebelling was probably
handing your grandpa the wrong wrench.”

“That wouldn’t have been rebellion. That would have been a mistake.”

Vaughn shrugged. “The point stands.”

I decided to ignore the point. “Alright, so if we want to catch him, we
need to find a bunch of kids rebelling against society or something?
Where are we going to find that in Grand Lake?”

“No kidding,” Vaughn said. “The guy’d be better off in Ann Arbor. They
protest anything there. Rachel told me once that she’d seen someone in
the middle of campus protesting that there wasn’t anybody protesting
anything. Hey, you know what he should do if he wants to eat? Go to the
Middle East.”

“I’m pretty sure I read that he was U.S. only somehow.”

At the same time, Jaclyn said, “he can’t. He’s just a spirit right?
Grandpa said he needs a person to possess. We’d notice if one of us just
up and left.”

That sounded wrong to me, but I couldn’t say why. I’d read that he
didn’t always need a body somewhere. I checked my monitor to find the
spot.

At the same time, Haley shuffled through the papers before stopping
halfway down the pile, and said, “No… One of the reports said that he
could move around without a person for a little while. He needs to find
someone who’s,“ she checked the page, “cool, uh… anti-establishment, and
under thirty.” She looked up from the paper. “That’s what it says.”

Jaclyn stared at the paper in Haley’s hands. “I guess we’d better go
home. One way or another, he could be anywhere in the city by now. From
what my grandfather told me on the phone, we’d see something different
if one of us took the ring, and everyone looked normal when they left.
So no one had him. Plus, he might have escaped tonight, but he might
have disappeared months ago. Let’s work on this tomorrow.”



I’d expected to sleep in the next morning, but I didn’t get to. My
cellphone and my League phone started ringing. When they stopped, the
landline phone in the hall started.

I opened my eyes. My alarm clock showed 7:23 am.

From the hall, my mom said, “Nick, someone named Kayla’s on the phone.
Do you know her?”

I got out of bed, stumbled to the door, and opened it. “Yes. She’s a
friend of Cassie’s.”

Mom handed me the phone.

“Nick,” Kayla said, “I’m sorry to call this early, but is it possible to
send LSD through air vents? Because everyone on News 10 sounds really
weird this morning.”

Taking the phone, I ran down to the family room, and turned on the
television. Dad frowned at me from the counter where he was eating
cereal. “It’s a little early for television—”

“No, Dad, this is different.” I still had the phone in my hand. “You
said News 10?”

“That’s it,” Kayla replied.

I didn’t watch TV in the morning, mostly because I wasn’t up, but I knew
that normally News 10 gave a little local news and weather before
cutting over to “The Today Show” for most of each hour.

It wasn’t cutting over. Terry Smith, the Very Square-Jawed male anchor
sat at the desk with DebbieLynn Vonk, the Very Beautiful, Blonde, female
anchor.

They were laughing as I turned on the TV, and they kept on laughing for
a long time. Too long. As in, “How much longer are they going to show
these people laughing,” long.


DebbieLynn said, “You are so funny, Terry. Tell another joke.”

“Give me a second, I’m hungry. Hey Matt,” he gestured to someone
offscreen. “You want to get me something from the vending machine? How
about Funions? I like Funions.”

A man’s voice replied. I couldn’t understand it.

“No Funions? How about the donuts in the break room? Grab me the cherry,
cheese danish. You got that? Great.”

“Terry,” DebbieLynn said.

“And get something for Debbie too, right?”

More gibberish came from off screen.

“You betcha Matt. While you’re gone for the donuts, I’ll recite some
poetry.”

Terry, the Very Tanned Anchor, had never struck me as the kind of guy
who memorized poetry, and he confirmed my impression the moment he
resumed talking.

“There once was a man from Nantucket,” he began.

My dad had turned away from the counter and his cereal. “What in the
world are you watching?”

“Career suicide, I think, but it’s supposed to be the news.”

Meanwhile, DebbieLynn, the Somewhat Botoxed Anchor, stopped laughing,
knocking her chair over as she backed away from the desk, and said,
“Terry, stop!”

From offscreen, female voice snarled, “Listen to her, Terry.”

The voice could have sounded more impressive if it had been deeper or
older. High pitched and clear, it made me think more of the girls’
basketball team than anything else.

The camera twisted around to show two teenaged girls in blue and white
costumes, carrying huge guns. The guns’ barrels were solid metal.

One girl’s costume was mostly white with jagged blue lines that
suggested ice. The other costume was mostly blue with white lines. The
way the bulges on their arms and legs didn’t quite move like muscles
told me they were armor, and probably had at least as much power behind
them as the stealth suit.

They’d need the strength to carry guns that big.

“We’re the Ice Twins. I’m White. She’s Blue, and we’re here with a
message for the Heroes League.”

The camera zoomed out a little, and I noticed that they really had come
with friends. A tall woman who could have easily passed as a bodybuilder
stood behind them. She wore a red, white, and blue costume with a flag
on her chest, but not the U.S. Flag, the Confederate flag.

Two figures stood next to her—a boy who didn’t look like he could be
more than twelve, and a man in a silvery suit that shimmered, flickering
between other colors. He held a bulbous gun that connected to his suit
with a hose. It was hard to tell with the mask over his mouth, but I
guessed he might be in his twenties.

Oh, and the twelve year old? He wore a black and red costume, and his
hands and feet were on fire.

White continued to to talk.

“Wondering who we are? Our grandparents were the greatest supervillains
the original League ever faced, and we’re here to burn this town!”

Blue, in a quiet voice asked, “We’re not actually here to burn the city,
are we? I thought we were going to rob a bank.”

White continued as if she hadn’t heard anything. “Alone, each of our
grandparents nearly destroyed the League. Together we’ll destroy you
all, and rule with an iron fist! We’ve got Dixie Supergirl, who’s as
powerful as Dixie Superman ever was. We’ve got Destruction Boy, who’s
ready to revenge the death of Destruction Lord. Annnd… a new Dr.
Madness, one that’s every bit as powerful and as insane as the old! Hide
in your bunker if you want, but we will find you, and when we do—”

The man in the silvery suit cleared his throat. “I’m Mr. Madness,” he
said. “I don’t have a Ph.d.”

“Do you seriously think someone’s going to check?”

“My grandfather had a Ph.d. I. DO. NOT.” Mr. Madness was practically
shouting.

And then the screen went completely dark.

I stared at it, reflecting on how incredibly improbable it must be that
they would appear the day after Evil Beatnik escaped from HQ.

“Nick,” Kayla said over the phone. “I just sent everybody on the system
a red.”

“Yeah,” I said. “You do that.”

Jaclyn and Marcus had arrived first. I arrived second—but only because I
grabbed the stealth suit instead of the full Rocket armor.

So instead of appearing almost knight-like in shining gold armor, I
appeared in armor that looked like a black leather jacket with matching
pants, and gray helmet. Plus, I’d worked out a way to hang my guitar
next to the rocketpack on my back in a way that felt comfortable.
Granted, it still looked like a guitar hero controller, but it was
useful.

Ambulances, police cars, and a Metahuman Containment Cage (generally
called “boxes” because of their shape) pulled into the parking lot as I
landed.

Finding that Jaclyn had beat me to the scene didn’t surprise me. Finding
Marcus with her did. She could run at Mach one, and she lived within the
city limits. Marcus could shapeshift, and his family lived out in the
suburbs.

I landed in the parking lot next to them. The stealth suit’s cooling
system fought the heat. It was already above ninety degrees.

Jaclyn’s purple costume stood out next to the brick building, but it
worked for her. A person with lighter skin would have looked stupid in
the same shade.

“They’re gone,” Jaclyn said. “Not that I’m surprised.”

“And that’s why the revolution won’t be televised,” Marcus said. “It
ruins the surprise.”

I turned to Marcus, “I’ve always wondered what revolution people are
talking about when they say that. Where does that come from anyway?”

Marcus shrugged. “No idea. I’ve only ever heard it as a joke.”

“Uh… How’d you get here already? You’re usually close to last.”

He checked both ways before he talked, and spoke softly. “I hitched a
ride with Accelerando. My parents are on vacation for a week—just the
two of them—so I’m staying with her.”

Which made sense. They were cousins, and with both of her older brothers
out of college and living in Atlanta, they had the space.

Even though Travis and Haley were also his cousins (on his dad’s side),
they were leaving today for a family vacation, so he couldn’t stay
there.

“Ok. So do you know anything about what happened inside after the signal
cut off?”

Marcus shook his head.

Jaclyn said, “I overheard the paramedics. It sounds like everyone’s
okay, but a little disoriented. They think someone piped gas into the
building.”

“That sounds like Dr. Madness,” I said. “He started out with a madness
gas, and moved on to other effects. Later on, he made devices that did
the same thing telepathically. I wonder if the new one doesn’t have
telepathy, or if the gas covered a wider area?”

“Mr. Madness,” Marcus said. “Unless you want to make him angry… What
do you suppose is up with that?”

“I don’t know. Maybe he flunked out of his doctoral program and got
stuck with a masters?”

A gust of wind blew, and I stumbled, but didn’t fall. Vaughn walked down
the sidewalk toward us in a glossy, black costume that still made me
think more of bondage gear than superheroes.

“Sorry everybody, I should have landed further away. What were you guys
talking about?”

We told him.

“You know, Master Madness wouldn’t have been a bad name for a
supervillain, but you know what would be better? If he did that, and his
real last name was Bates. That’d be hilarious.”

Jaclyn rolled her eyes. “Hey Rocket, what about the Mystic?”

“Remember his vacation? He’s leaving today too.” Daniel’s dad had met
his mom during his stint in military intelligence. Every year they went
to Israel for a couple weeks in the summer.

“Oh. That’s inconvenient.” She looked at Vaughn. “Captain Commando?”

“On her way, but she’ll be leaving for vacation tomorrow.”

“Didn’t she already go on vacation?”

“That wasn’t a vacation,” Vaughn said.

Cassie’d gone to Washington for a checkup by the scientists who’d
changed her.

“Ghost?” Jaclyn asked.

In my rush, I’d forgotten to wake Rachel up. Her League phone’s red
alert should have done it though.

“Sorry. She’s probably uh… floating here at maximum speed,”—which wasn’t
very fast.

“So aside from Ghost, this is all of us for the next two weeks. Huh.”

I thought about that, and probably so did everyone else. Another funny
coincidence. Of course, these trips had been planned for months so Evil
Beatnik couldn’t have just changed everyone’s plans. In Daniel’s case,
his family went almost the same time every year. So, assuming that Evil
Beatnik had only escaped last night, he didn’t have to use chaos powers
to warp reality. All he had to do was listen to us discuss our vacation
plans for the summer, and time his escape to coincide.

Of course, Evil Beatnik could theoretically have used his powers to
influence our vacation dates months ago. That would argue for more
planning than I wanted to think a chaos spirit did.

As we stood there in silence, paramedics pushed Terry Smith, News 10’s
anchor, past us on a stretcher.

“The rain in plain falls mainly on the Spain,” he said,
conversationally.

Vaughn watched as they loaded him into the ambulance, “We could call
people from Justice Fist.”

“No!” Jaclyn and I said the word simultaneously. I’m not sure who was
louder.

“Look,” Jaclyn said, “I like what I’ve seen of some of them, but I don’t
trust them enough to put my life in their hands.”

“Of all of us,” Marcus said, “you’re the one who least needs to worry
about that.”

“Hey,” Vaughn said, “I’d trust Sydney and Camille.”

Jaclyn made a face. “Outside of comic books, being ‘smoking hot’ is
not a good enough reason to put someone on the team.”



We looked for the rest of Friday without finding them. I heard later
that Cassie volunteered to stay instead of going on vacation with her
mom, but Vaughn apparently told her to go—we had it covered. And so she
went.

On Saturday afternoon, the Ice Twins’ team robbed three banks
simultaneously. Dixie Supergirl ripped the door off her bank’s vault. At
another, White froze the security guards while Blue made the vault’s
door cold enough that it shattered with a punch. Destruction Boy melted
anything that got in his way.

The police didn’t come. They were too busy hallucinating purple rabbits.

In the face of mounting embarrassment, what was left of the League
arranged to meet in HQ on Saturday evening. Rachel and I arrived before
everyone else. She’d gone to an open mike night on Friday, so this was
the first chance we’d had to talk in two days.

We sat down at the table in the main room, and waited.

“I completely forgot to tell you about the Ice Twins yesterday morning,”
I said. “Sorry.”

“Don’t apologise. I needed the sleep. I stayed at Lucas’ house until
four in the morning.”

“Whoa.”

“Don’t start. It got weird. We were flirting during the movies, and when
we left, the idea that we’d go to his place and have sex seemed like the
most natural thing in the world. Then once we got there, I started
thinking. I never have sex on the first date, and I definitely don’t
have sex after talking to a guy for maybe forty minutes between movies.
So we didn’t, but something strange was going on.”

“Vaughn said Lucas was pretty smooth.”

“Not that smooth. Smoother than a high school boy, yes. And definitely
smoother than ‘Hey Haley, you wanna make out in space?’”

“I didn’t say that, and how did you know about it anyway?”

“Well, it’s not as if Haley and I never see each other. You’re lucky she
thought it was funny. I’d have been out of there so quickly—”

“I’d hope, because that would be incest.”

Rachel frowned, and tapped the table with her finger. “Forget I said it.
My point was if romance were a stairway to the second floor, ideas like
that take you down a ladder to the basement of a completely different
house.”

I didn’t say anything for a little while. “Well, anyway, I’ve got a
theory about uh… Lucas. If Evil Beatnik feeds off rebellion, and he can
possess people, maybe he can influence people who he doesn’t possess? So
anyone under thirty would be vulnerable, but you might be more
vulnerable than me because you’re probably more cool—”

“God, I hope so.”

“—and you’re closer to whatever ‘anti-establishment’ is than I am. Half
your clothes are black, and you ignored a lot of rules even before this
year.”

“And because of that, he could feed off Lucas and me if we had sex?”

“That’s my theory.”

“That’s… disgusting. So where are you getting all this, and how did the
original League stop him?”

I showed her the files, and we read until everybody else showed up.



“I think Marcus is the only one who hasn’t read through Evil Beatnik’s
files now,” Jaclyn said.

Marcus looked up from a folder filled with yellowed paper. “Give me a
minute. You don’t seriously expect me to read all this at once.”

“No, but you need to know it.” Pausing for a breath, she said, “And
that’s not all. We need to pull files on the Ice Twins’ whole team.”

Technically, we didn’t have files on any of them. The originals were
gone. What we had might be close, or it might be totally wrong if they
were good with technology, or didn’t have quite the same powers as their
namesakes…

But whatever. We pulled the files on Ice Queen, Dr. Madness, Destruction
Lord, and Dixie Superman anyway. I checked the computer records
half-heartedly, and as expected, they didn’t have much by comparison to
the manila folders in the file cabinets.

We had a thick piles of records of each person, thicker for Ice Queen
and Dr. Madness because Grandpa included information about their
inventions, and sometimes schematics. We pulled additional folders for
“Fire and Ice,” the team Ice Queen and Destruction Lord founded, and
more yet for “The Rebels,” Dixie Superman’s followers.

People put names on a list as they ran across them, and I checked the
FBI database or Double V’s website.

“All ‘The Rebels’ are dead or in old age homes. The only living member
of ‘Fire and Ice’ is Johnny Destruction, and no one knows where he is.
Ice Queen died last year in Tampa, Florida. Destruction Lord died when
the original League ran him down in Cleveland in the 70’s. Um… The FBI
database corroborates our files and Double V’s in saying that Dixie
Superman hasn’t been seen since 1981. So that’s everybody.”

Jaclyn looked up from her pile of paper. “What about their kids or
grandchildren?”

“There’s nothing about any of them taking up the family business.”

Rachel shook her head. “Is there anything about any of them going
missing?”

“Not that I can find so far, but I might not be looking in the right
database.”

Marcus put Evil Beatnik’s folder back on the table. “In comics, this
legacy nemesis thing is whole lot more fun. They show up, do something
horrible to your family, and then you go out, and stop them. Look, in
Starman, the Mist reappears, his son shoots the current Starman, and
then all kinds of craziness happens. With us, the Ice Twins are robbing
banks, and we’re sitting in the basement watching Nick check who died on
the internet.”

Vaughn nodded. “Yeah, we ought to go out, and try to find them.”

“I know,” Jaclyn said, “I know, but if we want to win, we’d better know
what we’re facing, and since no one’s ever heard of them, we have to
look here.”

Rachel nodded. “Isn’t it interesting that no one’s ever heard of them?”

“I hope you’re not suggesting they’re from an alternate universe,”
Vaughn said. “Because that would suck.”

“No, I’m thinking they don’t do this normally. Evil Beatnik influenced
them somehow, and he might be influencing us.”

Vaughn leaned back from the table and thought about it. “I can’t think
of a single way I’ve been influenced.”

“Not noticing is the whole point of influencing somebody,” Rachel began.

I interrupted her.

“My theory goes like this. Evil Beatnik can influence people that might
be vulnerable to possession. We’re all under thirty, but those of us who
are anti-authority, and who are, or at least try to be cool, are most
vulnerable.

“Rachel knows he’s influenced her to do at least one thing, and if you
think about it, she fits the profile. My guess is that of everyone else,
Vaughn’s the most vulnerable.”

“What happened to Rachel?” Vaughn spoke more loudly than normal. From
the expression on his face, I doubted he believed me.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Rachel said. “Let’s just say I could
tell it wasn’t me behind what I wanted to do.”

Vaughn frowned for a second, and then his eyes widened.

“You fucked Lucas? That ought to clear up a few worries. He’s dated a
little, but people’ve always wondered if he was gay.”

“I did not fuck Lucas. I almost fucked Lucas, and if he’s not
interested in women, he does a great imitation.”

“Wait, you blueballed him? That’s hilarious.”

“Can we move this conversation away from my sex life, and back to Evil
Beatnik?”

“Seconded,” Jaclyn said, “If there’s a line between what we need to
know, and too much information, we just went over it.”

“Right,” I said. “What we know about him from the reports is he’s not a
killer or anything. All he wants is confusion. So he gathers people up
and uses them to create confusion by breaking rules, screwing up how
society works, and sometimes by taking over policital protests.”

Marcus picked up the reports again. “Don’t forget the sex, drugs, and
rock and roll. Well, except in the ‘50’s. Then it was sex, drugs, and
jazz. Did you notice that he took over bands and musicians a lot?”

“That did happen a few times,” I said.

Marcus held up his hand with fingers outstretched. “Five times in what
I’ve read so far.”

Vaughn shook his head. “I’m not saying we should leave him alone, but if
he’s the spirit of sex, drugs, and rock and roll, that’s not so bad.
Well, except for the drugs, I guess, but political protests? They’re
good, right? Sometimes that’s the only way things change.”

Jaclyn spoke practically the second he stopped talking. “My grandpa said
you could always tell the protests Evil Beatnik was at from the ones he
wasn’t at by the fires and the rioting.”

“Oh,” Vaughn said. “Now that you mention it, I kind of remember that
from the reports.”

“Exactly,” Rachel said, “and the original League only ever got rid of
him by taking out his followers, and revealing who he was possessing.
After that, he’d disappear. Well, except when they managed to find the
person he was possessing, and take the ring.”

“And that only worked once they were all over thirty,” Marcus said. “If
they grabbed it before that, they got possessed. How are we going to
avoid that? When they fought him in their twenties, he messed with their
heads constantly, and it’ll be the same with us now. Plus, if Nick’s
right, you and Vaughn could turn at any time.”

“This drives me crazy,” Vaughn said. “I’ve been around for almost a
year, and you still don’t trust me?”

He pushed his chair away from the table and stood up. “I get sick of
people assuming I’m my grandfather come back. I get sick of my parents
bringing up my drug problems all the time, but you guys? You ought to
know better. That’s why you think Beatnik’s got his hooks in me, right?”

None of us said anything.

“Well, fuck that, I’m going home.”

He walked toward the elevator.

I said, “Vaughn, wait a second.” Everyone else started talking too.

Jaclyn blurred, and the next time I saw her, her chair was empty and she
stood directly in front of Vaughn.

“No one thinks you’re your grandfather,” she said. “We think you’re a
little more at risk of being affected than the rest of us, but we’re all
at risk. That’s the problem.”

Bluish-white sparks ran the length of Vaughn’s hands.

“Get real,” Jaclyn said. “You know that’s not going to work.”

The sparks stopped.

Vaughn turned his head back toward the rest of us. He looked a little
dazed.

“Shit. You’re right.”

After Vaughn and Jaclyn sat down, we started to make a plan.

“At least we know how it’s been done before,” Jaclyn said. “Once we stop
his followers and reveal who he’s possessing, he disappears. Hey, do you
think we might be able to take the ring if we’re wearing gloves?”

“I don’t know,” I said, “it’s magic. Who knows what the rules are? When
one of the Hangmen lassoed me with his noose, it didn’t paralyze me like
it was supposed to, but with Evil Beatnik, it might go the other way.
The original League surrounded the ring with concrete and bulletproof
glass for a reason.”

Marcus nodded, “You know what Evil Beatnik reminds me of? Mr. Mxyzptlk
in DC comics. The guy’s kind of like a genie? Superman had to get him to
say his name backward to get him to go away. Too bad we can’t do the
same thing with Evil Beatnik because he’s got an easier name. It’d be
Kintaeb Live. That could almost be an album, you know? Or a band playing
live? That’d work.”

Jaclyn gave him a look. “You are such a geek. I’ve never heard of him.”

“I thought everyone knew about Mr. Mxyzptlk,” I said.

“I think I’ve heard of him,” Vaughn said. He didn’t seem sure of it.

Marcus looked around the troup. “Wow. I always thought he was one of
Superman’s better known villains.”

“Let’s talk about Evil Beatnik,” Rachel said. “So what does everyone
think? Should we make finding Evil Beatnik our first priority, or taking
out his followers?”

“I’d say both,” Jaclyn said. “He’s going to use all those other people
to distract us. One or two of us ought to keep on searching for him no
matter what. The rest of us should try to stop his people.”

“Not that there’s many people,” Vaughn said. “Nobody protests anything
here anymore. All he’s got is those supers. He used to have armies of
hippies. Heck, didn’t he used to have motorcyle gangs? Can’t do that
now. Imagine what he’d get—I’m seeing a bunch of motorcycling emos
wearing jackets saying, ‘Born to Mope’.”

“I’m sure there are still real motorcyle gangs,” I said.

“Not like there were,” Vaughn said.

I thought about asking him how he’d know, but didn’t.

Rachel sighed. “We’re getting off track again. Does everybody like
Jaclyn’s suggestion?”

“Sure,” I said. “It makes sense.”

“As long as I’m not one of people looking for Evil Beatnik,” Vaughn
said. “That’s gonna be boring.”

“It sounds fun to me,” Marcus said.

“We need to decide who then,” Jaclyn said. “Rachel? I think you’d be
better than any of us.”

“I thought about it, but what if I am extra vulnerable and I find him
first?”

“It ought to be me and Nick,” Marcus said. “Nick’s got the roachbots,
and I can sneak into someplace more easily than you’d think.”

“That’s an idea,” I said. “But if you find the Ice Twins’ crew, we go
with you, right? Otherwise it’ll be five on three.”

“We’re not going to be stupid about this, Nick,” Rachel said. “We’re
only dividing up into groups while we look for people.”

She frowned. “You know, we should have invited Kayla. I keep forgetting
she’s part of the team now.”

“Me too,” Jaclyn said.



Marcus and I got together the next day—Sunday afternoon. We hung out in
my room. I pulled out a legal pad and a pen, and sat at my desk. He sat
on the bed.

We were listing the places I ought to put roachbots, putting the
emphasis on places where teens might be, and where we might see a
protest. I’d already written down “government buildings,” and “the park
downtown.”

“Schools,” Marcus said.

“It’s summer. No one’s in school.”

“Summer school.”

I thought a little, and wrote it down. “City pools?”

“That’s a good one. Have you put down the beach? You know how guys drive
through the parking lot looking for women?”

“Yeah.”

“Plus,” Marcus said, “I’ve heard people sneak onto the beach and have
parties at night.”

“I’ve heard that too.”

Both of our League phones rang. I pulled mine out of my pocket, and
found that the screen showed a circle of yellow. The accompanying text
message said. “Dixie Supergirl sighted at Grand Lake State Park. She’s
giving away money.”

I clicked the spot on the screen where it said “Call HQ.” Kayla
answered.

“What?”

She didn’t sound happy to hear from me.

“I just read the text. Dixie Supergirl’s giving away money?”

“That’s what it says. She’s throwing money to the crowd. If you want to
catch her, you’d better go.”

The phone clicked, and the words, “Call ended” appeared.

I stared at it, and thought about calling her back. She hadn’t been rude
exactly, but something was eating her. Even as I thought that, I
remembered that we hadn’t invited her to the meeting.

Did she really need to be that short about it? I considered whether it
might be Evil Beatnik’s influence. As one of the best female athletes in
the school, Kayla was pretty well known, but it never translated into
any special popularity. Plus, she tended to be, if anything, a hard
worker who did whatever the teacher said—pretty much the exact opposite
of what Evil Beatnik wanted.

So maybe she was just annoyed.

I wore the full Rocket armor. Pulling the stealth suit out of my closet
at home would have been faster, but according to Grandpa and the
reports, Dixie Superman had been tough. Flying into a fight with Dixie
Supergirl in less than full gear sounded stupid.

And how much did I want to bet that more of her group was in the crowd?

After running to HQ, plus five minutes worth of pulling the armor on,
and a twenty second flight to Grand Lake State Park (with Marcus gliding
behind me, shifted into the form of a pair of wings), we were too late.

Not completely too late because she wasn’t gone, but it would have been
better if we’d all arrived and attacked simultaneously.


As it was, thunderclouds hung over the beach as we arrived, lightning
flashing again and again at Dixie Supergirl, and mostly missing. Even
with lightning moving at the speed of light, she could still move faster
than Vaughn could aim.

The crowd on the beach had already run to their cars. Some still watched
from the parking lot. The smarter ones had left, but ended up stuck in a
huge clot of cars around the ranger station at the entrance to the park.
The rangers directed traffic, but with a two lane road, and several
hundred cars, nobody would be leaving as quickly as they wanted to.

Back at the beach, green bills lay on the sand, sometimes taking to the
air as the wind blew.

I flew, crossing the parking lot in time to see one of the lightning
bolts hit Dixie Supergirl. She had been turning to fly away, but when
lightning engulfed her body every limb jerked uncontrollably, and she
fell.

I changed course. Dixie Superman had been practically invulnerable, and
it was a good bet his replacement would be too, but that didn’t mean she
had to be.

Below me, a purple blur sprayed sand across the beach. Jaclyn must have
thought the same thing.

Unfortunately for both of us, Dixie Supergirl shook off the lightning
before we could reach her.

She straightened up, and twisted her body, aiming herself in a new
direction—toward me.

I barely had time to react as a red, white, and blue blur resolved into
an up-close-and-personal view of the Stars and Bars.

The next thing I knew I was flying in the opposite direction—though not
precisely opposite. The rockets were on, so I was going backwards and
up. I flipped forward and aimed myself toward her.

I intended to anyhow. It didn’t work out.

She’d already flown away with Marcus flying after her, but flapping
wings had no chance of catching up.

Someday, he and I would have to find out if I could design a faster way
for him to fly.

Jaclyn jumped, and for a moment I thought she might succeed, but Dixie
Supergirl saw her, zig-zagged, and passed around her. Still, it was an
incredible leap—two hundred feet almost straight up.

She landed in the water.

Knowing she could swim, I opened up, setting the rockets to maximum
speed. I hit three hundred, then four hundred miles per hour, and it
still wasn’t fast enough.

Dixie Supergirl had disappeared into the sky. Not that it mattered—I
knew she wasn’t really gone.

It brought home the truth of what one of the Ice Twins had said. Any one
of the originals on their side had given the first Heroes League
problems. Fighting all of them was going to be a challenge.

Sure, they weren’t as competent as the people they replaced, but neither
were we.



By the time I got back to HQ, and took off the Rocket suit, News 10 had
already made it to the scene and started interviewing the spectators.

Marcus had turned the big screen in the main room on, so by the time I
stepped out of the lab in my normal clothes, I got to see some
bull-necked twenty-something in a white t-shirt shout, “Dude, I got
nearly five hundred bucks! It was totally worth it.”

The reporter moved on the next person, a freckled woman with
sun-bleached, blond hair.

“How well did the Heroes League handle it?” The reporter asked.

“Didn’t get here on time. Couldn’t catch them. Couldn’t do anything.
They’re useless.”

Rachel, Jaclyn, and Marcus were watching. Vaughn had to get back to
something, so he wasn’t there.

I sat down at the table, logged into a computer, and checked my League
email and voicemail.

I had voicemail—a lot of it.

Two of the more recent calls came from names I felt sure I didn’t want
to hear from but I couldn’t ignore. The computer listed one caller as
Lucas Hardwick, and as George Drucker.

Despite wanting to avoid yet another conversation about Lucas and Rachel
not having sex, I listened to Lucas’ message. I plugged the earphones
from my iPod into the computer first though. No need to make it a group
experience.

“Rocket, I meant to talk to you after the movie, but things happened.
Anyway, I’ve been talking to my dad about the film that we watched. The
second one. The one about the very special Rocket suit extension, and
the Justice Fist cameo. My dad’s lawyers think they’ve got a way around
the parody issue. If you want in, talk to me about it. We’ll be going
after them either way.”

I’d almost forgotten that with everything else going on. I’d have to
bring it up to the group and then the Heroes League’s board if I cared
enough. I wasn’t sure I did.

I moved on to “George Drucker’s” message, not expecting anything good
could come of it. I knew two things about George Drucker. First, that he
was dead. Second, that he was Sean and Sydney’s father. I wasn’t
seriously expecting a phone call from a zombie though. George had only
been dead for a few months. They probably hadn’t taken his name off the
account yet.

One mouse click later, Sean’s voice filled my headphones. “Hey Rocket,
you lost to a girl. See you soon.”

The sole good point about Sean calling to gloat was that I could at
least be sure that he didn’t expect me to call back. Lucas, I felt
fairly sure, did.

Clicking on the icon that distorted my voice to match how the Rocket
sounded in person, I set the voice mail program to dial. I felt sure
Lucas would catch that this was an official call—which was good
considering he’d probably inherited his grandfather’s resistance to
mental tampering.

Daniel had put in our version of the Block on each Justice Fist member
back when we all fought Prime and the Cabal’s private army. He’d told me
to assume Lucas didn’t have one.

My computer screen showed the words, “Call Accepted.”

“Rocket,” Lucas said. “Is the League in or out?”

“I don’t know. I’m sure we’ll be talking to our own lawyers before we
say anything.”

“Lawyers. Of course, you’ve got them. Let me know what they say, okay?
Second opinions never hurt.”

“You bet.”

“So, I’ve been listening to the news. Looks like you’re having trouble
with the Ice Twins’ crew.”

“I don’t know if I’d call it trouble. It takes a little while to figure
out the best way to handle people, and besides, they’re not the biggest
problem we have to deal with.”

“Yeah? What’s the other problem?”

“I’m not going to talk about it over a cell phone.”

At any rate, I wasn’t going to talk about Evil Beatnik over an
unencrypted link to his cell phone.

Lucas said, “I’ll ask you in person then, but there’s something you
should know. Sean’s after them, probably because he thinks he’s going to
show you up.”

“How do you know that?”

“Typical high school bullshit. That’s what you get when you hang out
with high schoolers. Sean, Jody, and Dayton came up with a plan. Dayton
told Julie. Julie told Shannon. I stopped by Solid Grounds to get
coffee, and Shannon told me.”

“Wow.”

“Tell me about it. After all the craziness back in June, I thought
Justice Fist was over, but it turns out it’s like Hotel California. ‘You
can check out any time you like, but you can never leave’.”

“Believe me, you’re not the only one who’s sick of it.”

“I’m sure. Well, don’t forget, if you need help, I’m here.”

“Thanks.”

“You’re welcome. I’ll talk to you later.”

As I hung up, took off my earphones, and put away the mic, Rachel asked,
“Who were you talking to?”

She’d stopped watching the news, and stood next to the table, placing
her right hand on a monitor.

“Lucas.”

She folded her arms together, and looked down at me. “About what?”

“Not about uh… you know. He called because his dad’s going to sue the
company that made that film about us—”

“Seriously?” Jaclyn frowned. “I looked into it a little yesterday, and
it didn’t seem like we’d be able to do anything.”

“—and that’s not all,” I continued. “He said Sean’s planning to go after
the Ice Twins, Mr. Madness and all those guys.”

“Oh,” Marcus said, “this could get really crazy. We’ll be going after
those guys, and then Sean’s going after them, and… Did he say if the
rest of Justice Fist was with Sean?”

“He only mentioned Jody and Dayton.”

“Well, still, we’re talking battle royale here. Even crazier if more
Justice Fist people show up out of nowhere, and no one knows whose side
they’re on? And maybe they’ve been taken over by Evil Beatnik? That
would be quite the twist.”

“In a comic, yes,” I said. “In my life, I’m not too wild about it.”

“I’m not saying it would be good, just crazy, and unexpected.”

Jaclyn’s face tightened for a moment. “Maybe we should call them, and
try to coordinate this.”

Rachel said, “With the guys who held Nick down, and kicked his ribs?”

“I didn’t just lie there and get kicked,” I said. “I actually won that
fight.”

They ignored me.

“With the guys who owe us,” Jaclyn said. “Ray’s people held their
parents hostage. We got them out.”

Marcus nodded. “That would be better than having those guys pop up out
of nowhere. You should call them, Jackie. You practically saved them all
yourself.”

Jaclyn frowned as he said “Jackie,” but didn’t correct him about that.
“It wasn’t just me. Cassie and Julie did their share.”

“But still,” Marcus said, “they don’t owe just anybody, they owe you.”

Rachel nodded. “Marcus is right. They might listen to you. They barely
know who the rest of us are—except for Nick, and we know Sean won’t
listen to Nick.”

Jaclyn took a slow breath. “OK. I’ll do it.”

Marcus said, “Great. Just to be clear though, we’re going to call the
rest of Justice Fist too, right?”

“I think we’ll have to,” Rachel said, “but any of us can do that.”

Jaclyn nodded. “Rachel and I will handle it. You and Nick have to find
Evil Beatnik. The sooner we catch him, the sooner this all goes away.”

Sunday night, Marcus and I placed roachbots around the city, and sat
back to wait for something exciting to happen.

It didn’t. We went home around two the in morning, having discovered
that people really did sneak in after the beach officially closed to
drink. They also got discovered by rangers, and then ticketed and fined
by the police.

It seemed distinctly less fun than the stories I’d heard.




On Monday morning my League phone rang. I checked the ID. It was Haley
calling from her phone.

I’d been using my phone to check email, so it wasn’t a lot of work to
take the call.

I sat up in bed, and said, “Haley, are you there yet?”

“Nick, this is our second day here.”

That did make sense. I’d last talked to her while they were driving, and
it did only take two days to get to Montana from Grand Lake. So if
they’d left on Thursday, they’d have been there by Saturday.

“Oh, right. What are your plans?”

“Fishing and hiking, mostly. I think Mom and I might go shopping
tomorrow, and then we’ll go to Yellowstone next week. There are a lot of
little towns here with touristy shops—cowboy hats, fudge,
souvenirs, turquoise jewelry, shirts with wolves on them… You know. I’m
going to buy you something, but, I don’t know what yet.”

“I’ll be happy with anything,” I began, thinking that I hadn’t gotten
her anything when I visited my grandparents at their cabin. The lake
wasn’t a major draw for tourists, but I had seen souvenirs here and
there. I wished I’d known you were supposed to buy stuff for people if
you went on vacation without them.

She kept on talking. “It’s weird out here, Nick. I can smell bears,
wolves, buffalo, antelope, deer, elk… Sometimes the smells are
overwhelming.”

“In a fight between you and a bear, I’d bet on you.”

“I don’t want to find out, but I’m not worried about fights. Everything
smells so good. I almost want to hunt, but I don’t really.” She paused.
“How are you doing with Evil Beatnik? I haven’t been online at all.”

I told her.

“You think you’re all being influenced? Why haven’t you called Lee? He’s
over thirty.”

“He left on a job last week. I’ve been checking the news to see if any
governments fell, but not so far.”

“What about Larry, or your mom? I know she doesn’t want to talk about
it, but for something like this, wouldn’t she help?”

“I don’t know. I don’t feel like I can say anything about this stuff
yet, but Larry… I should have called him.”

“Or that kid… Remember King of Storms? He’s a wizard. Even if he doesn’t
like Vaughn, I be he could protect himself from Evil Beatnik, and maybe
he could protect everybody. And what about Jaclyn’s grandfather? I know
Jaclyn’s been asking questions, but maybe he should be leading you—”

Sitting on my bed and thinking about it, I zoned out. Why hadn’t we
thought of that, and why had Haley?

The answer was obvious. Whatever his range was, she was outside Evil
Beatnik’s influence. We weren’t.

“Nick?” Haley asked. “Are you there?”

We talked for twenty minutes longer. When we hung up, I got out of bed.



Rachel and I got into League HQ by ten, allowing everyone in the family
to pretend that we had summer jobs. We did, kind of. If a supervillain
we caught had a bounty on his head, we would receive it. We hadn’t
gotten anything off the Cabal’s people because they’d all walked away in
the end.

On the other hand, Ray and his people had amounted to thousands of
dollars between those of us who’d been there.

I spent it all surprisingly quickly as I rebuilt the main Rocket suit,
and refitted a couple spares, but still, we were earning real money. The
trick was making it available to us in our normal lives. Thus, fake
jobs.

I stepped out of the elevator into HQ’s main room as Rachel solidified
about ten feet ahead of me.

Past the trophies, momentos, and awards, Kayla sat at the table. In the
very front of the room, the twenty foot tall screen showed four separate
screens worth of information—transcribed police and fire department
radio chatter, local news shows, an FBI database, and a web browser open
to Double V’s website.

Rachel and I walked across the room toward the table.

As I pulled a chair out from under the table, Kayla turned to glare at
the two of us.

“I’m not really part of this team at all, am I?”

Even in the dim light of HQ’s many screens, I could tell she was angry.
“You held two team meetings without me and you didn’t even call.”

Rachel and I glanced at each other. I couldn’t remember Kayla ever
freaking out like this.

“Uh… Sorry?”

Kayla continued as if she’d never heard me. Rachel could turn invisible.
I was apparently invisible all the time.

“The only time any of you ever pay attention to me is when Cassie’s
here! I’m doing a good job. I’m here when I’m supposed to be, but no one
tells me what’s going on.”

Calmly, Rachel said, “No one’s trying to keep you out. You don’t work on
the weekends, so you happened to miss getting together. We didn’t plan
to have a meeting. We were all here at the same time, and it
spontaneously happened.”

“You’re supposed to call. If I’m going coordinate all of you, I need to
know what’s going on.”

She stopped talking, staring at the two of us, and then said, “Oh, fuck
it,” and practically ran for the elevator.

“Stay here. I’ll talk to her,” Rachel floated into the air. “With
everything that’s going on, someone’s got to be here right now.”

Then she flew upward, and disappeared into the ceiling.

Unfortunately, she was right. Seconds after she left, the screen of
transcribed police chatter practically exploded.

Dixie Supergirl and Destruction Boy had attacked the county jail.

I sent everybody a red, and a message. Then I ran back to the lab, and
started to put on the Rocket suit.

I’d spent a lot of time fixing and modifying the Rocket suit that
summer, but I hadn’t spent much time figuring out how to get it on
faster. You know how the armor comes from all directions and attaches
itself in the Iron Man movies? I needed that.

The portable briefcase version wouldn’t have hurt either.

The comics do the movies one better. Stark stores the armor in the
marrow of his bones, and it forms around him. Don’t ask me how that
works, but it’d be nice.

I had to strip out of my regular clothes, put on the bottom layer of the
stealth suit, step my feet into the boots, lean back into the main body
of the suit, and snap the front of main body and upper legs shut. Once
everything else was done, I put on the helmet.

It’s awkward, more awkward without anyone to help.

Once everything was on, I had to run down my check list, making sure
that each armor section showed up without error, all weapons responded,
and the rockets had fuel.

I could have saved a little time by skipping the check list, but Rocket
suit problems aren’t the sort of thing you want to discover in the
middle of a fight.

The reason why most teams have someone like Kayla back at HQ became even
more obvious as I put the suit on. When you send a red alert (even if
you do send a message), everyone’s going to call you back with
questions. If you’re putting on armor while they call, you can’t answer
the phone unless you get out, or finish and transfer the call to the
suit.

Either way, the call will probably go to voicemail before you can
answer.

I didn’t even try.

Kayla and Rachel met me as I stepped out of the lab.

“I’m so sorry,” Kayla began. “I never get that angry.”

She seemed like she was about to say more, but Rachel started talking.
“That had to be more Evil Beatnik than you.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I said to Kayla. “I’ve got to go. They hit the
county jail. It’s up on the screen. People have been calling, but I was
busy getting into this—”

“Let’s go,” Rachel said.

I glanced back as Rachel and I stepped into the Grand Lake exit tunnel
to see Kayla running to the computer table, and starting to make calls.

She seemed OK.



You know that line people always say about not making the same mistake
twice? We didn’t have to because Sean did it for us.

Rachel and I approached from the air. Even from a distance we could see
smoke. When we got closer Ojibwa County Correctional Facility only
looked worse.

A five story tall, white cylinder, the county jail held people with no
or weak powers who had committed relatively minor crimes—retail fraud,
burglary, drunken driving, and so on.

A section of concrete wall lay in chunks next to the building.
Stretching from the roof to the ground, the hole had to be at least
twenty feet wide.

I couldn’t know what they intended, but if they were hoping overjoyed
prisoners would stream out of the jail, it hadn’t worked. The prisoners
I could see cowered in their cells, staying as far from the edge as they
could.

Presumably serving their sentences sounded better than jumping twenty
feet (or more) and landing on a pile of broken concrete.

Dixie Supergirl swooped out of the sky, flying inside through the hole,
shattering the door to the cell. Crashing noises came from inside the
prison.

Destruction Boy flew after her.

My helmet beeped, and Jaclyn’s voice came over the speakers.

“OK. Here’s the plan, the Rocket and I go in after them. Shift and
Ghost, be ready in case more are hiding in the crowd. Otherwise be ready
to surprise them. Storm King, zap them if they fly out without us.”

This time clearly, we had a plan.

I dived toward the hole in the jail, noticing Jaclyn’s purple blur below
me, passing around the fire trucks, police cars, and onlookers in the
parking lot in front of the jail.

As I mentally readied myself to fight, another (green, blue, and silver)
blur streaked ahead of me in the air, stopping in the cell where Dixie
Supergirl had broken the door.

The Rocket suit magnified the images. Sean, Dayton, and Jody stood next
to each other wearing their Justice Fist costumes. Clearly made to match
each other, they reminded me again of the Power Rangers.

The prisoner whose room they’d invaded shrank away from them, huddling
in the corner in his florescent orange jumpsuit.

Before either Jaclyn or I caught up with them, Sean launched himself
through the shattered doorway, and into the prison.

I barely saw him leave—just a blur of green and white. Jody followed,
running away so quickly he might as well have teleported.

Out of the corner of my eye, Jaclyn appeared in the air, arcing upward,
and landing at the edge of a third floor cell as I flew in. We both
skidded to a stop on the floor, ripping the brown carpet.

Dayton stood on the walkway, past the shattered remains of the wooden
door and its frame. He began to turn his head back toward us, probably
noticing the noise, but even as he did, his eyes widened, and he began
to pull himself over the metal railing.

I couldn’t see if he made it because fire filled my vision except for a
string of errors from the suit’s readouts, all of which could be
summarized by the phrase, “It’s getting too hot.”

I didn’t need to be told. It felt hot.

Anyway, one error message did tell me something I couldn’t tell from my
own senses—the rockets’ fuel was nearing its autoignition point i.e. the
temperature at which the rocketpack goes boom.

I dived to my left, hoping to put a wall between me and the blast. It
worked. Getting out of the direct blast brought the temperature down—the
difference between standing in a river of fire and standing next to it.

From inside came the sound of tearing metal and a high pitched shout.
The flames disappeared, leaving a scorched path down the middle of the
carpet.

On the other side of the room, Jaclyn stepped away from the prisoner, a
short, blond guy she’d evidently shielded from the blast.

“Ready?” She pulled up her arms, and bent her legs a little, ready to
sprint in. I took her meaning. If Destruction Boy were watching the
doorway, we’d have a better chance if we moved quickly than if we
carefully peered out the door.

“I think,” I said, and then stopped. “No, wait. Roachbots.”

My most recent repairs and revisions had integrated them more deeply
into the suit. A few clicks to my palms later, and a couple roachbots
shot out of an armored box hanging on the Rocket suit’s belt.

Near the top of my vision, a small box showed me the scene in “Roachbot
Vision.” The first bot flew left once it reached the walkway, and clung
to the bottom of the next floor’s walkway. The second flew to the
ceiling.

I could switch between their perspectives, and did.

From them, I got an overall view of the room. Five floors of cells, each
floor with its own walkway, stacked on top of each other. Chairs,
tables, and a big screen television sat in the open area on the first
floor.

Destruction Boy lay on the walkway opposite us and up a floor, covered
by metal railings. Meanwhile, Dixie Supergirl had been flying from cell
to cell, smashing open the cell doors, starting on the sixth floor. Now
she’d turned, and started to fly downward toward Sean.

Well, kind of toward Sean, but more toward the cloud of steel railings
and steel reinforced concrete flying above him. The roachbot couldn’t
locate Dayton or Jody, but on the bright side it didn’t send me pictures
of charred skeletons either.

“Sean’s taking on Dixie Supergirl. Destruction Boy’s over there,
possibly hurt.”

She said, “I’ll check Destruction Boy. Bring Dixie down where I can
reach her.”

“Right—” I began, but she blurred, ran to the edge of the walkway, and
jumped. I followed her out the doorway, and turned on the rockets.

Above me, a chunk of railing hit Dixie, throwing her sideways into the
fifth floor walkway. It didn’t knock her unconscious. Instead, she
hovered there, and gave a strange, almost yodeling scream.

To say that it was loud would be an understatement. Glass started
cracking everywhere. The building’s walls vibrated with the noise. The
railings on the walkways blurred, and the one directly across from Dixie
Supergirl vibrated so much it came loose, falling onto the walkway.

I’m sure the noise was unbearable, but I wouldn’t know. The same systems
the Rocket suit used to protect itself (and me) when I attacked with its
weaponized sonics activated when she screamed. After the initial burst
of noise, it faded to the level of normal conversation.

Sean didn’t have any protection. He grimaced, and held his hands over
his ears.

The railings he’d been hitting her with fell. The cloud of metal he’d
held around himself for protection fell with them. After a chunk of
steel and concrete hit him in the shoulder, he fell too.

If I were going to catch him, I’d have to fly through that crap.

Worse, if I wanted to be able to live with myself later, I’d have to
try.

I couldn’t have explained it in so many words then, but saving Sean
wouldn’t be simple.

I had a little bit of a head start because I was below him, and most of
his metal defenses had been facing Dixie Supergirl. So I wouldn’t have
to avoid much if I kept on flying upward, and a little to the left—where
his back had been.

The big problem would come when I caught him.

The second he stopped falling, he’d get hit in the head by a chunk of
steel reinforced concrete, or a ten foot section of railing.


Again, not that I thought about it that clearly in the moment.

In that moment, the readout showed the words, “collision alert,” and I
knocked a chunk of concrete and steel away from my head, and then a
railing, and then I was next to Sean.

I reached out to grab him, and realized that the second he started going
up, he’d be battered by a piece of concrete and steel larger than both
of us combined. Changing direction to go sideways would only lead us
into more debris. Sure, I could slam it out of the way, but I could only
guess which direction it would go. No reason that it couldn’t bounce
into my legs—or Sean—if I happened to be carrying him.

I didn’t grab him. I knocked the big chunk above us out of the way, and
flipped over, intending to clear a path and grab him on the way down.

I never got the chance.

In blur of red and blue, Dixie Supergirl crossed the distance, grabbing
him, and flying across the distance to land and carefully lay him on the
walkway. Below us, metal hit the floor, and concrete shattered.

“He’s alive,” she said, “but I’d call an ambulance.”

“X-ray vision?” I asked, knowing better. Dixie Superman had used sonar,
something my grandfather exploited more than once.

“Something like that.”

I’d flipped back to hover, upright, about twenty feet from the fifth
floor walkway’s ledge. Sean had ripped off all the railings during their
fight, short as it was.

Still recovering from two quick flips in the air, battering chunks of
building, and nearly exploding, I battled my adrenaline rush, and tried
to think.

We were talking.

I had a chance, some kind of chance, to turn this from a fight into…
Well, I wasn’t sure what it could turn into, but hopefully something
that wasn’t a fight.

I took a moment to look at her for the first time. I’d seen her on the
television, and briefly at the beach before she’d punched me.

Unlike Dixie Superman, she wasn’t red haired. She had long, straight,
dark hair, and darker skin than his. Not much darker. She might just
have a tan, but I doubted it. The possibilities it opened were
mindblowing. I’d read the reports. I knew where Dixie Superman came
from. He’d come from an alternate reality, one where Reconstruction went
horribly wrong after the Civil War, and where even in the twentieth
century, the South bore a striking resemblance to Northern Ireland in
the 1970’s—full of bombs and terrorist cells.

My grandfather visited the universe once. He’d described it as a
hellhole.

Dixie Superman appeared in the 1950’s, and had actually been a hero
until the Civil Rights movement. During the Civil Rights movement, he
became so extreme that even people who were against the Civil Rights
movement themselves thought he went too far.

I’d noticed one other interesting thing when she talked—she had no
southern accent. It didn’t mean she wasn’t from the South, but it opened
up a lot of questions.

My head whirled with them. I settled on one.

“So… Are you related to Dixie Superman, or did you just like the name?”

“Like the name?” The tone of her voice probably would have been the same
if she’d said, “Are you insane?”

“It’s a reasonable question,” I said. “Your names are practically the
same, and calls to mind… um… a lot of the same things.”

Her jaw dropped a little, and she blinked. Then she said, “I’m nothing
like him. I’m only using this name once—against you.”

From the anger in her voice, I thought for a moment that she was about
to attack, but she didn’t. The moment of hesitation before she spoke,
however, made me think that it couldn’t be all her. In fact, it might
not be her at all.

She definitely wasn’t over thirty. To guess from what I could see of her
face, I’d have been surprised if she were over twenty.

I decided to take a shot at getting her to recognize Evil Beatnik’s
influence.

“I’m sure you’re not like him. In fact, I’d bet you’re not even sure you
know why you’re doing this. You’re trying to free prisoners, but you
don’t even know these people. You don’t know us either. I know Dixie
Superman fought the original League, but we’ve barely met, right?”

She didn’t say anything. I took it as a cue to keep on going.

“It’s not you. Someone’s making you do this. It’s—”

A silvery blur appeared out of the stairwell, and ran around the walkway
too quickly for me to follow until the blur hit Dixie Supergirl,
knocking her backwards.

She didn’t fall, flying into an upright position after a few feet. By
then, however, the silvery blur and Sean had both disappeared.

If I’d been keeping track of reasons to dislike Jody, I had one more to
add to the list.

Dixie didn’t stay to talk after that. She dived over the ledge, flew
down two floors to rescue Destruction Boy, and left through the hole on
the third floor.

As her feet left the ledge, I activated the roachbots I’d released
earlier. They had a chance to catch her.

Jaclyn appeared out of the stairwell, and leaned over the edge of the
walkway, watching them go.


“I thought I’d be able to catch her if she did that.” Jaclyn shook her
head. “Grandpa said Dixie Superman was fast, but I didn’t know Dixie
Supergirl would be that fast. Well, we’d better go after them.”

She jumped, landing on the third floor, running across the shattered
door, and into the sunlight.

I turned on the rockets and followed, landing on the walkway, and joined
her in the remains of the cell. It was empty of prisoners. Presumably
the guy who’d been there had left for a safer place to hide.

I ran across the burnt carpet toward Jaclyn. Even before I reached the
edge, I could hear voices shouting outside. That wasn’t a good sign.

In the parking lot, the fire department had run hoses to the fire
hydrants, and stood ready, pointing the hoses that came out of the fire
truck at the prison. That seemed reasonable given Destruction Boy’s
fireball earlier, but something didn’t seem quite right.

Dixie Supergirl flew away carrying Destruction Boy, but no one seemed to
be paying attention to her. At the same time, the firemen were raising
their hoses and aiming them up toward us.

I heard someone shouting, “Stop them!” Then water sprayed into the cell.
I’d only begun to move out of the way when Jaclyn grabbed my left arm
and dragged me backwards to the cell’s inside wall.

The water stopped, leaving a huge puddle in the middle of the floor.

“That’s crazy,” I said. “They don’t use firehoses against escaping
prisoners, do they?”

“No,” Jaclyn said. She tapped at her wrist communicator. “What’s going
on out there?”

Vaughn’s voice came over the speaker. “Mr. Madness is going on. He
sprayed them with gas, and they all started taking orders—”

“Who’s ‘they’? None of us, I hope.”

“No. Shift saw him release the gas, and flew away from it. Ghost was
intangible, and I was in the air, so we’re alright.”

“Did you get Mr. Madness?”

“It’s been crazy out here. They’ve got a Box by the firetrucks, so we’ve
been trying to dodge the guys in the Box. They’ve got piles of
anti-super stuff, so that’s been no picnic. Shift tried to catch him,
but the guy flew away on a jetpack.”

“Jetpack?” I said.

Jaclyn held the communicator closer to her mouth. “But you caught him,
right?”

“No. He was too fast, and if I zapped him he’d have broken his neck in
the fall.”

“Couldn’t you hold him up with wind?”

“It’s hard to switch between them like that. Trust me, okay? We’ve had
our hands full controlling the crowd.”

Jaclyn sighed. “This was a complete disaster.”

Rachel’s voice broke into the conversation. She was breathing hard. “It
could have been worse. Storm King blew a lot of the gas away from the
crowd, and Shift and I just stopped the guys in the Box.”

Before Jaclyn could reply, a voice said, “Hey.”

Jaclyn and I both twisted to face the door. I held out my right hand,
ready to blast away with the sonics. Even as I did, Jaclyn said, “Oh,
you.”

Dayton had stepped through the doorway. Scorchmarks covered his blue and
white uniform.

“Wow,” I said.

“It looks worse than it is. I got caught on the edge of the Destruction
Boy’s blast. I jumped off the railing here if you can believe it.”

He’d jumped from three stories. That was good. It might mean he could do
more than mimic other people’s skills. With too much of a power
difference, skill didn’t matter much.

“Jody and and Sean already left,” I said.

Dayton nodded. “I saw. Do you know if Sean’s okay?”

He stepped toward us, reminding me that he was about the same size
normally (including muscles) that I was in the Rocket suit.

Jaclyn talked into her communicator. “Where are Sean and Jody? Sean’s
hurt.”

“Don’t know,” Vaughn said, “but I thought I saw Jody carry Sean to one
of the ambulances.”

“Good enough,” Jaclyn said, and cut the connetion. “I’d start by the
ambulances, but wait for us. Rocket and I are going to leave soon, and
if you follow us out, they’ll be distracted.”

“Rocket,” she continued, “you fly out, I’ll jump.”

We left.



Half an hour later we were in HQ. Marcus and I sat the computer table in
the middle of the main room. I was out of the Rocket suit. Vaughn stood
in front of the wall sized TV screen flipping between channels covering
the aftermath.

Ultimately no prisoners escaped, and despite Mr. Madness’ gas attack,
the Box operators’ attempts at catching the League, and the way firemen
used the hose, there weren’t any major injuries. Sean broke his
collarbone, but his (lightly armored) costume had taken the worst of it.

Jaclyn walked up to the table in jeans and a green t-shirt, eyeing the
huge screen behind it as it showed the broken wall, the firetrucks, and
interviews with bystanders.

“We didn’t accomplish much.”

She’d come from the locker room. Rachel would be coming soon, and then
it’d be the guys’ turn.

“I wouldn’t say that,” Marcus looked up from the computer screen. “You
don’t know what they would have done with the prisoners if we hadn’t
been there. Probably pumped them full of Madness gas, and after that,
the sky’s the limit. It’d be like every time the Joker appears ever.
Except maybe with less death.”

“Marcus, we’re not in a comic book.”

“I’m not seeing much of a difference,” Marcus said. “Besides, listen to
what Nick’s got.”

She looked at me.

“One of my roachbots hitched a ride on Dixie’s utility belt. I know
where they are.”

With Dixie Supergirl’s hearing, I hadn’t dared to turn on the roachbot’s
rocket. I’d decided to wait until I thought it had a good chance to get
away without being heard. That meant hanging on to her utility belt
until she got back to their lair.

Lair.

That makes it sound so much more dramatic, and ominous than it actually
was.

The roachbot’s GPS unit had continually updated me with its position.
Even though the bot’s camera had sent a continuous blurry mess, I’d
easily placed it on the map.

She’d flown toward Grand Lake University at a speed just short of the
speed of sound, and landed at a collection of buildings the computer
identified as “Grand Lake View Apartments.”

The bot placed them at forty feet in the air.

She’d passed Destruction Boy over to the Ice Twins for medical help, and
taken a shower.

I’d waited till she started showering, and then shot the roachbot down
the hall near the ceiling, and set it down on the top of the vertical
blinds in front of the balcony window.

By the time Jaclyn appeared, Destruction Boy was awake and talking. Not
that he was saying much. Mostly he complained about how much he hurt.
Mr. Madness had also appeared—out of costume. He wore a red, button down
shirt and jeans, and could pass as twenty-something grad student at any
university anywhere.

“Nick, put this up on the main screen, and give us sound. I bet they’re
about to debrief.”

I did it, and Vaughn said, “Hey,” as it displaced the news he’d been
watching. Then he got a roachbot’s eye view of the room. “Whoa. That’s
cool. We’ve got them, and they have no idea.”

The apartment looked exactly like what it was—cheap housing near the
university. Think off-white walls, tan carpet, and a slightly
claustrophobic feel. Had we been there, I felt sure we’d be smelling
mildew and a hint of old cigarettes.

Destruction Boy lay in the middle of the floor next to tools, the Ice
Twins’ powered armor (each one stood upright), a few laptops, sleeping
bags, and furniture that likely came from the Salvation Army.

By the time Dixie Supergirl came back, we were all watching—including
Rachel who’d just gotten out of the showers, and Kayla who’d been
handling calls in the lab.

Whatever her real name was, she didn’t seem as impressive out of
costume. She still stood almost a head taller than the Ice Twins, and
she still had muscles, but she didn’t stand out. I could imagine running
into her in a class and not noticing anything special. She seemed
studious somehow.

Maybe it was the glasses?

Vaughn stared at her, “Wasn’t Dixie Superman some kind of major racist?
I’m not sure, but she doesn’t look—”

Jaclyn held a finger to her lips. “Later.”

On the screen, one of two twin blond girls stepped away from Destruction
Boy. “All we heard from Scott,” she nodded toward Destruction Boy, “is
that he got hurt. What happened?”

Dixie Supergirl started to talk, stopped, and tried a second time. “What
were we trying to do? Because if all we were doing is making a mess, it
was a complete success, but if we were trying to help anybody, it was a
disaster. None of those people were political prisoners. They
were thieves and idiots who thought they could drive when they could
barely think straight. We’re not revolutionaries. We’re not changing any
kind of system. He’s using us.”

Her voice started uncertain, but grew more confident as she talked.

“Relax,” the Ice Twin said, “it doesn’t matter, remember? All that’s
important is the chaos. Get enough of it going, and he’ll have real
power again, enough for all of us to get what we want.”

“I’m beginning to think that he doesn’t care what we want. I think the
world needs a real change, but I don’t think he wants us to change the
system. He wants us to destroy it without rebuilding a better one.”

“That’s ridiculous, Izzy.”

The other Ice Twin, the one that hadn’t gotten up said, “I think she’s
right.”

From the couch, Mr. Madness said, “I don’t see where revolution fits in
this at all. We’re getting paid. Once we’re done, I’m heading back to
grad school, and that’s the end of it. So let’s get on with it. What’s
the next mission?”

On the floor, Destruction Boy said, “So you can get a degree in Latin?”

“Classics.”

“And read dead people. Talk about useless.”

Mr. Madness’ face whitened. “Grow up.”

Dixie Supergirl looked down at Destruction Boy, and over to Mr. Madness,
“Evan? Scott? Shut up. That was old the first time.”

Someone knocked on the door, and everybody stiffened.

Dixie Supergirl stared at the door with her mouth slightly open.

The Ice Twin next to her said, “Everybody, relax. We’ve got a special
visitor—our leader.”

She stepped across the room, and opened it.

Evil Beatnik walked in. I’d never seen him in that body, but I knew it
instantly. He wore a black beret, black jeans, and a black turtleneck.
Scruffy hair on his chin (and above his upper lip) hinted that he must
be growing a goatee.

Oh, and he wore a silver ring on his right hand.

Except for pictures from the late 60’s and the 70’s, he’d always looked
like that—even if he did possess different people each time.

I wondered who he was. He looked familiar, but I couldn’t place
him.

He didn’t walk in alone though. A woman with long, black hair followed
him. She wore a short, black dress.

An old man walked in behind him. He had to be in his seventies, and I
had no idea why he would be there except then I saw the drums,
specifically bongo drums. In that moment, I knew who he was.

He was Evil Beatnik’s sidekick—Bongo Boy.

No, really.

And so it seemed obvious that even if Evil Beatnik was an immortal
spirit of chaos, Bongo Boy wasn’t. Technically, I could argue that by
that point he should have long since changed his name to Bongo Geezer.

So far as I knew, Bongo Boy didn’t have any powers beyond being able to
play the bongo drums.

On the floor, Destruction Boy took one look at them, starting laughing,
and then suddenly said, “Ow,” and stopped.

It didn’t strike me as a Darth Vader style mental choke, as much as the
side effect of a broken rib. When Sean gave me a broken rib, laughing
hard had hurt for a few weeks.

“Cats,” Evil Beatnik said as Bongo Boy shut the door. “Dig what I’m
putting down.”

Bongo Boy quietly started to tap the drums.

Izzy turned to the Ice Twin who had opened the door, “Candace, this is
our leader?”

The Ice Twin on the couch said, “I’m Candace, that’s Cassidy.”

“We stand here,” Evil Beatnik began, “a small band of fellow spirits who
know something is wrong with the world we live in. We know that it’s
hollow at the core, but they’ve covered it up with rules—rules about
what’s polite, rules that tell you who you can talk to, rules that tell
you when you can talk.

“They want to tell you who you can be, and they promise you that if you
stay quiet, and wait, someday it will happen. Well, I say they can’t
give it to you because it’s not theirs to give. All they can do is keep
you in the same beat groove, but you, if you follow me, you can fly.”

Writing this down it sounds stupid, but in the moment, Evil Beatnik
moved hypnotically. He didn’t dance. He barely seemed to move at all,
but when he did, he moved with the beat of the drums.

Dum ditty, dum ditty, dum-dum-dum.

On the screen, all of them including Izzy stared, and slowly all of
their faces turned to adoration.

In that moment what he said seemed to make a lot of sense too. Weren’t a
lot of rules useless? They seemed to be substitutes for thinking things
through yourself, and maybe the world would be better if we didn’t use
rules as shortcuts—

“Nick,” Jaclyn said, “turn it off.”

I never got the chance. Even before I managed to pull myself out of my
thoughts, Jaclyn grabbed the mouse from my hand and clicked the display
off the big screen, and turned off the sound.

With my eyes now pointed at twenty feet of empty screen, I found it
easier to move.

Across from me at the table, Marcus said, “That was crazy. I felt like I
was there. What about you guys?”

Behind me, Kayla said, “You all looked like you were there. You looked
exactly like all of them.”

“That’s what I thought,” Jaclyn stepped back from my computer. “Is
everyone okay?”

“I think so,” Rachel said. “He had me, and I knew it, and I didn’t dare
move because I thought he might notice.”

Vaughn didn’t say anything. He stood silently, still facing the screen.

“Vaughn,” Jaclyn said, “are you okay?”

Silence.

Then Vaughn turned to face us, and honestly, I half expected to see
lightning, but I didn’t.

He kept his hands down, and quietly asked, “Did you guys see the
monkey?”

I tried to remember what I’d seen beyond Evil Beatnick. “What monkey?”

“One was hanging on the window.”

I reached for my mouse.

“Don’t turn it on again,” Jaclyn said.

“I’m not.”

I’d been recording it, and I set the video to move backward one frame at
a time. Vaughn was right. The roachbot had a wide angle lens, and while
Vaughn was wrong about a monkey hanging on the window, one stood on the
balcony.

I stopped the video.

“It’s like in that kids’ book,” Vaughn said, “the one that was about
monkeys drumming on drums?”

Rachel stared. “A monkey? In Grand Lake?”

I barely paid attention. I’d figured out who Evil Beatnik reminded me
of—Mr. Beacham—the coolest, youngest, and most popular teacher in my
high school.

And he didn’t just remind me of Mr. Beacham, this was Mr. Beacham—with
100% more beatnik.

I adjusted the picture, scrolling away from the monkey on the balcony
and back toward Mr. Beacham, and his hangers on.

Having recognized him, I knew who the woman with him was—Mr. Beacham’s
girlfriend. She’d visited the school once. Was she with him because she
thought he was Evil Beatnik, was Evil Beatnik controlling her, or did
she somehow like Evil Beatnik? Had they… uh… I put the thought out of my
mind, but it opened up a lot of relationship questions.

Could Haley and I survive something like that? I liked to think we
would, but you never knew. Worse, the deeper we got into this whole
superheroism thing, the better chance we had to find out.

So I put that thought out of my mind too.

How did he happen to choose Mr. Beacham anyway?

My mind began to chew on that as Vaughn said, ”Fuck, that’s Mr.
Beacham,” and Kayla said more or less the same, but four letters
shorter.

Rachel said, “Who’s Mr. Beacham?”

Marcus nodded, “That’s what I was wondering.”

“My history teacher,” I said. “He got hired the year Rachel graduated.”

“Really? I don’t remember him at all.” Rachel appraised his image on the
wall screen.

“I don’t think he taught any senior classes that year,” I said.

“You’d remember him,” Vaughn said. “He’s good. Really good. I stayed
awake in his classes. For history, that’s a first.”

“He’s pretty well liked at your school?” Jaclyn asked.

“I thought he was okay,” Kayla said, “but a lot of people love him.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Pretty much everybody likes him. I’d say he’s one of
the more popular teachers.”

“So he’d have four years of students who might listen to him even if he
wasn’t possessed by a spirit that messes with people’s heads.”

“Right,” I said. “That puts things in a new light. I don’t know what
he’d do with that though. I don’t think anyone likes Mr. Beacham well
enough to burn down the city.”

“But if he got on the radio or on TV and did something like that…”

“Or shared a video on YouTube,” Vaughn said.

“Wow,” I said. “That could go bad quickly.”

“OK,” Jaclyn said, “I think we all need to sit down and not get up until
we know how we’re going to handle them.”

“We should go now,” Vaughn said, “we know where they are.”

“No,” Marcus said, “the way it stands we’d go in there, get taken over,
and start working for Evil Beatnik. That’s how it always goes—except in
stories somebody always fights it off, and then everybody fights it off,
and they win.”

“And outside of stories,” Rachel said, “who was that guy who murdered
all his teammates under mind control?”

I thought about it. “Uh… He’s called The Atoner now, but I can’t
remember his original name. I was five when it happened. He used a
weapon Grandpa designed to do it too, I think.”

“Okay,” Jaclyn said, “let’s all sit down, and get working.”

Less than an hour later we had a plan. We were going to wait till Evil
Beatnik left the apartment, take out the Ice Twins’ team, and make our
video of him available. From the reports, it appeared that Evil Beatnik
disappeared voluntarily when the League revealed who he was
possessing–as if he were hiding. Maybe he was being chased by spirits of
order? It wasn’t clear. The key was to cut him off from followers first.
The League only did it the opposite way around once, and then people
died.

All well and good, but when we fast forwarded through the video (with
the sound off), they suited up and left when he did.

I ran the video’s audio through our speech to text program. Aside from
the total nonsense that appeared with each drumbeat, it came out fairly
clearly. Unfortunately, it made about as much sense as the part of the
speech we’d heard, i.e. not much.

While we puzzled through the overblown rhetoric, endless cliches, and
hipster speak for any clue where they’d gone, a phone began to ring.
Actually, the caller ID of the Michigan Heroes Alliance flashed across
the bottom of my monitor, and the bottom of the wall screen showing Evil
Beatnik’s speech.

I clicked “accept call,” but since none of us were in costume, didn’t
give a visual on our end.

The Marvelous X appeared on the screen. I’d never heard for sure whether
he had real magical powers, or simply faked them, but it barely mattered
since he wasn’t an active hero any more.

He sat behind an enormous wooden desk wearing the same black suit, mask,
and top hat he’d worn thirty years ago.

His gray moustache quivered as he spoke into the microphone. “Dammit,
who am I speaking to?”

“Accelerando,” Jaclyn said, “and about half of our team. We’re in the
middle of something, sir.”

“In the middle of something? I daresay you are. Your city is in the
middle of a riot. What are you doing about it?”

Vaughn had been right. We should have left immediately.

I felt sick to my stomach.

“Doing about it?” Jaclyn said. “We were working on a plan to stop them,
but we can go to the riot.”

The Marvelous X shook his head. “Please don’t. We’ve reason to believe a
villain named Evil Beatnik is involved. You’ve likely never heard of him
because he hasn’t been seen in years, but he can influence young people.
We’ve organized a number of heroes that are too old for him to control.
They’ll take care of him soon enough.”

“You’re sure about that?”

He frowned. “Do you know something we don’t?”

“Nothing, I’m sure. It seems like he’s got a lot of people working for
him.”

“Yes, but he always does. Once our people immobilize his followers we’ll
release his identity to the world, and he’ll disappear again.”

He seemed to be following the same plan the original League used. He’d
probably been active back when they were using it, so no surprise.

He signed off, and I turned off the phone program’s display.

Minimizing the call transcript, I opened up a window to News 10’s
website. They were covering the riot. From the pictures coming across
the screen, riot seemed like an overstatement. Maybe to the Marvelous X
it seemed like a riot, but he was old.

The picture showed Riverside Park, a park that ran alongside the Black
River. The Ice Twins, Mr. Madness, and Dixie Supergirl stood on a hill,
shouting toward the crowd. Filling the lawn between Grand Lake
University buildings and the water, it reminded me more of a rock
concert than anything else.

Destruction Boy lay on the ground halfway up the hill. Bongo Boy sat
near him, playing his drums.

Two monkeys chased each other, jumping over Destruction Boy, and dancing
in front of the bongos.

Evil Beatnik and Mr. Beacham’s girlfriend (whose name I was beginning to
think might be Amy) stood at the bottom of the hill.

The crowd wasn’t burning anything, but were shouting on cue, many
red-faced and shaking their fists.

So maybe it wasn’t really a riot, but it looked like it might become one
soon.

I kept the sound off, but it didn’t matter. News 10 was reporting from
the helicopter.

Vaughn watched the screen like the rest of us. “So, are we waiting for
the MHA guys to arrive before going in? I’m sure they won’t be able to
stop us once they get into the middle of things.”

“No, I was thinking we’d actually listen to him.” Jaclyn raised an
eyebrow as she talked.

Kayla nodded. “It sounds like they can handle it without you.”

“Are you kidding?” Vaughn asked. “They’ll need people for crowd control
at the very least, and that’s without considering Dixie Supergirl and
the rest. Bet you twenty bucks, somebody’ll get thrown through a wall.”

“I’m not taking that bet,” Jaclyn said.

Meanwhile, Rachel stared at the screen. “Okay,” she said. “There are
even more monkeys now. What’s going on with that?”

She pointed, and I noticed a few more riding on the shoulders of people
in the crowd.

Vaughn laughed. “Oh man, that is weird. Beware the Monkeypocalypse!”

Marcus shook his head. “It’s in the reports.”

“I didn’t read all the reports,” Vaughn said.

“Neither did I, but this was in one of the last ones. Either Bongo Boy’s
drums summon monkeys, or he’s the mortal son of a monkey god. The
original League never knew for sure.”

“Great,” Rachel said. “Either way he’s got mystical monkey control
powers. Jaclyn, we’re going to need to at least think about what we’ll
do if we have to go in.”

“How are we going to do that without joining him?” Jaclyn asked.

I didn’t know, and I didn’t say anything, but we had to act.

What could we do from a distance, and still stay out of range? I knew he
had a range (whatever it was). I suspected that it grew with the amount
of chaos and disorder around him. If so, he’d gained power when Dixie
Supergirl trashed the county jail.

And what was he planning to do with the crowd? He couldn’t have gathered
that many people for fun.

Movement on the screen pulled me out of my thoughts. The News 10
Choppercam stopped pointing at the people, and pointed into the air.
Floating toward them, I saw most of Justice Fist, all in street clothes.

I half expected them to attack, but they didn’t. They landed in the
front, and started shouting with the rest of the crowd.

“The Michigan Heroes Alliance is screwed,” Rachel said, pointing at
them. “There’s Julie. She’s not limited to controlling people under
thirty.”

“Nick,” Jaclyn said, “call him back. They can take those devices you
made.”

I knew what she meant—the devices I’d made that cancelled out the tones
in Julie’s voice that allowed her power to work.

I called up the phone program on the computer, clicked to redial the
Marvelous X, and got the receptionist.

As she said,”Hello, Michigan Heroes Alliance, how may I help you?” the
picture on the wall screen changed. News 10 pointed their camera up away
from the crowd, and above the river. Something gray flew toward them
from the east.

About the size of a car and wingless, it slowed down as it neared the
crowd, and stopped in front of the hill, hovering thirty feet above
them.

“This is the Rocket,” I said to the receptionist. “I just talked to the
Marvelous X. I’m calling back.”

“Just a moment, sir,” she said.

Mellow jazz came over the computer’s speakers. Hold music. Could I do
something more than wait? What was Marvelous X doing now? We’d barely
hung up a minute ago. There had to be some way to get a message to them
without going out there and getting converted.

And there was.

Back when we’d visited the Michigan Heroes Alliance, they’d handed us a
lot of papers and othe information. I vaguely remembered that they had a
standard radio frequency for people to use on MHA organized missions.

The vehicle would be using it.

Over the computer’s speakers, Marvelous X said, “Hello?”

I hung up on him.

HQ had software for their network. I pulled it up, and attempted to
connect with anyone in the area. Meanwhile, over on the wall screen, the
people in the gray flyer appeared to be talking with the Ice Twins—sort
of. The Ice Twin with the mostly white costume appeared to be doing most
of the talking.

“Did you hang up on him?” Jaclyn sounded incredulous.

“This is better,” I began, and that’s when I connected with the people
in the vehicle.

Either News 10’s chopper had gotten closer, or they’d zoomed in. The
gray flyer had an open top (or an invisible force field), so I could see
inside. I only recognized two of the six people inside—Psy-Kick (in the
green karate uniform) and Future Knight (very shiny powered armor).

A woman in the second row touched her hands into the console, and they
melded with the keyboard. Instantly, I could hear her voice over the
speakers. It sounded artificial. On the wall screen, her mouth didn’t
move.

“Instrumentality here.”

“This is the Rocket. Get out. They’ve got someone who can influence
you even if you’re older than thirty, but I invented a device that can—”

“Rocket, we’ve got this. Stay away. I can’t assume you’re not
influenced. Out.”

She hung up.

I thought about calling them back. I thought about punching the table.
Neither one happened.

“And?” Jaclyn asked.

“I called them directly, and they hung up on me.”

She let out a breath, and frowned.

Behind her on the wall screen, the gray flyer slowly lowered itself to
the ground. The crowd backed away as all the heroes stepped out. Future
Knight pulled out his goo gun, sprayed them into immobility, and handed
the gun to Julie.

She sprayed him with white goo, and turned toward Evil Beatnik. He
smiled at her, and the people gave a shout—not that I could hear it.

They hadn’t lasted long. I thought back to the spring when Isaac Lim had
said that the only people the Michigan Heroes Alliance had access to at
that point were the second raters. It felt like that still might be
true. It might not be fair, but if they’d listened to me, things would
have gone so much better.

Assuming we had to be at risk due to our ages had worked as well for
them as going after Dixie Supergirl had for Sean. Idiots.

“Alright,” Jaclyn said, “looks like we’re going in.”

“You’re going to fight all of them?” Kayla glanced at the screen.
Hundreds, possibly thousands of people filled grassy area next to the
river, and that was discounting Justice Fist and the Ice Twins.

“No,” Rachel shook her head. “We’re going to have to come up with
something better. Before Bongo Boy showed up Evil Beatnik could
influence, but he couldn’t command people. When I went home with Lucas,
all it took was for me to remember that I never did that normally, start
to ask why I was doing it now, and I was free. If we get rid of Bongo
Boy or even his drums, we might be able to turn this into something we
can win.”

Vaughn nodded. “Right. When Jaclyn started talking me down, it didn’t
take long before I saw through it. But what about the Ice Twins’ crew?”

“You saw the video. They’re not into it. If we can get half of them to
give up, they might all stop.”

It didn’t sound likely, but it sounded better than a straight fight.

Half an hour later Vaughn and I were flying away from the Parks and
Recreation Department. The city had two ways to get at the speakers in
Riverside Park—inside the park or through the system that allowed
someone to address the entire downtown.

We wanted to pump our own music into the park, but we didn’t want to go
there to set it up. Thus, our visit to Parks and Recreation.

We flew up to three hundred feet. I could see the Black River, News 10’s
helicopter, Riverside Park, and all the people. Shouting and singing
carried across the distance along with a hint of a
drumbeat.

It was a gorgeous afternoon. Not a cloud appeared in the sky. Turning
west, I could see sailboats, speedboats, waterskiers, and jetskis even
though it was Monday. Sunlight glinted on the dunes, the waves, and the
churning wakes.

Past Grand Lake, the dark waters of Lake Michigan held sailboats, and
motorized yachts.

I turned away and told Vaughn, “I guess it’s time to ruin everyone’s
day.”

“Yeah, I’m not the only one. I didn’t know all the songs you put on that
playlist, but I’m pretty sure the songs I did recognize are banned under
the Geneva Conventions. I mean, Rebecca Black’s Friday? Barry Manilow’s
uh… anything at all?”

A cloud gathered over Grand Lake. It was thin line and wispy around the
edges.

“Blame Ghost. She said the playlist had to be songs that were never
cool, stuff that was too commercial, or too bad. I googled ‘worst songs
ever’ and decided to take what came up.”

“Yeah, well, that’s exactly what you got.”

The cloud widened, becoming thicker, and a little darker. A few smaller
clouds formed near it.

“How far are you going to go? It was supposed to be a little bit of
rain, right?”

Vaughn nodded, his ponytail blowing around in the wind that kept him up.
“Don’t worry about it, this is nothing like that tornado I did against
the Cabal. Evil Beatnik’s people will just get wet, you know?”

That was the idea. I hoped they wouldn’t get out of control. I’d never
seen Vaughn’s stuff get out of control, but this was weather, and he was
making it act differently than normal. That had to have side effects
somewhere—maybe not for us though. Hopefully.

I checked the readout in my helmet. It showed 12:35pm. “We’d better get
moving. The sound system should have turned on by now. Are they ready?”

“They’re on the move,” Vaughn said.

They were moving slowly across the lake toward the city and the river.
Behind them, more clouds formed over Lake Michigan.

A slow rain fell, splashing when it hit the lake.

We flew along with the clouds, letting them lead. As we grew closer to
the park, I could hear music, but Bongo Boy’s drums were drowned out by
the sound of an overly autotuned voice singing, “Friday, Friday, gotta
get down on Friday…”

That didn’t stop me from feeling the drums’ beat. I felt the call, the
urge to go down and party in the park, but it didn’t last.

I didn’t see her, but I knew what happened. Precisely at 12:36pm, Bongo
Boy’s drums were pulled out of his hands, and shattered on the ground.

The urge to join in stopped. I still felt something, but nowhere near as
strong. I felt like I could handle it for a little while.

Over the communicator, Jaclyn said, “Drums down. Everyone move in. And
congratulations Rocket, you’ve found the best anti-hipster music out
there. I don’t want to find out what’s next.”

“Next up is uh… ‘Copacobana’. I wasn’t sure whether to put it or ‘Mandy’
on the list. I checked, and they both sounded equally awful.”

Jaclyn barely let me stop before she responded. “I think I heard
‘Copacobana’ once, but nevermind, let’s get to stage two. Rocket, you’re
on.”

Me? Yes, me. Why? Not because of my powers of persausion. It was because
I had a built-in PA system.

“Right, I’ll move in.”

I flew in over the crowd with Vaughn. The rain wasn’t bad, but it was
steady, falling in large drops.

Over the loudspeakers, Barry Manilow sang, “His name was Rico, he wore a
diamond…”

People watched me, looking up with slightly confused expressions on
their faces. People sheltered under trees. Some held blankets or
backpacks over their heads. A few began to walk away toward the big,
brick, lecture halls on the edge of the park.

The monkeys that didn’t huddle around Bongo Boy (who was gathering up
the remains of his drums) climbed the trees.

Some were bigger than I’d have expected, more ape than monkey-sized, but
they weren’t apes. They had tails. Could they be giant monkeys?
Extra-diminsional monkeys? Or, if Bongo Boy were some kind of monkey
god, could they be supernatural?

I had no idea.

Halfway across the crowd, I stopped.

The whole crowd stared at me—probably the most people I’d ever knowingly
addressed at once. After we’d caught the Mayor I’d been on TV and I’d
probably talked to more people, but I couldn’t see them all. It had been
a few people plus news cameras.

I probably even knew some of them.

I tried to remember what I had to say. I’d practiced a little. I’d
written an outline, but I didn’t have it with me. It struck me that I
could have worked out a way to use the Rocket suit’s readouts as a
teleprompter.

That would have been better.

“Uh…” I began, my voice amplified, and audible for several city blocks.
I was doing great.

“You’re being used,” I said. “I bet most of you don’t even know why
you’re here. You saw something happening, decided to check it out and
stayed. Some of you probably got called by friends. It seemed important
somehow, but you didn’t know why. It seemed like you were striking a
blow against something, but you didn’t know what.

“I can’t tell you everything, but right now you’re being influenced.
There are real revolutions, but this isn’t one of them. For your own
safety, I’m asking you to please go home. Come back when you can tell me
why you’re here.”

As the words sank in, the rain fell harder, hitting, and rolling down
the front of my helmet.

It felt good to stop, but even better that people began to walk away. In
my grandfather’s hands, the Rocket suit had come to represent something
a person could trust. I tended to forget it, but I could tap into that
goodwill.

“Everybody go,” I said. “This is important.”

The song had changed to “MacArthur Park” during the speech. Over the
sound of an orchestra, a man sang, “Someone left the cake out in the
rain. I don’t think that I can take it because it took so long to bake
it, and I’ll never have that recipe again. Oh, nooooooooooo!”

“Why’s that guy so worked up about a cake?” Vaughn asked. “And why would
anyone leave it outside anyway?”

“I have no idea. Be glad I didn’t choose the disco version.”

“There’s a disco version? Oh man, you should have.”

We flew toward the hill. People ran away, and honestly, it may have been
the rain more than anything I’d done.

My heart raced as we came close. Evil Beatnik’s beret was soaked with
water, flattened to Mr. Beacham’s head. The ring glinted on his hand.
Near him, Mr. Beacham’s girlfriend held his hand, but she didn’t seem
happy.

If he’d been alone, or accompanied only by Bongo Boy, I’d have called
News 10 as we’d arranged, and exposed Evil Beatnik on the air. He wasn’t
alone. The Ice Twins, Mr. Madness, and Dixie Supergirl stood between us.
Destruction Boy lay on the hill near Bongo Boy and all the monkeys.

The members of Justice Fist must have left with the rest of the crowd.
That bothered me, but I couldn’t think why.

I knew what Vaughn and I had to do—talk them into leaving, make them
understand what they served without saying it so many words.

“Make it quick,” Vaughn muttered to me. I thought I caught a little
nervousness in his voice.

One of the Ice Twins—White, or, in reality, Cassidy—said, “I’ve got a
message for you from our leader.”

“What are we,” Vaughn said (quietly), “Martians?”

Dixie Supergirl snorted, but White kept on talking, “He says leave, or
the rest of our people will destroy the power plant. Dig?”

“Yeah, right,” Vaughn said. “Cause we’re going to let you guys run away,
and keep on robbing banks, and protesting with monkeys. That’s totally
brilliant.”

Unless Evil Beatnik planned to use magic to tell Justice Fist to stop, I
didn’t know how he’d do it. I supposed he could use a cellphone if he
didn’t care about the rain. That said, in this case, the rain would
destroy Mr. Beacham’s cellphone, and Evil Beatnik probably didn’t care.

Assuming he knew what cellphones were. The guy had been kept in HQ since
the late 70’s or early 80’s.

Anyway, he’d probably agree to call them back, but not do it. What would
be the point? He gained power with chaos, and knocking out electricity
would cause a lot of chaos.

I called everybody but Vaughn. He was talking. Quietly, I told them what
White had said.

“I’ll go to the power plant,” Jaclyn said. “You keep on following the
plan.”

Rachel said, “I’ll go with you.”

Marcus’ voice came over the helmet’s speakers, “So it’s just the guys
left?”

“And me,” Kayla said.

“But you’re not here.”

“But I’m helping.”

“We’re going,” Jaclyn said. “Good luck.”

“You too,” I said.

I thought they had a pretty good chance even in a straight fight.
Between Jaclyn’s strength, speed and general toughness, and Rachel’s
invisibility, intagibility and taser gloves, they had options.

And they might not have to fight. We weren’t going to if we could avoid
it.

I glanced off to the left of the hill. The Michigan Heroes Alliance
group stood there, all of them immobile and covered with sticky goo,
next to their flyer.

From the way Future Knight strained his armored arms and legs, I guessed
that Julie’s commands had worn off. Not that it did them any good. Too
bad Psy-Kick could hear thoughts, but couldn’t actually mentally attack
anybody. Then he might be useful.

Well, for more than glaring at me anyhow.

Anyway, attacking mentally wasn’t the idea. Emotionally? That was
actually part of the plan.

I hoped it would work, because past experience showed that Dixie
Supergirl alone could smash us.

Vaughn’s conversation with White, Blue, and the rest of their gang, had,
of course continued even though I wasn’t paying attention.

“No,” Vaughn said, “the way I see it you guys should surrender right
now.”

White held a raygun in her right hand. She pointed it at Vaughn in a way
that I could only describe as relaxed. Judging from the icicle hanging
from the muzzle, it probably encased whatever it hit in ice. “Oh, and
why is that?”

“Because we’re the good guys. In the end, no matter how tough the
villain is, or how outnumbered we are, we have to win. Plus, if the
other side includes attractive women, they have to fall in love with us
by the end. It’s traditional, you know?”

Her mask covered most of her face, but not the lower half. She smiled,
and the darkened sky and rain made it harder to tell, but her cheeks
seemed a little flushed.

Had he been flirting with her the whole time? I’d have been worried that
Evil Beatnik was influencing him again, but it wasn’t any different from
any other time I’d seen him with a girl.

On the other hand, the rainfall had slowed.

White said, “Sure, but who says it has to be with you?” She nodded
toward me. “On YouTube, he’s the one with the technological extension.”

Next to her, her sister “Blue” (in the costume with more blue) said,
“Oh, gross.”

Mr. Madness and Dixie Supergirl laughed. Destruction Boy eyed the Rocket
suit’s crotch.

I turned my head toward Vaughn. “YouTube? That movie is on YouTube?”

“Not all of it. Just the scene with the Rocket and Princess Orgasmika
doing it. It got millions of views. How did you think I heard about the
movie?”

“I don’t know. Porn detection powers?”

I must not have sounded as annoyed as I felt because Vaughn and the
others all laughed. “Good one.”

So at that moment I had a decision to make. By then I was supposed to be
convincing the Ice Twins group that Evil Beatnik was in fact evil. Kayla
had found news reports about the Ice Twins’ parents and Destruction
Boy’s grandparents discovering them gone. She had them cued up back at
HQ for me to broadcast through the suit’s speakers.

It didn’t feel right though. Strange as it sounded, it felt like between
Vaughn’s flirting, and even the horrible video jokes, we’d all bonded a
little.

I couldn’t drop parental guilt on people out of nowhere like that.

As I decided not to, the music changed from MacArthur Park to a song I’d
found on a list in some UK magazine. It was called “Cheeky Girls,” or
maybe that was the name of the band? The lyrics seemed to be four
sentences. “We are cheeky girls. You are cheeky boys. Touch my bum. This
is life.”

The Ice Twins’ crew listened in disbelief, and Dixie Supergirl started
laughing hard.

In between gasps, she managed to say, “This song is so stupid. Where did
you find this?”

“I don’t remember exactly—” I began, except a scream interrupted me.

Evil Beatnik let go of Mr. Beacham’s girlfriend’s hand, striding toward
us. His face had turned bright red, and I could see the veins in neck. I
didn’t know for sure why he was angry, but I thought it might be the
sort of anger you get when people you’re controlling get tasered, or
bludgeoned with lightning fast fists.

Behind him, Bongo Boy picked up two shards of his drums, and tapped them
together like drumsticks.

The rhythm of Bongo Boy’s clicking drew me in, but not entirely—not
nearly as strongly as he had with drums.

I could think—barely—I half wanted to stand there, quietly waiting for
orders.

I pointed my right arm at him, set the sonics to choose the most
resonant frequency for the wood, and narrowcast a big pulse of sound as
he brought the two shards together with a wooden click.

With any luck the most resonant frequency wouldn’t be the same as Bongo
Boy’s ribs, or incompatible with his pacemaker if he had one.

And if he did have a pacemaker, I prayed Vaughn wouldn’t zap him.

As the drum shards touched, the larger one exploded into smaller shards,
and splinters. Bongo Boy shouted, dropped the other shard, and shook his
bloody hand, shouting curses.

I didn’t want to look at it.

One bad thing about inheriting my grandfather’s rogues gallery was that
between Man-Machine and Bongo Boy, I spent too much time hurting senior
citizens.

On the bright side, my head felt clearer.

Except…

Evil Beatnik saw it happen.

He glanced back at Bongo Boy’s hand, and seemed to get angrier,
shouting, “Get him!”

“Him,” of course being me, and people being commanded? Everybody but me.

The Ice Twins brought their ice-rays up, but not quickly. Near them,
Dixie Supergirl had stopped laughing about the song, and had her fists
clenched, her eyes closed. Destruction Boy struggled to push himself up
to a sitting position. Remembering his last blast at me, I decided that
bonding or no, guilt trips sounded like a great idea.

“HQ,” I said into the comm, “I’m ready.”

“1… 2… 3…” Kayla said, and I sent her call to the main speakers. A
woman’s voice said, “I don’t know what happened to them. They
disappeared. I don’t where. I don’t know if they were kidnapped, or if…
if…” The woman gave an uncontrolled wail. “Candace, and Cassidy, if
you’re out there somewhere call me, please!”

The Ice Twins ice-rays dropped. White shook her head.

Behind them, Destruction Boy managed to sit up.

An old man cleared his throat, voice magnified by my sonics he said, “I
did my best by him. After his dad left him with us, his grandmother and
I raised him like a son. Scott, come home, or call for help. Call the
police if you have to, son. It’ll be okay.”

Destruction Boy looked around, confused.

Teaching Kayla how to splice together news footage had been worth my
time.

I tried to think of my next step. She’d edited the voices together with
the idea that we’d use them to help persaude the Ice Twins’ group to
split up and go home. We didn’t expect to use them with Evil Beatnik
right there.

He didn’t even try to sound like a hipster. “Don’t listen to him. It’s a
trick! Hurt him.”

“Rocket… Can’t help.”

Vaughn had his eyes closed, and turned his head away from me—probably to
avoid joining Evil Beatnik.

And I tried to think of the next step. We were supposed to get him
alone. Since he had people around him, revealing his identity could go
very, very wrong. And where was Marcus? He was supposed to have come in
less visibly than Vaughn and I, and he’d sounded like he was here over
the comm.

I tried to talk to him directly. “Shift?”

“Here. Need help?”

“I don’t know.”

For all Evil Beatnik’s shouting, I didn’t yet. They weren’t attacking.
Not even the monkeys were attacking. Except for the one on Bongo Boy’s
shoulder, they were acting like monkeys—sniffing each other, chasing
each other, and climbing the trees.

One had managed to get the wrapper off a Snickers bar.

Evil Beatnik snarled, and began to walk toward me.

“Well, daddy-o, it seems like you have a problem.”

“Me?”

“This body I’m wearing? You like him, and I don’t. He’s a square, but he
thinks he isn’t. He wanted to change the world, but now he’s got a
comfortable life. I think he needs to learn better, but if I don’t get
the chance to show him, I may have to kill him. What do you think about
that?”

“I’m against it.”

Evil Beatnik said, “Yeah?”

He snapped his fingers, and the music stopped. Then he let out a breath,
and gulped in another. Losing the music wasn’t the end of the world. It
had served its purpose. The way he’d snuffed it so easily bothered me
more.

Then I guessed how. In the reports Jaclyn’s grandfather mentioned that
he could make things happen, and the more probable it was, the easier.
He’d described fighting Evil Beatnik as fighting someone with the power
of Murphy’s law—anything that could go wrong would.

Given the music list I’d created, the chance that someone at Parks and
Recreation would turn it off was high.

Sadly we’d never gotten to the last bit, an hour long loop of Monty
Python’s spam song (”Spam, spam, spam. Spam, spam, spam. Marvelous spam.
Wonderful spam…” repeated again and again).

Parks and Rec would likely have turned that off without any supernatural
push.

“Leave Mr. Beacham alone. Just let him go, and disappear.”

“Or what? You’ll punch him? No. I say why don’t you let me walk away.
I’ll be done with him soon enough.”

“Like I’m going to let you kill him.”

“I didn’t say kill him. I said I’d be done with him. I get bored. No big
deal. He’ll be good as new when I’m gone.”

I didn’t believe him. I tried to think of what to do next. If I were
following the original League’s procedures, it would be seperate him
from his followers, and then reveal his identity publically.

“Tell you what,” Evil Beatnik said. “You want me out of him? I could go
into you.”

Maybe it was his influence, but that almost sounded like a good idea.
With the Rocket suit, he’d have to separate himself from his followers.
Unfortunately if Jaclyn or Marcus revealed who he was possessing, they’d
be revealing me.

Plus, I doubted that Daniel’s work inside my head did much against
magical possession.

I’d have punched him then except my armor probably wouldn’t have
protected me either.

Running through options in my head, I felt like I had to be taking
longer than I ought to, but it wasn’t easy. Knock Mr. Beacham’s body
unconscious, and Evil Beatnik would move to his second choice—whoever
that would be.

If I blasted him with the sonics, he’d still control Mr. Beacham, but
I’d blow Mr. Beacham’s eardrums.

Evil Beatnik must have noticed my indecision because he acted.

Mr. Beacham fell to the ground, and his black beret landed in the grass.
He shook his head, and picked up the hat in his ringless hand, staring
at it.

Near the hill, Mr. Madness ran toward me, pointed his gas gun, and
fired.

A cloud of greenish gas surrounded my head, and who knew what it could
do, but it didn’t matter. My grandfather faced Dr. Madness in the 50’s
and 60’s, and Mr. Madness didn’t seem to have much in the way of new
technology.

The filtration system worked. I didn’t even smell anything.

Alone that wouldn’t have been much of an attack, but then I began to
feel a compulsion to take off my helmet. It was stuffy. It felt like I’d
been in there for hours. I could smell my own breath, and my sweat. Even
with the new displays I’d put into the helmet, it still felt like I’d
stuffed my head into a tin can.

Maybe I would have opened my helmet then, but I didn’t. I got
distracted.

A large, grayish rock sat on the far side of hill, right next to the
path between the park and Grand Lake University’s buildings. It had been
on the other side of the path the last time I’d looked.

As the gas surrounded me, it grew legs, and ran across the grass.
Reaching me, it shifted form, becoming Marcus—a grayish, rock-like form
of Marcus that had no nose or mouth.

He molded himself over the gas gun. New holes appeared in his body,
spraying the gas out in all directions. Mr. Madness tried to pull the
gun away, but he didn’t seem to be able to move it at all, or to stop
firing either.

Marcus had absorbed most of the gun.

Mr. Madness screamed through his mask. “Goddammit, let go!”

Even if I hadn’t guessed where Evil Beatnik had gone, I recognized the
frustration, and even if I couldn’t place exactly what the difference
was, something in the way he moved his body seemed off.

Around us, Vaughn, and all of the Ice Twins’ group coughed, and wobbled
on their feet. Sitting on the hill, Destruction Boy said, “I see pink,
pOLka doT flOWers.”

Marcus stretched his left arm forward, pulling Mr. Madness’ gas mask
away from his face.

Mr. Madness began to cough, and this time I saw it happen—the ring
turned into a silvery gas, and reformed on Marcus’ right ring finger.

Evil Beatnik didn’t have an easy time of it.

Marcus started to twist toward me, but one leg shrunk, and he fell over.
He began to push himself away from the ground, but it wasn’t simple.
Long spikes had grown out of Marcus’ legs, sticking themselves into the
ground.

I couldn’t see it to know for sure, but judging from the way Marcus’
legs and body shrank, I suspected I couldn’t see half of what Marcus had
sunk into the ground.

Marcus growled something I couldn’t understand as he pushed up, and fell
back down. Not that he sounded at all like Marcus, of course.

The spikes began to retract into his feet, and Marcus stood, his
features turning into Evil Beatnik’s—as much as they could. When Marcus
used his powers, his skin turned from light brown to the same gray Haley
and Travis’ claws had when they transformed. At that point Marcus had
turned all gray, creating the impression of a beret, turtleneck shirt,
and pants out of Marcus’ body.

I racked my brain to think of something that I could do about it, but
nothing came to mind. Hitting Marcus didn’t do much good, and anyway, it
wasn’t Marcus I wanted to hit.

I didn’t know what to do.

When we’d practised, Daniel had the best chance of taking Marcus out.
Between telepathic attacks, and straight out telekinesis, he could take
Marcus out of a fight.

The rest of us had a harder time.

Sonics would hurt him, but he could also shapeshift away from having
ears.

Not that I went through that in a completely rational way at that
moment. At that moment, my thoughts were closer to “Crap. Crap. Crap.”

That and thinking how incredibly inconvenient it was that the original
team (and thus ours) hadn’t included anybody who knew anything about
magic.

Well, other than Lee, and he didn’t seem to be nearly as into
understanding sorcery as he was into dismembering sorcerors.

And anyway, he wasn’t there.

What happened next could be considered a reminder that waiting sometimes
does solve problems.

Marcus’ right hand disappeared while his forearm bulged. Evil Beatnik’s
ring fell to the grass. It turned into a silvery mist again, and floated
toward him except Marcus turned into a ball.

A big ball.

I wouldn’t have put it past Evil Beatnik to have the ring stretch to
fit, but it would have had to stretch to hula hoop size. Maybe the ring
had a hard limit to its ability to stretch, or maybe Evil Beatnik didn’t
want to try again on Marcus.

Either way, he didn’t.

The silvery circle hovered above the grass.

Meanwhile, the Ice Twins’ whole crew—including Mr. Madness—lay on the
ground in a haze, muttering and sometimes pointing at shapes in the
clouds. Mr. Beacham and his girlfriend lay near them.

Bongo Boy sat, hand still bleeding, surrounded by monkeys, and coughing
a little. I guessed he must have been gassed too.

That’s when I noticed that whether or not he’d intended it, Marcus had
been brilliant. We had to isolate Evil Beatnik, and in stopping Mr.
Madness, he’d sprayed the man’s madness gas everywhere. No one eligible
to be possessed could think clearly enough to be useful, and even if
Bongo Boy could, he was over thirty by at least forty years.

The time had come. I could call Kayla, and reveal Evil Beatnik over the
TV.

At least in theory.

Theory came in because as I decided to call her, I realized that Evil
Beatnik had one rational person under the age of thirty available who
hadn’t just bested him in a contest of will.

Yeah, that’d be me.

I felt cold metal on the ring finger of my right hand.

“HQ,” I began, and then found I couldn’t speak any more.

My body felt strange—good in a way, but not right.

Evil Beatnik’s voice spoke in my head. “This is better. Much better. A
normal body. Well, Nick, here we are, together at last. I’m trying to
decide where we should start. City Hall? The power plant? Or maybe we
should rob a jewelry store? What do you think? Anything that you’ve
always wanted to do?”

Marcus had managed to resist, but I didn’t know exactly how.

If Daniel had been there, he could have told me. Better, he could have
helped. Well, maybe. A telepathic link might have opened him up to Evil
Beatnik’s influence.

Obviously Marcus had had more control of his body than Evil Beatnik had,
and a considerably weirder physiology. That couldn’t hurt.

“What do you want?” Evil Beatnik asked.

My brain, instead of useful information, remembered that that had been
the question that one of the major villains in the TV series Babylon 5
constantly asked people. The reply that I’d most liked (”To live just
long enough to see your head on a pike as a warning to future
generations that some favors come with too high a price”) didn’t seem
appropriate for the moment.

For one thing, Evil Beatnik didn’t have a physical body.

I tried to think of a way to resist. Daniel and I had talked about
resisting mental control, but neither of us knew anything about magical
possession.

All I knew was that I didn’t have a plan, and that part of me was
thinking about the question–even if the rest of me felt ready to panic.

What did I want? Not having him in my head neared the top of my most
immediate needs, but not according to the part that he controlled. I
wanted Haley to be there with me, but Vaughn had been right—Sydney, and
Camille both had a lot going for them. And if I were honest with myself,
so did Dixie Supergirl.

I had no shortage of honesty flowing through me just then.

“Girls,” he muttered. “They always want girls.” More loudly, he said,
“That’s a good place to start. We’ll find you a solid chick. Chicks like
me.”

My wants didn’t stop there.

I wanted to know how he could influence me despite Daniel’s work on
setting up mental defenses. I wanted to know more about the fusion
reactor in the League’s jet/spaceship. I wanted to know how the gate
system worked. Why did we have to be prevented from leaving Earth
anyway? If I could come up with a substitute, or a way to hack into the
system without anyone noticing, we could go anywhere.

I had ideas for the next Rocket suit.

I could see it in my head. I’d improved the normal Rocket suit to hold
more roachbots, and moved controls into the system after fixing it this
summer. Still, some things I wanted to do could only be included in a
full redesign.

I wanted to go back to HQ, get in front of a computer, and pull up the
CAD program. The computer chips available now blew the ones Grandpa
Vander Sloot designed the Rocket suit’s systems around away.

“Nick,” Evil Beatnik said, “let’s get back to the girls.”

I wasn’t sure why. Girls were irrelevant to integrating the roachbot’s
control systems better into the helmet display, not to mention
increasing their range.

Admittedly, Kayla was back at HQ, but while I didn’t have anything
against her, I wasn’t interested in her in the way he seemed to be going
for.

I knew I needed to talk to Kayla for some reason though.

“Nah,” he said. “She’s square. You can do better. Why don’t you head
over to the power plant, dig?”

Mentally, I ran through my pre-flight check list, and then turned on the
rocketpack, slowly lifting off.

Below me, Marcus shouted, “Rocket, are you sure?”

“Don’t listen to him,” Evil Beatnik said. “Everything’s cool.” From the
tone of his voice though, it seemed like he might be a little nervous
about taking to the air.

Of course, he probably didn’t know a thing about flying the Rocket suit.
I tried not to even think about my next move. He’d shut it down before,
but maybe with flight to distract him…

On my palm, I clicked open a connection to HQ, “Tell the news crew, he’s
got me!”

“On it,” Kayla said, and then the connection clicked off.

“What did you do? You told them!”

And they were going to tell everyone, including other beings that the
League’s reports said were always watching for spirits of chaos.

Rising above the park, and the river, I found myself level with the News
10 helicopter. They pointed a camera at me.

That’s not all I saw either. I saw the world through Evil Beatnik
vision. I’d like to write that I saw every atom, felt the spinning of
electrons around billions of nuclei, sensed how the world stayed
together even as other forces tried to pull it apart.

That would have been true, but not quite. I didn’t sense it on a
scientific level. I sensed order all around me. I could see translucent
shapes everywhere, strange creatures somehow gaining power from the
roads, the University buildings on either side of the river, the
organized gathering of resources that kept every civilization working…

And I knew they were hostile, and that I was surrounded.

They came toward me even though the Rocket suit had risen one hundred
feet above the ground. Many weren’t more than shapes with legs—squares,
triangles, rectangles, but those were some of the smaller creatures. The
larger ones shouldn’t have seemed ominous at all, but they were big, and
they shouldn’t have been flying.

But I still haven’t said what they were, have I?

I was being attacked by infrastructure—stoplights, telephone poles, city
buses, trains, rails, roads, power lines, police cars, firetrucks, and
more, some of it mixed together, not all of it from our
time.

I don’t want to understate the mixing. Imagine a twenty foot tall
stoplight with power lines sticking out of its sides flying toward you,
the pale, white wires reaching toward you in showers of ghostly sparks.

That was one of the less weird ones.

Along with them were representations of atoms, equations, the double
helix of DNA, creatures out of myth… I know I saw a unicorn.

Unicorns seem much less cool when they’re charging you horn first.

I froze, unable to do anything-except it wasn’t my panic. It was Evil
Beatnik’s.

He understood enough about operating the Rocket suit to make me give it
more fuel, but it didn’t do any good. They were gaining.

Five hundred feet above the ground, he left. I felt him go.

The unicorn, the flying shapes, the surrealistic manifestations of order
were almost on me. The unicorn in particular appeared to be instants
away from sticking its horn into my chest.

Then it disappeared. With it went most of the fear, and the feeling of
the cold ring on my finger. I had a weird shivery feeling that might
have been the unicorn flying through me. On the other hand, it might
have been a reaction to the ring disappearing. Or maybe a reaction to
becoming free of Evil Beatnik’s possession?

I descended, slowly rotating as I watched for any signs that Evil
Beatnik might have reappeared. I didn’t see any.

As I landed, Marcus asked, “Are you okay in there?”

“I am. Evil Beatnik’s gone. I don’t know where he went, but I don’t
think we’ll see him any time soon.”



A little over a week later, Haley and I went back to the park together.

I wore a black t-shirt with a wolf on it. She’d bought it for me in
Montana. We sat next to each other on the hill, drinking coffee we’d
picked up while walking downtown. I’d originally wanted ice cream, but
so far as I could tell, there weren’t any ice cream shops in that part
of the city.

You’d never have known anything happened in the park at all. Nothing
played over the speakers.

There were indentations where Future Knight and the others had landed
the flyer. The grass, however, was still alive so it wasn’t that
obvious.

Riverside Park was far better off than the county jail. I didn’t know
how much the damage cost, but it couldn’t be cheap. They were missing a
huge chunk of the outside wall plus all the railings Sean ripped out.

“What happened after that?” Haley asked.

“The normal stuff,” I said. “The police came. Not that they had much to
do. The gas wore off, and Julie came back with Future Knight’s goo gun
to dissolve the adhesive. The Ice Twins and their group surrendered to
the police. I think they’re all home now.”

“They’re home? I thought they’d be in prison, or juvenile detention, or
something.”

“The FBI pulled in some psychics, and everybody reeked of supernatural
influence, so…”

“Don’t you think some of them wanted to do it? It seems like Rachel and
Vaughn broke his hold on them once they tried.”

“Yeah. That could be. Mr. Madness for sure. I think I remember him
saying he was in it for the money, and one of the Ice Twins—White, I
think—seemed way too enthusiastic for being forced.”

“That’s what I mean. I saw a video of what they did to the TV
station.”

“Yeah. Well, the other piece is that their grandparents were all so…
uh… notorious? Isaac Lim seemed pretty excited about getting the chance
to prevent them from going wrong. I wouldn’t be surprised to see one or
more of them in the Stapledon program once college starts this fall.”

“I hope it’s more than you and them and Sean.”

“Wow. That would be bad, but it won’t be just us. I’m told it’s an
unusually large group this year.”

She took a sip of coffee, and looked out at the river. Most of Grand
Lake University lay on the other side. Voss Hall of Engineering stood
closest to us. An odd combination of mirrored windows and concrete, it
probably dated from the 1960’s. It didn’t take much insight to guess
that I’d spend a lot of time there.

“I’m a little worried about something,” Haley said. “My senior year of
high school is next year, and you’re going to be in college. I’ve known
people that tried to keep on dating like that, but I don’t think it ever
worked out. Do you think we can handle it?”

“I don’t see why not. It’s not like it’s a long distance relationship.
I’ll be in Grand Lake too. No big deal.”

We stayed there for a little while longer before going back to HQ. It
was a good day.





Cassie


        I hadn’t originally planned to write a story from Cassie’s perspective
yet, but I had the idea, and I’ve been wanting to get certain facts
about her origin out for a while now. The main story hasn’t allowed it
though. Fortunately, these short stories are a good way of going about
that. Thus, this is a decent segue into the next major storyline or
two.

Waiting rooms are boring. It doesn’t matter whose waiting room. Even top
secret, government owned laboratories that exist solely to study
metahumans still make me want to scream after half an hour.

Especially when they manage to stock the same seven month old copies of
People as my dentist.

It had to be a conspiracy.

So that’s where I was. In a waiting room. The one for studying
metahumans. Not my dentist’s.

Mom was upstairs a couple levels talking with her boss—which served her
right because instead of going home after vacation in Aruba, she’d taken
us to Washington D.C. I’d told her how I’d regenerated a huge chunk of
my thigh, and she’d told someone at work, and they’d told her they
wanted a sample.

And that’s how I happened to be sitting in a room in Langley, Virginia
in a building that didn’t officially belong to the CIA, checking out an
ancient copy of People, and realizing I knew someone mentioned inside.

A seventeen year old actress they’d interviewed mentioned Alex, the son
of the superhero Preserver, as a “fun person” she’d met since moving to
L.A. I thought that was interesting since I knew he was dating Brooke,
someone totally not that actress. Except… I checked the date. They
hadn’t started dating until months later.

So right, I’m calculating the date to find out if someone I barely knew
was cheating on his girlfriend (and he wasn’t). Alex was Nick’s friend
anyway. I’d only met him once.

God. I was so bored.

I dropped the magazine on the table next to a copy of Newsweek that was
just as old.

The nurse opened the door, and called out “Cassie Kowalski?” as if I
hadn’t been the only person sitting in the room for the past half hour.

I said, “She left, like twenty minutes ago.”

The nurse said, “Uh…”

“Kidding,” I said. “That’s me.”

I stood up, and that’s when Mom stepped through the entrance.

“Mom, they just called me,” I said.

“Then don’t keep them waiting.”

Meanwhile the nurse flicked her eyes between the two of us, shook her
head, and stepped back into the hall, still holding the office door open
for us.

I guessed the meaning of the nurse’s look. Mom and I don’t look anything
alike. It’s not just clothes or personal style. That’s different too.
Mom always looks professional—think dark suits. I wear a lot of jeans
and hoodies. She’d done her makeup. I almost never do.

Even if we’d worn the same clothes, we still wouldn’t have looked like
we were related.

I’m blond, light skinned, and stand four inches taller than she does.
She’s got black hair, and her complexion’s a couple shades darker. If
that weren’t enough, I’m skinny with muscles that are just shy of
embarrassingly noticeable, and Mom’s got curves.

The nurse led us back into the office area which was busier than I’d
have expected. We passed two conference rooms that were full of people
in suits, and a room full of doctors, nurses, computers and a lot of
medical equipment.

She led us into an examination room and I took a seat on the exam table.
Mom sat in the chair. It was a cold room, all white walls and
linoleum—like it was designed by robots or something.

The doctor stepped inside. He was kind of cute in a clean cut, and nerdy
with glasses sort of way. Or if you really go for men in white lab
coats.

“I’m Dr. Wilson, and I’m going to take two samples today. The first will
be of the regenerated muscle tissue. Secondly, I’ll be taking a sample
of the regenerated bone. If you could point out the affected area,
please…”

“The ‘affected area’ is right here.” I made a big circle on my thigh
below my shorts. I’d been so dumb. If the guy with the laser had been
smarter, or luckier, he could have killed me for real.

“Ordinarily I’d give you an anesthetic, but due to your nature, I don’t
have anything that would last long enough.”

My nature—by which he meant I regenerated freakishly quickly.

“It can’t be worse than getting shot.”

He opened a drawer next to the exam table and pulled out two big
needles.

“Wait… What’s with poking me twice anyway?”

“Well…” He looked over at Mom. She didn’t say anything. “Given your
origin, we want to track any changes.”

By which he meant, “Given that you’re your father’s clone except with
some major gene splices (like not being a guy, for example), we’d like
to make sure you haven’t turned into a doomsday device.”

“OK. Go for it.”

With the number of times they’d poked me already, it seemed pointless to
refuse now. Besides, if some of the weirder parts of my genetic heritage
had been activated, I wanted to know.

It all came down to Dr. Mind. All of his life, Dad kept on fighting a
Nazi brain in a jar. The guy (if you can call a brain a “guy”) always
had minions, and the last time, he created an army cloned from Dad’s
DNA. He brought the entire League together for one last mission (they’d
all retired). They defeated the clone army, destroyed Dr. Mind , and
found a gender-swapped girl clone in the complex.

No one ever found out who the additional X chromosome came from, and it
was obvious he’d replaced some of the “junk DNA” with junk DNA from
somewhere else.

They’d been trying to figure out what Dr. Mind intended for years. The
CIA sent people to the lab in Brazil, but never found his notes.

I think the original Rocket took them, and if he did, I bet Nick knows
where they are. He’s probably already read them.

Dr. Wilson stuck the needles into my leg, one after the other, barely
giving me time to notice. It hurt, but not for long. Skin closed over
the wound almost as soon as he pulled the needle out.

Mom asked, “When will we know?”

“If anything’s changed? Maybe a week. We’ve got more data to compare
now.”

Mom sat up a little straighter. “What kind of data?”

Dr. Wilson opened his mouth, stopped, and said, “Agent Ruiz,” (Mom never
used Kowalski at work) “I’m not sure she’s got clearance for that.”

“The Heroes League is in the FBI’s hero program just like the Defenders
groups. I’ve got the same security clearance Guardian does.”

Unless he’d gotten a higher clearance than normal Defenders, but saying
that wasn’t going to help.

He took a breath. “Don’t spread this around. We’ve been using the
Cabal’s tech combined with DNA tests to find candidates for the
Goldstein process, and it works. After all these years with two
successes, three if you count Richter—”

“Richter,” Mom said, “was not a success.”

Dr. Wilson said, ”He was fine physically, but I know, I know… The
incomplete psych profile wasn’t our fault.”

Mom’s mouth tightened, and Dr. Wilson kept on talking.

“Well, after years without success, we’ve got five. Plus, compared to
using the Power Impregnator, there’s a 30% increase in effect with the
Goldstein process. That’s only with the traits the process is supposed
to enhance though. If the candidate,” he glanced at me, “has extra
qualities, it doesn’t affect them at all.”

“What the fuck? You’ve got a Power Impregnator? Where’d you get it?”

He stopped talking. I guess I didn’t have high enough security clearance
to know that.



Mom had a small apartment in D.C. She didn’t stay there all the time,
but often enough that it was better to have her own apartment than a
hotel room.

Someone had turned a big, old house into several apartments. Mom’s
looked out over a busy road.

I sat on the futon in the living room, both feet on the ground and hands
balled up into fists. Mom stood at the door to her bedroom. We weren’t
happy with each other.

“I can’t believe you didn’t tell me.”

Mom began to raise her hands in the air, and then dropped them. “My job
is to keep things like that quiet. My job isn’t keeping you informed. We
shouldn’t be talking about this here, or anywhere.”

Like I was going to let that go. “The ‘thing’ we’re talking about caused
a lot of problems. It might be what made Red Lightning go crazy, and now
they’re using it on more people. Do you want crazy people with powers
running around out there?”

Mom wasn’t putting up with it. “I’m not going to talk about classified
information here. It’s too easy to hear us. I’m not trying to get out of
it, but we can’t talk here.”

“Where can we talk about it? Should we set up a secret meeting in a
park? We’ll pretend we barely know each other, and feed the ducks.
That’s how you do it, right?”

“Cassie! We’re not having this conversation.”

“No, Mom, this is important. Who’s using it? Are they running soldiers
through it? Like, a lot of soldiers? Because that could get really bad.”

“Do you have to be like this? Your father didn’t know when to let go
either.”

“Well, he wouldn’t have had to be like this if you told him what was
going on.”

From there it became the same argument we’ve always had, and one where
we always say the same things. My part is, “Mom, here’s how you’re
ruining my life by not letting me do what I want.” Her part is, “You’re
a naive child. You don’t have any idea what you’re really asking for.
It’s more complicated than that.”

There in her apartment just like at home in Grand Lake, the argument got
really loud, and stopped being classified because it included everything
she’d ever said no to ever, and a few things we’d only disagreed
about.

Mom didn’t approve of me dropping sports my senior year to focus on
martial arts and hero work. She got royally pissed when my grades
slipped after my acceptance into Grand Lake University.

Come to think of it, she got pissed at my acceptance into the Stapledon
program too. She’d seemed okay with it when I said I wanted to do it.

Really, she got more angry the more steps I took toward becoming like
Dad. It was kind of weird, considering that one of Mom’s officially paid
for duties was to push me into the work Dad did.

We weren’t done yet when someone knocked on the door. Mom opened it to
find a short, balding guy in a button down shirt. “Sorry lady, you two
are too damn loud, and if you can’t keep it down, I’m calling the super,
and then the cops.”

After she’d said something to him, and shut the door, she said, “That’s
enough. We’re not talking about this any more. I’ve got a supper
meeting. You need to stay here, okay? I’ll give you money for takeout.
We’ll do something together tomorrow night.”

And that was totally typical. When she was in D.C., they pulled her into
every meeting they could.

After she left, I sat around and watched television in her apartment for
an hour. It was boring.

Mom didn’t decorate the place at all. It was furnished with exactly the
furniture it came with—bed, futon, table, and chairs… Mom had to have
bought the TV, but nothing felt personal. She didn’t have pictures of
Dad or me. Aside from her laptop, she didn’t even have anything from
work there.

Knowing her, she expected someone to break in.

We’d gotten back around three something, so it was close to five when I
decided I’d had too much of watching the SuperTV channel over the hum of
the air conditioner. I knew Mom wanted me to stay in the apartment, but
I wasn’t in a listening mood. I grabbed the money she left me for
supper, put it in my pocket, and I changed. I put on my costume under my
clothes. Not my standard costume—the small one that fit under shorts and
a t-shirt.

I wasn’t going to wear more than that in Washington D.C. in August.

I grabbed my backpack in case I needed to ditch my clothes. It was one
of the small ones the League had for that. I didn’t have the sword, or
utility belt, but I did have my staff, shrunk to be only a little wider
than my fist, and disguised as a flashlight.

Not that I planned to use any of it. I wasn’t going out to fight crime.
D.C. had its own supers. I was going dancing downtown.

The CIA provides Mom with a car when she needs one for work, so Mom
doesn’t keep one in D.C. Even if they were loaning her one that day, I
knew I couldn’t take it. I walked a few blocks and took the Metro,
D.C.’s subway.

It was rush hour. Almost every seat on the train seemed to be full—men
and women in suits, little kids sitting on their parents’ laps, tired
maintenance workers still in their uniforms.

I hung on to a metal pole in the aisle, thinking maybe I should have
gone for her car. As the possibly dangerous product of mad science, I
probably had a thick file (or more than one) with an official assessment
of my level of threat to the United States. That made my entertainment
needs a matter of national security, and part of Mom’s job, right?

In short, Uncle Sam owed me a trip downtown, but I knew I wouldn’t get
to take him up on it—not that night, for sure.

I kept an eye out, and when a guy in blue coveralls got off the train, I
sat down. As the car hummed, my mind went back to the afternoon. Mom and
I didn’t argue all the time, but sometimes it seemed like too much. I
wasn’t even sure how the argument turned from the power impregnator and
into a shouting match.

I didn’t want it to.

I switched from the Red Line to the Green Line, got off a Metro station,
started walking, and got a sandwich at a Subway, still thinking about
it. Would it have been better if Dad were still alive? Dad wasn’t so
serious. You’d think that would have helped. Somehow.

When I got to “Vee Club” (it was on V Street), I put it out of my mind.
Life’s too short, you know? And I was sick of moping.

Screw that.

I only knew about Vee Club because I did a search online, and now that I
was there… Well, it looked like the kind of place Vaughn would drag me
to. An old, brick building with boarded up windows, it didn’t even have
a sign saying “Vee Club.” Only the people already lining up in front of
the ticket window gave any sign that it was more than another warehouse.

So, too cool for a sign, plus people “in the know” already lining up? It
reeked of hipster.

I checked my phone. It was a little after six. The doors wouldn’t open
for two hours. I decided to get in line. I’d be bored, but I’d be bored
on my terms.

I took my place on the sidewalk behind a heavyset girl wearing a black
t-shirt decorated with a picture of a vampire and the words “Vincent
Sucks!” She was talking with a blond, bearded guy in a red t-shirt with
the same design.

If I’d had any doubt about being in the right place, that would have
ended them. “Vincent Sucks!” was the name of the band Vee Club’s website
was promoting.

I pulled out my phone, and checked email. I didn’t have anything. Then
the phone rang. It was Mom. I answered. “Hi Mom… I didn’t get pizza. I
went to that Subway down the block instead… No… Who’s talking? I’m
watching TV… Bye.”

As we talked, the conversation next to me became quieter, and then
stopped. When I hung up, the heavyset girl and the blond guy started
laughing.

The girl said, “Sneaking out? Oh, she’s going to be pissed.”

“I don’t care right now.”

“Been there,” she said. “I’m Sam. This is Rod.” She nodded toward the
guy next to her.

“I’m Cassie. You’re fans of the band? What are they like?” The less we
talked about Mom, the better.

Sam said, “You’re not a fan, and you’re here this early?”

“I wanted out of the house.”

“Sounds like it. The band’s the best. It’s a kind of artsy post-punk—”
she said, and kept on talking.

That got things moving, and it was a hell of a lot better than sitting
there alone. A few other people joined in too, so in half an hour a
bunch of us were standing around talking.

Sam had stopped to light a cigarette while Rod talked about the last
time he’d seen them. “Halfway there,” he said, “the tire blew. I changed
it in the dark and it took forever. We ended up in the back. Couldn’t
see anything.”

He laughed. “That’s the last time we took her car.”

As he finished, a buzz cut guy wearing a “Georgetown University” t-shirt
joined the group. He took off his backpack, and placed it on the ground.

“I’m sorry to interrupt, but I’m in grad school. You heard about power
juice in the news? I’m  doing a paper about it. I’d like to test if it
would work on any of you.”

“What grad school?” I asked. It wasn’t as if I’d know if he were lying,
but maybe he’d stumble.

“Georgetown,” he said.

“Yeah? What professor?”

“Why? Are you in the program? Don’t get me wrong, but you don’t seem
like a scientist type of girl.”

Compared to Nick, neither did this guy.

“What type of girl do you think I am?”

“The ‘having fun’ type.”

“Whatever. So… Who’s your professor?”

“I’m taking a class from Dr. Blake. So, are you going to take the test
or not? It’s just like an allergy test. I drop a little on your skin,
and we see what color it turns.”

“Fuck, no,” I said. “I’m not the ‘taking tests from random strangers’
type of girl.”

His expression? A snarl. He looked like he wanted to hit me. And my
thoughts? Go for it.

The blond guy (Rod) said, “Dr. Blake? Do you mean Dr. Donald Blake?”

“Sure, that sounds right. You want to help me out?”

“No. Sorry.”

“If you change your mind, I’ll be around.” He paused, gave me a look,
and walked further down the line, stopping next to a couple girls around
my age. They let him put three dots on their forearms with an eye
dropper.

I’d been too busy talking (and maybe too pissed off) to notice, but
there were a lot more people lined up than when I’d arrived, probably
more than fifty of us standing on the sidewalk.

I watched him out of the corner of my eye. Meanwhile Rod started talking
to Sam. I didn’t quite hear him, but it sounded like he’d said, “… he’s
full of crap… Donald Blake is Thor in the comics…”

She said something too quiet for me to hear, but I didn’t need to. The
way the man had tried to deflect my question about his professor told me
enough.

Rod said something else to Sam, but now he was whispering too. I stopped
paying attention, looked for the guy with the power juice, and I didn’t
see him any more. Had he left?

I kept on watching, and I did see him half an hour later. Two guys were
following him into the alley on the far side of the building, and even
though the alley did lead to the parking lot behind Vee Club, it set off
alarm bells in my head.

“Hold my spot,” I said, and not waiting for a reply, I sprinted down the
sidewalk, pushing through the crowd.

Even with the sun low in the sky, it wasn’t dark yet, and so I could see
down the alley. Maybe one hundred feet down the alley they turned right,
disappearing. Vee Club’s parking lot was on the left—behind Vee Club.
Where were they going?

I ran down the alley, passing the building to Vee Club’s right, a red,
brick, plumbing supply store that had to have been closed since the
1950’s.

I didn’t even try to hide what I was, running as fast as I could, taking
steps more than ten feet long.

I caught up to where they turned—another alley between brick buildings.
I had no idea what they were. Neither had signs (unless you counted “No
Trespassing”).

Not that I wasted time reading.

I made a wide turn staying roughly five feet from the building, guessing
they might have someone hiding at the corner.

They did—another buzz cut guy wearing a trench coat. For real. I’d have
laughed at the stereotype except he was pointing a 9mm pistol at me.

Seeing the surprise on his face as I passed him. I reached out, grabbed
his hand, and squeezed.

Bones cracked under my fingers.

Then I punched him in the face with my left hand, letting go with my
right. He flew backwards, hitting the wall, and falling to the ground.

Turning my head to look down the new alley, I saw the people I’d been
chasing. They stood next to the back of a green van. The guy with the
power juice held a pistol, and he must have been telling the other two
guys to step inside.

As I began to run at him, he turned the gun away from them and toward
me. Well, he tried.

My first step covered half the distance between us, and put me slightly
to the left of him, meaning he had to turn even more if he wanted to hit
me.

He fired too soon, and missed.

Hah. Jerk.

I turned my second step into a side kick, hitting him in the solar
plexus, and knocking him backward. He fell, landing partly inside, his
back hitting the bumper, and his head hitting the floor of the van.

I grabbed the pistol out of his hand, and bent the barrel. I felt a
little bad about that when I noticed I’d bent a Baby Desert Eagle.

Oh well. It wasn’t as if anybody was going to let me keep it.

I let the gun fall. It hit the pavement just as someone inside the van
turned the ignition, threw it into gear and drove away. The van dragged
the man I’d just kicked for a few feet, but he fell out when the back
wheels hit the road outside the alley.

The van’s tires squealed, and the doors hung open, swinging as it drove
away.

Maybe I could have jumped inside if I’d tried, but I hadn’t realized
there was anybody in there.

I stepped back, breathed, tried to think of my next step. So okay, I’d
taken two guys down, and I’d need to tie them up or something. The two
kids I’d rescued were gone. They’d bolted down the street when the van
left. They were running toward the club.

I could catch them if I wanted to, but I’d probably lose the guys on the
ground if I didn’t find some handcuffs (and maybe medical attention).

I pulled out my League phone (the one that looks like my normal phone,
but isn’t). I’d taken them down with my mask off, and I didn’t have
Daniel around to fix their memories. If I were lucky maybe they didn’t
have many.

Yeah, that’s right, hope for brain damage. Crap.

Who to call? My Mom? Isaac Lim, our team’s FBI handler? I went with Lim.
It would get taken care of either way, but Lim wouldn’t be angry at me.
With Mom, I’d be interrupting a dinner meeting of her team with, “Hey
Mom, I beat up a couple guys, can you do damage control, and send an
ambulance?”

Not like it would be the first time.

When Nick gave us the new phones, he put Lim’s office on speed dial for
everybody. So I was about to call Lim when I heard footsteps—big
footsteps. As in, the last time I heard footsteps that big it was the
Grey Giant last year–the first time Daniel, Nick and I went out as a
team.

We’d been totally overmatched. The only thing that let us hurt him was
my dad’s sword, and that was back in Michigan.

I turned around, realizing that my staff was in my backpack, and that it
wasn’t going to do much good against anything big.

The thing that stepped around the corner came straight out of the movie
Shrek. About two-thirds as tall as the two story building next to it, it
wore brown, leather pants, and one of those medieval shirts you always
see those dorks wearing at Renaissance Fairs. Oh, but unlike Shrek, the
creature wasn’t green.

Something about the face seemed familiar. Combined with its blond hair
and beard, it reminded me of Rod, the guy in line. Except, if he was
here, what about his friend?

A woman in a red and gold costume ran around the corner after him. She’d
gone with a medieval theme too—her shirt went down to her knees, held to
her waist with a belt, and worn over pants. She held a staff.

It figured. Magical types tended to run together.

She stopped, looked from one body to another, and then to me. “You did
this?”

“Hell, yes. They were trying to kidnap people. You saw him out there,
right?” I indicated the guy who’d fallen out of the van with my thumb.

She glanced at the guy again. He’d scraped his face in the fall, and was
bleeding.

It would be just my luck if they decided to attack.

She turned back to me, holding the staff ahead of her, “OK, who or what
are you really?”

“One of the good guys. Give me a second, I’ll prove it.” I pressed the
button that called Lim and put the phone to my head. “I’m calling my
handler at the FBI.”

I got the department secretary, and I explained what had happened.

By the time I’d finished, the woman had come closer, and held the staff
by her side.

The creature had disappeared, leaving only Rod, still in his “Vincent
Sucks!” t-shirt.

“Back up front, I thought you were normal,” the woman said.

“You’re Sam?” I asked. “So did I.”

She laughed, “That’s right.”

Forgetting the costume, the Sam in front had been white, and well…
fatter. The Sam standing here might be a little heavier than average,
but not much, and instead of being white, she was… I didn’t know.
Indian, maybe?

More different than she would have been from a costume change. I
wondered how, and then thought, “Duh, Cassie. Magic.”

My next thought was, “Why didn’t you come before they started shooting
at me?”

“We had to change,” Sam said. “You don’t want to risk exposing who you
really are. And then I set up a ward that stopped people from noticing
that we were here. That’s why no one else came down the alley.”

“It’s really cool,” Rod said. “Think of it as a Someone Else’s Problem
field from Hitchhiker’s Guide.”

So right, another guy who would assume that I’d read that book—because
Nick and Marcus weren’t enough.

“Sure,” I said. “Haven’t read it, but I get it. Give me a second, I want
to be in costume when the Feds get here, and do either of you have
handcuffs? Mine are at home.”

“I’ve taken care of it.” Sam pointed to the two men I’d taken out. Both
had brown cords curled around their arms and legs. The cords seemed thin
to me, but they were probably magic, and I hadn’t brought my own, so why
argue?

I pulled off my shirt and shorts and put them in my backpack. I set the
backpack to change color to the same blue as my uniform, and it changed
shape, becoming smaller. I also hung my staff on the side of the suit.

The small costume didn’t have any arms or legs, but it did have a mask.
The flag against a dark, blue background gave it the basic Captain
Commando look. It didn’t cover much more than a one piece bathing suit,
but it covered a lot more than the costumes of some of the women in the
comics Marcus reads.

The bottom half of some of them is basically a thong. I’ve never
understood how they expect to “strike fear in the hearts of evildoers”
with their asses hanging out—never mind fighting in high heels.

The only real supers who dress like that are trying to use their powers
to break into acting or modeling.

When I was done, Rod looked me over. “Who did you say you were?”

“I didn’t, but I’m Captain Commando.”

“Oh. Oh,” he said. “No kidding.”

Sam only raised an eyebrow, and said, “Where’s your sword?”

“I’m on vacation. I didn’t bring it.”

“Well,” Rod said, “if the Feds are coming, I guess I’d better turn troll
again.”

The Feds came twenty minutes later—two ambulances, and three cars worth
of agents.

Isaac Lim gave them their orders, “Check to see if anyone’s still
watching. Check for cameras. We need to make sure no one can identify
Captain Commando here. We also need to find out who those guys are.” He
nodded toward the men on the ground.

A couple of the agents wore helmets—government telepathy helmets. I
remembered seeing them when we captured Mayor Bouman last year. Daniel
told me they were nowhere near as good as a real telepath.

Agent Lim waved the three of us over. We gathered around him with Rod
(in troll form) towering over everybody.

“Nice to meet you in person, Captain Commando. Red Hex, and Troll, nice
to see you again. They’re in their second year in the Stapledon program.
You’ll probably see each other next year. How did you all happen to be
here?”

“Mom’s here, and I wanted to get out for the night,” I said.

“Does she know?”

“No.”

Lim laughed.

Sam (Red Hex) said, “We’d heard of a couple people disappearing at
clubs, so we investigated.”

“And you happened to show up here?”

“I did a little spell to find the best spot to look before we left.”

Oh great, it sounded like she’d done the magic equivalent of Daniel’s
“find the biggest threat” trick.

Lim said, “That’s a spell to find the least safe spot in D.C.?”

Rod laughed, and glob of spit as big as my fist dropped from his mouth,
splashing on the concrete.

Gross. Just… yuck.

We didn’t even have time to respond before the sound of wind came from
above, and a guy appeared floating in air next to us.

If I had to use one word to the describe him, I’d have to choose hot.
Muscular, and dark haired, he looked like he’d stepped out of the cover
of a Harlequin romance novel. Their superhero series–SuperHearts? I’m
embarrassed to admit I know that.

Like mine, his costume had a red, white, and blue patriotic theme going.

Landing, he said, “Now what’s the problem here?”

“Meet Patriot Jr.,” Agent Lim said. “His father is Patriot, one of the
Liberators. He’s in the Young Liberators, and of course, the two of you
know him.” He nodded toward Troll and Red Hex.

“This is the new Captain Commando,” Lim gestured toward me, “and the
problem was that those guys,” he pointed at the guys on the ground,
“were trying to kidnap a couple people, but it’s over. She stopped them.
We’re cleaning up.”

“Nice work,” he said, and smiled at me. “Who are they with?”

“No idea,” I said, “I’m hoping Agent Lim will figure it
out.”

Lim said, “The people in TP helmets might get lucky, but we’ll all have
to wait for their report. In the meantime, Captain Commando, I’ve got
some questions for you. Let’s talk over here.” He pointed his thumb to
the side of the alley.

We walked on to the driveway of the brick building to the right of the
alley—the one with the “No Trespassing” signs.

Then he asked me questions. Could I tell him exactly what the guy with
the power juice test had been doing in front? Could I identify the kids
he’d tried to kidnap? Had they said anything unusual? Could I remember
the van’s license number?

I couldn’t give him much.

“Well, maybe the TP guys might catch it. Are you okay with them scanning
you?”

I shrugged. “It’s okay, but watch out. You remember the mental shield
the Mystic gave the Rocket? He set it up on everyone this summer.”

“No kidding. Not a bad idea, but it’s inconvenient now. You can go. I’ve
got a couple things I need to tell my people.”

Lim walked over to the agent looking over the van’s tire tracks.

I walked toward other supers, watching as one of the men I’d hurt was
loaded into an ambulance. The guy who’d been waiting around corner of
the building was awake and moaning.

The other guy hadn’t woken up. His ambulance had left while I talked to
Lim.

Sam and Rod stood next to each other—sort of. Rod sat. In troll form he
was still taller than Sam. His thighs were thicker than some tree trunks
I’d seen.

Patriot Jr. stood a few feet away, talking into a cellphone.

Sam asked “Did he tell you anything?”

“He asked me a pile of questions. I told him what I could.”

“We’re trying to figure out what to do next. What do you think?”

“I don’t know. I’d say wait for Lim, and see what they’ve got. He’s been
straight with the League even when he hasn’t been much help.”

“Hey,” I continued, “can you do magical stuff? The Mystic can see the
past sometimes. What about you?”

Sam gave a very quick shake of her head, and nodded just a little toward
Patriot Jr.

She knew something and she didn’t want to share it. I said, “So what are
you planning to do next?”

“Go home, maybe. There’s nothing more we can do here,” she said.

In a deep voice, almost too deep to understand, Rod said, “Too late for
Vincent Sucks.”

Saliva gathered around the edges of his mouth.

Looking past the nearest buildings, Vee Club’s parking lot was almost
full. Strangely, despite all the people walking toward the club, few of
them even glanced in our direction. I didn’t know whether to put that
down to Sam’s magic or big city boredom with capes.

Through the chatter of FBI agents and a distant sound of music coming
from the front of Vee Club, Patriot Jr.’s voice carried. “—met the new
Captain Commando. She’s kind of cute, but also kind of butch. You know
what I mean?”

“Also kind of butch?” I wanted to hit him, and maybe I was overreacting,
but I’d gone through all of high school with rumors that I was  a
lesbian (which might have been okay if I was).

“He’s a jerk,” Sam said.

Rod gave a half laugh, half snort, and made a rumble that sounded like,
“Yeah.”

Patriot Jr. stopped talking. I thought he’d heard them, but then he
said, “A disturbance? I’m there. There’s nothing left to look at here.
The whole thing’s going nowhere.”

“Hey Commando,” he said, “you want to come along?”

And a few minutes before, maybe I’d have considered it. It wasn’t as if
I really knew Sam or Rod. Plus, hanging around with a good looking guy
versus Rod in Troll form was a clear win.

“No,” I said.

He flew away without a backward glance.

Around the same time, agents started picking up their phones, and
beepers.

“We’ve got to go,” Lim shouted over at me as he ran for a car. “Big
problem downtown! Don’t worry about anything here. No cameras. The guys
you took down won’t recognize you.”

“Yeah? Who were they?”

“Don’t know yet! We’ll call you if we learn anything.” He opened the
door, and drove off, followed by the rest of the agents.

Sam said, “Look at this.”

She held up a broken piece of beige plastic, grinning like it was some
kind of treasure. “I found it next to the man who fell into the road. If
it came from the van, I’ve got all I need to track it.”

“Do it, and hurry,” I said. “The guy in the van could be anywhere by
now.”

And maybe I shouldn’t have said that because Sam didn’t look quite so
happy afterward. I need to remember to think before talking. She’d have
hurried even if I didn’t say anything.

On the other hand, she didn’t argue with me.

She pulled a foot wide, metal basin out of a pants pocket, followed by a
canteen of water. The pocket could never have fit the basin, warping and
bending as she pulled it out, but appearing completely normal by the
time it was out of her pocket.

It went the same with the canteen.

After she poured the water into the basin, she said a few words over the
bit of plastic. I didn’t recognize the language. She could have been
making the words up.

As she said the last one, the water in the basin bubbled, turning into
an office building even if it did look odd. Brick, and at least seven
stories high, it slanted away from the highway.

Under the darkening sky, hazy images of cars, and their glowing
headlights left a strange glow on the alley’s walls.

“There?” Rod stood, leaning over us. “That’s Georgetown. It’s not that
far from here.”

Sam said, “Just a second, I still haven’t found the van.”

The image changed, going through the building in a flash of brick,
desks, potted plants, motivational posters, and gleaming floors, and
ending in an almost empty parking garage.

The van sat alone, the back doors closed.

“That’s it,” I said. “That’s the same van, but where’s the guy?”

Sam shook her head. “I don’t know. I can’t find him. If I had piece of
his clothes, or hair, I could.”

“If I’d known you could do this, maybe I’d have tried.”

Sam frowned and the image disappeared.

Oops. Shut up, Cassie. Just shut up.



Fifteen minutes we were riding in Rod’s old, green Ford Focus. Sam
looked overweight and white again. Rod, of course, was not in troll
form. He wouldn’t have been able to fit into the car, much less drive.

“Since we missed the concert,” he’d said, and popped a CD into the CD
player.

It wasn’t bad. It sounded like something Vaughn might listen to—a little
bit of an Arcade Fire sound maybe.

I sat in the back, watching as we passed brick houses, other cars,
people standing and talking outside, feeling the breeze from the open
windows.

“So which is the real you? What I’m seeing right now, or what I saw back
there?”

Sounding a little surprised, Sam said, “Not this. It’s an illusion.
Normally I look more like I do when I’m Red Hex.”

“So you’re Indian or something?”

“I was born here. My parents grew up in Pakistan.”

“Okay. Why don’t you look normal now?”

Rod said, “Oh, don’t get her started on that.”

“My secret identity. There’s no reason for Rod and I to know each other.
We went to different high schools and never met until running into each
other on a Stapledon weekend.”

“And we found out we were both from DC. I’m at Catholic University of
America. She’s at Duke, but we could have met each other hundreds of
times.”

“But we didn’t,” Sam said, “and none of my friends would recognize you,
and none of your friends would recognize me, and if anybody went asking
around they’d learn we met this year when we couldn’t possibly have
met.”

“We could have met this summer somehow.”

“We don’t have any common interests.”

“Got it,” I said. “Sorry. I wasn’t trying to start an argument.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Rod said. “She’s just paranoid.”

“I’m not. Cassie, what does your team do?”

“We try to be careful where we change, but we’ve already had people
figure out our real names.”

Sam drew in a breath. “What did you do?”

“The Mystic’s a telepath. He fixed it.”

Sam began to say something else, but sirens started going—not police
either. To me they sounded like tornado sirens. Did D.C. have tornadoes?

“Hey,” I started.

“Crap,” Rod said. “Do you see anything?”

“See what?” I asked. Sam was already staring out into the twilight
outside the car.

People walking on the sidewalks stopped and looked up, or got closer to
buildings. A few started to run.

“Heroes, villains, monsters, explosions, whatever. I’m betting whatever
they were fighting downtown’s got to be heading this way.”

“It could be something else,” Sam said.

“Let’s hope not.” Rod said, turning off the CD, and switching to the
radio.

“Shouldn’t we be going somewhere? Don’t you get alerts through your
phone or something?”

“The Liberators and the Young Liberators get alerts. We’re not in the
Young Liberators.” Rod pulled his hand away from the radio.

A man’s voice coming out of the speakers said, “—urge anyone out tonight
to get inside immediately, and to turn on the lights. This is especially
true for anyone near the Potomac river—”

“What does that mean?”

Sam said, “I… don’t know.”

“Yeah well,” Rod said, “you know what sucks?”

I looked over at Rod—at the back of his head at least. “What?”

“That building the van’s in is just off the Potomac.”

“We’ll deal,” I said. “The Heroes League fought a legion of immortal
soldiers last spring. This can’t be worse.”

“I don’t know,” Rod said. “This is D.C. Every superpowered nutcase in
the world gets it his head to kidnap the president, or take over the
country’s nukes at least once.”

“Seriously,” Sam said, “only the worst of it makes it into the papers.
You’ve no idea how much I missed at Duke.”

“Double V doesn’t miss much though,” Rod said. “Follow their boards.
You’ll see how crazy it gets.”

“You’re not saying we should go hide somewhere till it’s over, are you?”
Because if he was, I’d walk.

“No, just that it’s good to know your place. When I’m in troll form, I’m
tough, but against a Class A threat, I’m just going to die.”

The sirens stopped, but the voice on the radio continued to give
instructions.

Outside, people were disappearing from the sidewalks, but the cars
seemed to get a little slower, and closer together. I thought for a
second it might be my imagination, but Sam said, “Did you notice that no
one’s turning off on side streets?”

“Yeah,” Rod said, “given what they said about light, that’s probably a
good idea.”

“Except that we’re all going slower now,” Sam said. “Remember the
Helldogs?”

I’d never heard of them. “Did they chase cars?”

“And caught them,” Rod said, “and ate the people inside.”

Almost interrupting himself, he said, “Hey, look ahead.”

Several intersections in D.C. were circular parks surrounded by
roundabouts. On K Street, the outer two lanes went around the park. The
middle two lanes took a tunnel underneath.

With most of the traffic, Rod moved into the outer lanes.

“You’re going the slow way,” Sam said.

“She’s going to want to look at this,” Rod said. “Cassie, look at the
park.”

He didn’t need to say anything. I’d already seen it.

Lights illuminated statues of the League’s World War 2 unit—the Rocket,
Multitude, Red Lightning, C (then Hotfoot), Night Wolf, a few others who
died or never became heroes after the war, and Dad.

I knew about the memorial. They finished it just after Dad died. We
could have attended its dedication, but Mom didn’t want to, fearing the
stress might trigger whatever Dr. Mind had put into my DNA. And maybe
her own grief felt too raw to consider attending.

I’d wanted to go. I think that may have been the first time we’d had a
big fight—the first time we’d fought that I’d intentionally said
something that made her cry.

I’m not proud of it.

Along with that, I remembered the midnight call, and Mom telling me he
was, “Dead, Cassie. He can’t come back from this.”

His last words to me hadn’t been anything special (“I’ll be back on
Friday.”), but in remembering them, I felt like crying.

I didn’t, but maybe I made a noise.

Sam twisted around. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.”

Everything would have been so much better if he’d lived.



We didn’t talk much for the next few minutes, and that was okay because
I needed a few.

Instructions came over the radio, but they were the same as before. We
ignored them. In the time we’d been driving, the sky had turned from
“shortly after sunset” to “nearly night.” I could still see a hint of
light in the west, but not much.

Less than a mile from the building, we got on the highway. We could have
stayed on the street that ran below the highway, but Rod had decided
we’d get there faster even if we did double back when we reached the
exit.

After crossing a section where the highway crossed at least three
different roads, turning into a mess of entrances and exits that made me
glad I wasn’t driving, the traffic slowed to 25 miles per hour.

“We should have stayed on K Street,” Sam said.

“The freeway’s usually faster,” Rod said, coming to a complete stop.
“Who’d believe we’d have a traffic jam here on a Thursday night?”

We sat there, burning, white headlights behind us, and red, rear lights
ahead of us. On either side of the freeway stood the third and fourth
stories of office buildings.

Most of the windows were dark.

Ahead and to the left, a few tree branches rose higher than the freeway.
Past them, a few gleaming, modern buildings rose above the Potomac
River.

Outside, a scream rose, and then stopped, cut off midway.

“We need to find out what happened,” Sam said, opening the car door.

“That’s not a great idea,”Rod began, but I didn’t hear the rest. I was
pushing her seat forward, and following her out the door.

Sam and I made it to the side of the highway at about the same time.

Twenty feet below us on the ground, the streets and shops were empty. I
doubted that was normal. On the other hand, they’d probably had sirens
and alerts too.

Any sensible person would drive home after that, right? Not that we were
driving home, but normal people would.

Sam stopped looking down. “Do you see anything? I don’t.”

“Me neither. Night vision’s not my thing.”

Not that it was bad. Sure, it was basically night, but they had
streetlights. Knowing what they’d said on the radio, it was likely the
person who screamed had gotten hurt someplace dark.

“You see anything?” Rod shut his car door, and walked around the front
of the car toward us.

The car behind him beeped. I couldn’t see why. No one was going
anywhere.

Rod flipped him the bird.

“See anything?”

Sam and I said, “No,” almost simultaneously.

We could have used Haley, or her brother Travis then. Seeing in the dark
was the least of what they could do.

Rod leaned over the side.

Sam said, “So?”

“I’d have to change to get a better look,” he said, standing straight
again. “I can’t do that here.”

“Too many people,” Sam said.

I ignored them. I’d seen something move near one of the metal supports
that held up the highway. It seemed human shaped, but the posture seemed
wrong (too bent over), and I thought I’d seen a webbed hand.

Then it disappeared under the highway.

To the right, maybe twenty feet away, I thought I saw an arm sticking
out.

“Did you see that?” I pointed.

Too late. Rod followed the direction my hand pointed, but no one could
see anything. I’d have jumped over the side if it weren’t for the
people.

“Nothing,” Rod said.

My phone rang. I had two phones—the second because Nick thought having a
second phone for League business would be a good idea.

That wasn’t the one that was ringing. My personal phone was ringing. I
pulled it out of case on my belt, checked the caller ID. It was Mom.

Oh God. Best to get it over with.

“Cassie, where are you? I got back to the apartment, and no one was
here. Did you know there’s an alert out?”

“I know. I’m fine, Mom. I ran into a couple people who got the same
scholarship I did.”

Mom paused. She’d caught the reference to the Stapledon program. How
would she take it?

“You’re not out in the middle of this, are you? Where are you?”

“Georgetown. In the traffic jam.”

“Cassie, that’s the worst place you could be. You’re inside the car,
right? Turn the light on. Don’t get out.”

“Don’t worry about it. We’re not doing much of anything. I saw worse
last spring.”

“If I’d had any idea what you were doing last spring…” She trailed off.
She couldn’t go any further with that thought on an unencrypted call.

“I’m calling people,” she said. “Don’t go anywhere.”

“Mom, I’m fine.”

“Cassie, listen to me for once. Don’t go anywhere, and if the traffic
jam breaks, come home. Did you hear me?”

“Heard you.” Which didn’t mean I’d do it.

She sighed. “I’ll call back soon. Bye.”

“Bye.”

Sam said, “Your mom?”

“Yeah.”

“Please don’t take this wrong, but you weren’t just saying you’d had a
fight with her back at the club, were you?”

“No.” It had seemed better on vacation, but now that we were back in the
States we were back to where we’d been before we left—wherever that was.

“My mom’s not happy that I’m doing this either.”

“See, it’s funny,” I said, “my mom wants me to train, but she gets
freaked out whenever I do anything—if she knows. Half the time she’s
here instead of home.”

Sam put her hand on my shoulder—she seemed like she was about to give me
a hug (and I wasn’t sure I wanted to be hugged). Then the window of
the car behind us (a black Lexus) slid down.

The man inside shouted, “Hey, you kids. Did you hear the alert? Get back
in your car, and turn on the lights.”

Rod raised his hand. I thought he was about the flip the guy off again,
but he gave a little wave, and said, “Thanks, man.”

Turning to us he said, “We’d better get back in the car.”

We started to—except that was when the lights went out. I mean, all the
freaking lights for miles. I could see lights in the distance, and
across the Potomac, but the nearby buildings’ lights went out—along with
the streetlights and the traffic lights.

We all walked a little faster toward the car then. Rod made it around
the front and opened the door as we began to hear the noise, a wet
sounding squishing and scraping, and a lot of it. The noise reminded me
of a flock of birds taking flight, not because of any particular noise,
but because there were a lot of them doing it at once.

Sam was the last one in.

She’d opened the door for me, and waited as I stepped inside. She pushed
her seat back, and stepped inside as the first of them came over the
side of the road.

Dark green, they reminded me of frogs. Potbellied, and goggle-eyed, with
long limbs, and webbed claws, they slouched, moving more quickly than
they should have.

Sam barely shut the door in time. Unfortunately, she didn’t lock it, and
they understood locks because the creature’s hand went straight for the
door handle.

It opened with a musical click.

Sam tried to shut the door, grabbing the armrest, and pulling.

It was no contest. The creature barely seemed to notice she was
resisting.

I leaned forward, pushing between the seat and door to grab the armrest
myself. I pulled the door shut so quickly it barely had time to notice,
pitching forward to almost hit the door, catching itself with a claw.

Rod put the key into the ignition, turned it, and messed with the lights
while pounding on the horn.

When the headlights turned on, it took a step back.

The dome light inside the car turned off, then turned on, making it a
little harder to see outside.

Light or not, I could still see more figures climbing over the side of
the road by the second.

Rod swore. Sam said, “I know. I know, but we need to calm down and
make a plan.”

I barely listened to her. I was busy looking out the window.

The frog-thing that had tried to open the car door wasn’t coming closer.
Not that there was much closer to come. I mean, it stood maybe two feet
from the car, breathing and making low moaning noise. The creature tried
to open the door once, but Sam had locked it after I pulled it shut.

Even as it grabbed the door, it kept its eyes toward the ground, away
from the car’s lights.

As more of them crawled over the concrete barrier along the side of the
highway, they shielded their eyes with their arms.

What did that tell me? We were so screwed. My utility belt with its
flash grenades was back in Grand Lake, and you know what also sounded
useful? That godawful laser guitar-thing Nick made. It put out a lot of
light.

With something like that, we might be able to clear the highway, or at
least part of it.

I looked ahead of us. Creatures were climbing on to the road as far as I
could see. We didn’t have a chance of protecting this many people—not
all at once.

Sooner or later the cars would run out of gas, the batteries would go
dead, and the lights would dim.

Long before then someone would panic, possibly a lot of someones, and
then they’d get eaten.

In the front, it sounded like Sam and Rod were coming to similar
conclusions.

Sam talked quietly, pausing sometimes to peer into the darkness, “I can
use my staff to make light, but not enough light to clear the road. At
best, maybe we could gather people around us—if they were willing to get
out of their cars.”

Rod nodded, “But we’d never get everybody… I’m trying to think. Okay,
tell me if this sounds crazy—I pile cars on top of each other and make a
fort, and we get as many people as we can inside.”

“It’s crazy,” Sam said. “Cassie?”

“I think we could escape, but we can’t win. Maybe we could get to the
roof of one of the buildings, and go from there. Maybe we could call the
Liberators?”

Sam checked outside again. There were more of them now. How long did we
have?

She said, “I think if the Liberators could get here, they’d be here by
now.”

“Right,” I said, “why don’t we go out there and find out how tough they
are? Maybe we could take them.”

Rod looked left toward the river. It was too dark to see details, but
something was moving out there—probably more of them reaching the shore.
“Yeah,” he said. “I don’t like that plan.”

“No, wait, better idea,” I said. “What’s stopping traffic? Let’s go up
there, see if we can take it out, and then the cars can move. Bet they
can’t keep up with cars moving at seventy.”

Neither Rod nor Sam said anything for a moment.

“Huh,” Rod said. “That’s worth a shot.”

“It’s so full of holes,” Sam said. “What if we’re backed up because they
destroyed the bridge?”

“What if we sit here till they flip the car over?” Rod asked. “I don’t
have anything better.”

Sam frowned. “Neither do I.”

She pulled something out of a pocket, and placed it on the dashboard.
Then she said a few words in a language I didn’t know.

The frog-things that had been staring at Rod’s car left, slouching over
to the cars on either side of us.

Sam did something with her hand, and she appeared as Red Hex. Turning
her head back to me, she said, “Your turn. We’ll be hidden for a few
feet outside the car. Rod will change out there.”

I changed, stuffing my clothes into my backpack. Who knew if we were
coming back to the car?

“Everyone ready?” Sam asked, hand on the door handle.

I liked that. She reminded me a bit of how Nick would constantly
question whether we’re doing the best thing, except once she decided,
she was committed. We’d need that.

Hopefully she could do something in a fight.

Rod said, “I’ll grab both of you, and then run. It’ll be faster.”

They opened the doors, and I squeezed out after Sam, thinking about how
much I hated two door cars.

The frog-things didn’t notice us—well, not until Rod turned troll.

Once he reached nearly two stories, he got their attention. Some hissed.
Others howled—loudly.

It didn’t matter at first. Rod grabbed Sam and I, one in each hand, and
started running. Each step sent us into the air, and his feet came down
on the road with an impact that left cracks, and shook the nearest cars.

But you know what? He hauled ass.

The howling kept going, and the frog-things nearest to us took it up as
we went by, scattering when his foot hit the ground. Soon, it seemed
they were already howling when we got there.

Rod gave the ones right in front of his right foot a solid kick,
knocking them backward and into the air, hitting more of their kind, or
flying off the side of the highway to drop into the street below.

It became funny once he got going. They’d have swarmed us if we’d stayed
in one place, but they couldn’t come up with a way to stop a running
troll.

I felt pretty confident until almost the end, and then I had to rethink
some things. What could they have that Rod couldn’t handle?

And then we saw what they’d stopped traffic with—a twenty foot tall
thing that made me think of a shark with legs. Its mouth was large
enough to bite the front off a car, and to judge from the smashed and
shredded cars laying on the street, it already had.

As we approached, it growled.

The shark monster wasn’t alone. Frog-things stood all around it, but the
closest four of them held poles with hooks on the far end. Shark prods?

Rod muttered something hard to understand, but it ended with “—it.”

“I’ll take the shark,” he said, and put Sam and I down near the wreck of
an SUV. Most of its front had been bitten off. I could see the tooth
marks in the metal.

The missing chunk of engine and hood lay in front of it, but no mangled
people.

I liked to imagine that the driver had escaped—somehow.

I’m an optimist like that.

Sam pulled her staff out of her pocket. “I’m taking out the frogmen.
Don’t stand in front of me.”

I pulled my staff out, clicked on the button, and it grew from six
inches to six feet. Nick told me how it worked once, but Nick’s told me
a lot of things that I don’t care about.

Another push of the button electrified the ends of the staff, and I was
prepared. No way were the frog-things going to take any attack from Sam
lying down. They’d mob us, and I’d have to keep them off her.

I got into a ready stance, sweeping the roadway with my eyes to watch
for attackers. The only light came from the stopped cars, but there were
a lot of them, and they had their brights on.

As a few broke off from the larger group, and began to walk toward us,
Sam said a few words. Arcs of blue-white energy gathered around the top
of the staff.

A small bolt of lightning (I almost didn’t see it) jumped from my staff
to hers, and I could feel the hair on my body standing up (not that
there was much of it).

A blinding flash of lightning spread out from her staff, spreading into
smaller bolts and hitting the crowd. The frog-things’ howls of pain
mixed with the loudest thunderclap I’d ever heard.

More than half the group fell to the ground, legs and arms spasming.

Sam didn’t need a bodyguard. I decided to do something useful—going on
the offense.

Rod and the shark monster were wrestling like creatures out of that
Godzilla marathon Marcus made us watch. One of them would have needed
laser eyes for an exact match, but troll breath was close enough to
“Atomic Breath” for me.

It wouldn’t have hurt if Rod had some kind of weirdo “space samurai”
armor either. The medieval clothes he wore made him look like he’d
wandered in from the wrong story.

Rod pushed the creature’s mouth away as it snapped at his head—on its
hind legs, it stood taller than he did. He punched it in the stomach
with his free hand, and it landed on its back.

Rolling back to its feet, it turned back toward him more quickly than
I’d have thought possible.

I wouldn’t have done it normally, but since the electricity was out, I
put my staff away, and ripped the streetlamp out of its concrete
mounting alongside the highway.

It wasn’t easy. Streetlamps are big. Once I had it on the ground, I
grabbed it three-quarters of the way up, where it was a little more
comfortable. Still, I felt grateful it was a fake Victorian streetlamp
instead of a modern look where the light hung over the road.

I looked up from the lamp pole as Sam shouted, “Troll’s down!”

While I’d been occupied, the shark had knocked Rod down, and bit deeply
into his forearm. He hit its head as I watched, but it didn’t let go. He
shouted from the pain as it bit harder.

Oh, hell no.

I started running, aiming the lamp at the shark.

It didn’t let go of Rod’s arm even though he had grabbed its upper jaw
and tried to pry it away.

The lamp hit just behind the shark’s head. What was left of the glass
shattered as the lamp pierced its skin, causing it to jerk and let go. I
kept on pushing until I felt the lamp come out the other side.

Rod pushed it off himself, grabbed the pole and threw it, shark monster
and all, over the side of the highway. It dropped three stories and hit
with thump, ending with the sound of uncontrolled thrashing.

I almost felt sorry for the poor dumb animal—except for the part where
it attacked real people. So screw that.

Right then in my ideal world, the frog-things would have been so
intimidated by how we dealt with the shark monster, and how Sam could
zap them into extra-crispiness (the air smelled of grilled chicken) that
they’d leave.

Instead they poured out of the rows of cars, dark figures silhouetted by
hi-beams running straight for us.

That’s what optimism gets you.

A burst of light almost blinded me. The frog-things howled and held
their arms in front of their eyes.

Sam shouted, “Both of you, come here!” She held the staff in both hands,
keeping the top end high above her head. The tip of her staff blazed
with light.

I didn’t hesitate, shielding my eyes from the light with my hand, and
joining her. Within two of his steps Rod stood next to us.

I couldn’t see much of anything past Sam’s light, but within it, I could
see everything like it was day. The frog-things backed away to the edges
of the circle

“This is great. Why didn’t you do this before?”

“I’m not sure how long it will last.”

Oh.

“Well how long does it normally last? Hours? Minutes?”

“An hour, but normally I don’t make it this bright.”

“So, half an hour?”

“Maybe ten minutes? I don’t know. We should talk about what we’re going
to do.”

From above us, Rod said, “Run that way?” He pointed down the highway.
“The cars can follow us.”

That sounded good, and I was about to say so when my League phone
beeped. Before getting out of the car, I’d turned off my normal phone,
so it had to be the League phone.

Only now the League phone was beeping, so I’d have to turn that off. I
pulled out of my backpack, and looked at the screen. It said, “Connect
to the Liberator’s Team Alert Network?”

Trust Nick to let our phones work with other teams’ systems, and then
not tell anybody.

I clicked “yes,” and the phone beeped again.

Sam said, “What are you doing? You’re not texting, are you?”

“No, that would be crazy. I wanted to stop the beeping.”

The phone started to ring. “What the—” I began, and checked the phone’s
screen. It ID’ed the caller as “Liberator HQ.”

Standing near to hundreds if not thousands of enemies, I’d have to take
that.

I held the phone to my ear.

The voice on the other end said, “Captain Commando?”

“Who are you?”

“This is Liberator HQ. I saw your connection activate—”

“Great. I don’t have time to talk now. I’m in the middle of a million
frog monsters. Anything you can do about that?”

His response? He laughed. Because when someone tells you they’re
surrounded by deadly enemies that’s what you’re supposed to do.

I nearly hung up.

He said, “You sound just like the first Captain Commando. Yeah, we’ve
got people coming. You ought to be seeing them any—”

A series of sonic booms came from the open highway ahead of us, and a
dark blur passed us, moving straight down the side of the freeway
between the cars and the railing.

Shouts of rage and pain, followed by screams as dark shapes flew over
the barrier, dropping three stories to the road below.

A light appeared in the sky—brighter than the stars or even Sam’s staff.
Howls came from hundreds, maybe thousands of throats, and the creatures
started jumping off the side themselves.

“Wow,” I said. “It’s over.”

“Nearly, but not yet,” the man from Liberator HQ said, “They’ve got them
on the run where you are, but not everywhere. If you want to help, we’ve
got small groups you could join up with.”

“I’m in the middle of something else,” I said.

“Don’t hesitate to call for help if you’re stuck, but I can’t guarantee
a response. We’re busy.”

“No prob. We’ll be okay.”

I hung up, and put the phone back in my backpack.

“Hey, problem solved. Where’s that building we were trying to find?”

Rod nodded off to our left, and I recognized it from the picture in
Sam’s water bowl.

The building rose above the highway, six stories tall, sloping away from
the road. I’d never noticed, but we’d passed it in the dark.



Half an hour later we’d walked down the back alley that led into the
parking area under the building. The van sat alone in a corner.

None of the lights were on, but Rod and I had flashlights. We swung them
around, and, not seeing any frog-things, walked to the van.

Rod wore a black trench coat and a mask. I guess he needed something for
when he wanted in on the action, but couldn’t fit as a troll.

“I’m still not sure we should be doing this,” Sam said. “With everything
going on, they’ll be looking for an attack.”

She pulled out the water basin from her pocket.

I didn’t watch. I walked over to the van, and found the edge of the
door. I dug my fingers in, and, with a metallic screech, ripped the door
off the driver’s side of the van.

“They will,” Rod said, “but they won’t be looking for us. They’ll be
looking for Deep Ones, or whatever the monsters really are, and the
electricity’s out, so we’ll have the advantage.”

“Guns don’t run on electricity,” Sam said.

I shined the flashlight inside. “Hey, you said you needed hair or
something? I think we’re in luck. The guy’s got bad dandruff.”

Bits of white sprinkled the top of the driver’s seat.

“Oh,” Sam said. “Wonderful.”

Minutes later, she sat on the ground next to the van with the basin in
front of her. We all watched as the man exited the van, and took the
elevator down to the sub-basement, or possibly the sub-sub-sub-basement.

He walked up to two, blue-painted metal doors, ran an access card
through a reader alongside the door, and typed in a code. When the doors
opened, he walked inside, but my eyes stayed on the door.

The nameplate above the card reader showed the number nine—which might
have been the number of the room. On the other hand, “The Nine” also
happened to be an organization run by supervillains.

Dr. Mind, the scientist who had created me, sometimes worked for them.
So had the man who exploded Dad’s head.

Sam scried out the rooms behind the doors. Most of the place appeared to
be a workroom—it was some kind of lab—but there were people locked in a
storage room just off the main room.

There were seven of them, four girls, three guys, all around our age. A
bucket sat in the corner. I couldn’t see details in the water basin, but
I could guess what the bucket was for.

“I don’t like this,” Sam said. “The Nine? Without backup?”

“We can take them. It’s not like we’re storming their headquarters. This
is a lab. Worst case scenario, we’re facing a bunch of guards, and maybe
a scientist. Besides, we can’t leave them like that.”

Sam shook her head, face lit by a bluish glow from the basin. “That’s
not the worst case scenario. The worst case scenario is if one of the
Nine is there, and the scrying missed it.”

“Doubt it,” Rod said. “None of the Nine are wizards.”

“Right now,” Sam said. “They used to have the Scarlet Sorcerer.”

Rod shrugged. “In the Sixties, yeah.”

“Look,” I said. “We can’t leave people locked up. How much do you want
to bet they all passed the powers test? Do you want to leave them for
the Nine?”

“No,” Sam stared into basin. “But if the Nine are here in D.C., this is
a big deal. Someone needs to know we’re going.”

“Hey, if that’s all we need, I’ll call the Liberators.”

Sam and Rod said, “What?”

“The Rocket set up my phone so it could join their network. I’ll call
them.”

“You seem so normal,” Sam said.

“Compared to what?”

Rod gave a brief smile. “The Young Liberators. I can’t stand most of
those guys. They’re all Compound kids. Trained as supers from birth, and
probably never saw the inside of a public school, you know?”

“Got it.”

I pulled out my phone, and clicked on my last phone call—the one from
Liberator HQ. I hoped things wouldn’t get weird.

“You’re not just listening to me because of my Dad, are you?”

“No,” Rod said, “we’re listening to you despite your dad. Most legacy
supers are jerks.”

And that’s when Liberator HQ picked up.

“Liberators,” a voice said. It sounded like the last guy I’d talked to.

“This is Captain Commando. I’m with Red Hex and Troll. We’ve found an
outpost of the Nine, and we’re going in. We’d like backup if you’ve got
anyone free.”

He paused long enough that I thought I’d lost the call.

“Are you serious? The Nine? Can’t it wait until tomorrow?”

“Their henchmen are kidnapping kids. They might not be there tomorrow.”

“Then good luck. Just like I said earlier, I can’t guarantee anything,
but I’ll pass your request along.”

“Got it. Bye.”

“Wait a second, Captain. Are you the girl the League brought back from
Brazil about fifteen years ago?”

“If I say yes, will that get me backup?”

He laughed. “Wish I could say yes. Just wondering. I was with the
Liberators back then. The original Captain brought the girl back to DC,
and we never saw her again after that.”

“Huh,” I said. “Good question.”

Then I hung up.

“We’re not getting backup,” I said, “but he’ll pass the request along.”

Sam’s face tightened for a moment. “They’re so useless.”



Twenty minutes later we stood in front of the sub-basement doors,
shining a flashlight on the nameplate that just said, “9.” No other
lights shone in the hall either because the emergency lights had run out
of juice, or because they didn’t want emergency lights to work.

A thin line of light ran across the bottom of the two doors.

We had a plan for this.

Rod said, “Watch out.”

Sam and I moved to the side. There was no transformation. Rod didn’t
grow, strain, or shapeshift. One moment he stood there as a human in a
black longcoat. The next, he stood in front of the doors as a troll,
bending his legs, and crouching uncomfortably as his head and shoulders
hit the ceiling of the hallway.

He pulled his arm back, and punched the doors.

They bent, falling inward with a clatter. Rod stepped inside, and we
followed him in.

When we’d looked at the main room in the scrying basin, I’d thought it
was a lab, but I hadn’t looked closely. The basin bleached out colors,
and the bubbles in the water didn’t help. Look, I couldn’t see clearly
through that thing.

It wasn’t a lab—not the kind Nick’s got in HQ. It’s kind of the
opposite. It wasn’t for making new stuff. It was for analyzing old
stuff.

It had computers and electronic devices that I didn’t recognize at all,
but also stone statues, chunks of wall (all of them with writing), clay
tablets, and other things.

Directly in front of me sat a chair-like device made of rusted metal.
The shape reminded me of a power impregnator—if you’d buried it, and dug
it up one hundred years later.

A saw lay on the table next to it along with pieces of the impregnator’s
casing.

They’d been taking it apart.

The metal looked wrong. Even rusted, the color shimmered between blue
and green. Nick would have known the name of the metal, but I’d seen it
before—in the engine room of the Heroes League’s “jet.”

Nick’s grandfather had scavenged the engines from an alien spaceship.

It put a new spin on everything in the room, and I had no way to read
any of the clay tablets or anything. One of them might be the
impregnator’s owner’s manual for all I knew.

Not that the writing on the tablets looked anything like the writing on
the machine. Small, and largely corroded, symbols appeared in the middle
of indentations on the device that might have been buttons.

And that wasn’t the only thing that looked like it had been made with
alien metal. Pieces of the stuff were scattered around the room, some
merely bits with writing on them. Others were complete devices—corroded,
but complete.

Not that I recognized what they were for, or even had time to think
about it.

When Rod stepped into the room, he went for the guards while Sam and I
ran along the wall on the right side, heading for the storage room where
they were keeping the people they’d kidnapped.

I heard gunshots, shouts, and cries of pain as we ran. Glancing back, I
saw that Rod had taken down the four guards stationed next to the left
of the doors.

All according to plan.

It was nice to be part of one that worked for a little while.

As we came closer to the door, I had an odd feeling, much like the kind
I get when Daniel reaches out and starts talking directly into my head.
It didn’t feel like Daniel though. It felt stranger, more
controlled—emotionless.

Maybe Nick wouldn’t have been bothered by it. Daniel’s been his best
friend for his entire life, and so he’s probably used to it.

I wasn’t.

I must have groaned, or said something because Sam turned around and
said, “What’s wrong?” Her voice stayed level, but she sounded full of
concern anyway.

“Nothing,” I said. “Keep going.”

You know what it felt like? It felt like walking into a room where
people were listening to a radio station that wasn’t playing anything—no
noise, but you could tell the radio was on.

I looked around as we walked, trying to figure out where the feeling
came from. It needed to stop. We’d had Daniel put blocks in for a
reason.

I didn’t figure out where it came from.

We reached the storage room.

Sam said, “All yours.”

“Everyone inside, get away from the door,” I said. “It’s about to get
smashed in.”

I gave myself a few steps to get up to speed, and hit it with my
shoulder. It hurt, but the metal door dented, and swung open, still
hanging by one hinge.

They’d been using the bucket exactly the way I’d guessed. The room
reeked.

“Everybody out,” I said, stepping backward, and out of the doorway.

No one followed.

“Quickly,” I said.

One of the girls said, “Come on.”

Then they all came out, and it was… weird.

The guys didn’t seem unusual. Two were black, and one was white. The
girls? All four of them were blonde, and around my height. Their faces
kind of looked like mine–not exactly like mine, but they all had thin
lips and a squarer jaw than most women.

They looked like me in the parts of the face exposed by Dad’s costume.

Seeing them next to each other like that, they didn’t quite look alike
even if they all fit the description.

Proving that it wasn’t just me, Sam’s jaw dropped a little as she saw
them.

“What’s that?” One of the guys pointed at Rod.

Sam said, “He’s Troll. I’m Red Hex. We’re from the D.C. Heroes
Association. Captain Commando’s with us.”

One of the girls said, “Of the Heroes League? For real? You look
different.”

A guy said, “Hey, where’s your sword?”

I was about to suggest he mind his own business, except at that moment
words appeared in my head.

Like this: FULLY CHARGED.

Technically, I knew it wasn’t even in English, but it felt like someone
was walking around inside my brain with a loudspeaker.

Quietly, I asked Sam, “Did you hear something?”

Sam said, “No. What did you hear?”

“I don’t know.”

I turned away from the crowd, and back into the main part of the room
where archaeological artifacts sat on worktables and on shelves around
the edges of the room.

The voice came from the shelves. I started walking over there.

Sam said, “What’s over there?”

“Give me a second.”

Except I didn’t have a second. More guards burst into the room through
the shattered doors we’d just used.

Rod whirled around more quickly than I’d have expected. Not Jaclyn’s (“a
blur knocked me out”) level of speed, but fast enough that if I ever got
thrown into Faerie and had to fight trolls, I’d give them some respect.

Fast enough that his punches took out two of them at once, and their
automatic rifles might as well have been shooting marshmallows. He
didn’t seem to care.

They were pouring into the room. I didn’t know how many there were. More
than twenty for sure. Probably more than forty.

Well, except that after Rod took out like, half of them, they were
backing up and not firing a whole lot.

A few stayed in the doorway, but the rest retreated into the hall.
Voices shouted words I couldn’t make out mingled with the beeps, clicks
and flat tones of walkie-talkies.

They were planning something, and we didn’t want to wait for it.

I pulled the staff out, extended it.

“Hey, you guys, over there.” I waved the Look-Alike Squad and the guys
toward the wall next to the hallway. “Hex, we’ve got to talk.”

I figured our best chance would be send Rod down the hall first with all
of us following. He hadn’t been too bugged by the shark bite. There’s no
way for a bloody half-circle of puncture wounds to look good, but it had
scabbed over in no time.

Sam came over.

“What do you think?” I said. “Can he take it if we charge down the hall?
I say we face them head on right away, and they’ll buckle. If we wait,
we’re screwed.”

Not taking his eyes off the men at the door, Rod growled, “Let’s do it.”

Score one for troll hearing. I’d been talking quietly. Oh and the growl?
I could feel it in my bones.

The men at the door held their guns up, but honestly, they looked just
short of pissing themselves.

The men on the floor, of course, didn’t move.

“I think I could stop them from noticing the others.” Samita nodded
toward the wall. The people we’d saved had listened.

“Kick ass. Ready?”

Except then the machine said, “TACTICAL ASSESSMENT INCORRECT.”

Concentrating like I did when talking with Daniel, I thought at it, So
what’s the CORRECT tactical assessment?

“A HOMINID APPROACHES. AN ENERGY MANIPULATOR. IT CAN DESTROY YOUR
SERVANT.”

What servant? He’s just this guy I know.

WAR LEADER. I’VE SERVED GLORIOUSLY IN NO LESS THAN FIVE ERADICATIONS. I
OFFER MYSELF TO YOUR SERVICE.

Sam frowned, “Are you okay?”

“Why would I not be okay?”

“You’re mumbling.”

“Look, we’re going. Get over to the wall, and make the hostages
disappear. And if you’ve still got some lightning, zap people. I’m going
to help Troll.”

I started walking toward Rod, trying not to look too threatening, and I
totally succeeded at that. I was a teenage girl wearing a costume that
covered only a little more than my swimsuit, and carrying a staff.

One of them took time out from being scared of Rod to whistle at me.

I pressed the button that charged the ends of the staff with
electricity, and thought, “Wait till we charge, guy.”

“ 1… 2… 3… Let’s go.” I spoke quietly. He’d hear me.

For the first few seconds, it was beautiful. Rod stepped forward, and
they three guys in the doorway ran—and not in any organized way either.
They scampered away like little bunnies.

Then Rod stepped out into the hall, and that’s where things started to
go wrong. He had to scrunch down to walk. We all knew he would, and it
didn’t slow him down much at first. There were a bunch of them standing
in the hall, and they weren’t standing tall. They were, running or
getting punched.

Every punch seemed to take out three of them, because even if they
didn’t get taken out, one of their buddies did, so they had to grab
their buddy, and pull him away.

I took down the people he missed. I got hit a few times. The bullets
couldn’t go through the costume. They knocked me around, but not down. A
few hit my arms and legs, but that healed up quickly—faster than they
used to for sure.

After that, it turned ugly.

One thing that had changed since we’d last been in the hall was that
someone had turned the lights back on. Because of that, I could see when
they stopped running. That was when something bright started walking
down the hall. The Nine’s men squished themselves against the walls to
avoid it, but barely had time.

It moved quickly. Not long after it first appeared, I could see what it
was—a man surrounded by a golden glow. Except it didn’t stop with the
glow. Golden, sparkly arms, or legs, or tentacles or whatever held the
man above the ground.

An energy manipulator. Crap. The telepathic thing was right.

I had a really bad feeling about what was about to come next, and an
uneasy sense that it was all my fault.

“Troll? Let’s get back into the room!”

And you know, it’s easy to say stuff like that, but it’s a lot harder to
do it when the thing’s turned into a blur of limbs, made it over all the
people between you and them, and grabbed your leg.

As it wrapped around my thigh, the limb felt warm and smooth, almost
like plastic, but then it changed, becoming hot, painfully hot. It began
to burn. I screamed, and blacked out.

And okay, that was the best thing that could have happened. “Hurt”
doesn’t hold a candle to what I felt. I felt like I was nothing but
pain. I felt like it was burning through the skin and into my leg.

It felt like that because that’s exactly what it was doing.

I woke to the smell of charcoal. I didn’t want to, but I opened my eyes.

I lay on the concrete floor. The best thing I could say about my leg was
that it hadn’t been burned completely through, but that’s not saying
much. If all I could have seen of my leg were the burned part, I might
have confused it with the remains of a campfire.

Worse, I could see the skin around it. The thing must have burned two
inches in.

On the bright side, if you call it a bright side, I could feel myself
healing. For me, it wasn’t much of a bright side. Healed nerves could
feel how badly I’d been burned.

Less than ten feet away from me, Rod fought the glowing guy, and it
wasn’t going well.

His clothes were on fire in spots, and a long, red streak ran down his
forearm. An uglier burn covered his right cheek. Blistered, it dripped
blood.

Rod punched and missed, finding his arm wrapped in burning tentacles.
Screaming, he pulled back, yanking the glowing man forward. The
tentacles let go, stopping the man from falling to the floor.

Not that Rod would have been able to take advantage of it. He’d backed
up, and was staring down at his forearm.

I couldn’t see it well, but looked like it had been left on the grill
too long.

Anyway, I wasn’t sure what he would have been able to do even if he’d
gone on the attack. If he’d hit the guy, he’d just get burned again.

I needed to help him. This was my plan. My fault that it hadn’t
worked, and it looked like this guy might be able to kill Rod.

And let’s be honest, maybe me too.

While I was being honest, I had to ask myself what I thought I was going
to do? Hit it with my staff? Yeah, that would help a lot. I wished for
maybe the hundredth time that my sword were with me.

Trying to move my leg, I felt a twinge of pain, but it moved.

I looked at my leg again, and it was better. Not normal, but I could see
new, pink skin through cracks in the charring, and the damaged part of
my thigh was just as thick as the rest.

Something hit the floor behind me. I pushed myself up, discovering that
the Nine’s men were following the glowing guy—not closely because they
might get their faces burned off, but following.

The guy who’d whistled at me stood in front of them, fumbling for his
gun.

“Hey ugly,” I said, and swung an electrified end of my staff into his
crotch.

He flailed around for a second and fell on his face.

I turned around before he even hit the ground, and ran toward Rod. With
a click on the button that shrank the staff, I dove, and rolled past the
glowing tentacles, and came to my feet near Rod.

“Door,” I shouted at him.

A tentacle swung at me, but, I ducked and it hit the wall.

I jumped, landing in front of the door as Rod turned, crossing the same
distance in a step.

Problem was, two burning tentacles hit him in the back, going through
his shirt to burn his skin.

Rod bellowed in pain, and it felt like my eardrums were going to pop.
Even the glowing guy took a step back—whatever a step is when you’ve got
a dozen glowing legs.

Rod stumbled into the wall next to the door, hitting the ceiling with
his head, and chunks of concrete fell to the floor.

Roaring, he turned back around and punched the glowing man’s body,
knocking the man backwards into the Nine’s men, tentacles flying in
every direction, some of them burning deeply into their bodies.

Meanwhile Rod’s roar had turned into a scream of pain.

The glowing man pulled himself up, and Rod backed away, following me
back into the room.

I caught a glimpse of his hand. The first two knuckles had turned black
with char, but he could still move the fingers. Well, a little.

Trolls. Scary tough.

Not tough enough though. Most of his body had burns. He went down to one
knee on the floor of the lab, and changed back to normal—just a masked
man in a long coat.

“What are you doing?” I asked. “You can’t do anything now.”

“Did you see me get fucking burned again and again?” He held himself up
by hanging on to a desk.

So maybe he’d been hurt worse than I thought. Could Sam do something for
him? If I had a second, I could have asked her.

Except I didn’t. The glowing man stepped through the door.

“This will be your only chance to surrender. Do it, or I’ll kill you
where you stand.”

In my mind, a voice said, “AHEM.”

Ignoring the voice in my head, I said, “Let me get this straight.
Surrender or die, right? If we surrender what happens then? Do we die
anyway? Are you going to hold us for ransom, or what?”

Addressing the voice, I asked, What can you do? And make it quick, I’m
in the middle of something.

“No stalling. If you don’t make your choice, you choose death.”

My luck to run into the one super-villain in the world who noticed when
you tried to get him talking.

“Yeah, well, if you kill us, you’ll never know where the people we freed
went.”

“We’ve got sensors that show they’re still in the room. Got that? No
more talking. You have until two. One…”

“Okay, I—”

And then I could barely think. It’s not that I wasn’t thinking. I had
too much to think about. The thing I’d been talking to telepathically
(or the thing that had been talking to me)? It was a talking gun.
Because that’s what every advanced combat force wants, right? A gun that
can make conversation.

In response to my question, it had jammed its whole freaking history
into my head–including stats on its common uses, best firing angles, and
effectiveness in different atmospheres and gravities ranging from
Earth’s oxygen/nitrogen mix to vacuum.

I saw it held by humans, beings that looked like humans, but not quite,
and another race with grayish skin and five limbs (though that wasn’t
their only form).

Abominators. Dad told me how the League fought them once. Damn.

I wasn’t asking for an epic. All need to do is shoot some people. And
why are you talking to me anyway?

YOU BEAR THE CITIZEN’S MARK.

I don’t even know what that is.

YOU DON’T NEED TO. IT’S WOVEN INTO YOUR VERY BEING. SIMPLY BY TOUCHING
YOUR MIND, I RECOGNIZE YOUR STATUS AS A PRODUCT OF THE WORKSHOPS OF
ARTAXUS THE UNHALLOWED, SCION OF THE EIGHTH LINEAGE SIRED IN THE IMAGE
OF MAGNETUS THE PURIFIER.

IN AN EARLIER AGE, I WOULD HAVE BURNED YOU DOWN IN THE SERVICE OF MY
CREATOR—METRICITUS THE CHOSEN, SCION OF THE SIXTH LINEAGE OF MAGNETUS.

NOW? LET US WORK TOGETHER TO TURN THESE UNFINISHED CREATURES TO ASHES.
AN ALLIANCE OF THE LAST REMNANTS OF RIVALS! HA! IT WILL BE GLORIOUS.

If they all talked that much, the Abominators must have died from being
windbags.

From the doorway, the glowing man said, “I what?”

He’d walked a little further in since I’d last paid attention, and the
Nine’s men followed him, but not too closely.

“I surrender. You’ve got us.”

“Don’t think I won’t kill you if this is a trick.”

“No trick. He’s got us, right?” I looked over at Rod.

He sat down on the desk he’d been using to hold himself up. “He’s got
us.”

Glowing man nodded slowly. “Then where’s the girl and the kids we’d
imprisoned?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “They’re invisible.”

That would have been the moment for me to jump back, and grab the gun
off the shelf in the back of the room. It would have, if Rod hadn’t been
there.

I’d have been able to make the jump. It was maybe twenty feet from us at
max, but as hurt as he was, the glowing guy could grab Rod before I made
it.

I thought maybe I could tell the glowing man I’d left something
important back by the shelves, but what were the chances he’d let me get
it?

There had to be some way, but my brain froze. I couldn’t think of
anything.

The man said, “OK, invisible people. The game’s up. Become visible or I
torch your friends, starting with Mr. Troll here.”

Before Rod and I went into the hall, I’d told Sam to use lightning if
she had any left. She didn’t then, but when the man began to lift a
tendril toward Rod?

A thunderclap shook the room, shaking the shelves, while the light
blinded everybody.

Except me.

Still seeing spots, I jumped over a desk, and ran for the shelves.

It sat on the fifth shelf—a little higher than my head. Made of the same
shimmery blue-green metal as their power impregnator, it didn’t look
like the weapon of a legendary race of tyrants.

It looked like an accessory for Space Soldier Barbie.

I picked it up, and I could feel its shape adjusting to fit me as I
pulled it up to my shoulder.

DIE UNFINISHED MONGRELS! I WILL BURN YOU WITH THE HEAT OF A THOUSAND
SUNS!

Oh, shut up, alien death machine.

As the butt of the rifle touched me, I saw everything differently—not in
the good and evil sense, but as if I had another sense, one totally
devoted to arms and tactics.

For each man with a gun standing in the doorway, I could tell where they
were aiming. With a glance, I knew that the glowing man’s golden spider
legs were a plasma-like substance contained within a casing he could
generate or thin at will.

Not that he was doing much just then.

Sam’s lightning bolt had knocked him to the ground, and it looked like
he’d lost control of his limbs. The casing still covered him, but the
burning liquid inside had mostly leaked out—or been thrown out by the
blast.

The floor around him had melted into a mixture of linoleum, concrete,
and puddles of the liquid. The waxy look of the cooling liquid reminded
me of the casing.

Unlike when he’d fallen backward in the hall, the man didn’t seem to
have hurt or killed anybody—but they’d been standing further behind him
this time.

At the same time, he wasn’t unconscious. He moved his leg, and began to
push himself upright with his arm.

Crosshairs appeared near him.

I wasn’t pointing the gun directly at him. He wasn’t doing much.

HE’S VULNERABLE! KILL HIM NOW!

No.

At the same time, one of the men behind him began to pull up his gun,
and point toward Sam. He wasn’t holding it particularly steadily, but he
couldn’t be the only one coming to.

THREAT! BURN HIM DOWN!

This was going to get really old, really quickly.

Can you look scary without killing somebody? Because if you can, do it
now.

The front of the gun started glowing. Little sparkles appeared next to
it, floating near the barrel, appearing and disappearing.

That’s pretty good.

“Hey! Nobody move! I’ve got an alien death ray, and it says it wants to
kill you, but I’m not going to, okay? Don’t give it any reason to fire.
Drop your guns, and move over there.”

I pointed the gun to the right of doorway. That wall didn’t have any
shelves.

“Stand next to the wall. Do it right now. And tell the seven guys you’ve
still got in the hall to come inside.”

The Nine’s foot soldiers gave me odd looks, but they dropped their guns
and started walking toward the wall. One of them even shouted down the
hall like I’d said.

Maybe they thought I was crazy. Granted, most people don’t claim to talk
to alien weapons, but you’d think henchmen would have seen stranger.

You’d think Rod would have seen stranger too because he shot me a very
confused look.

The glowing guy didn’t move.

“Hey,” I said, “you too.”

“Give me just a second,” he said, and pushed himself all the way up,
managing to stand. He wobbled for a second, and I wondered if he was
about to fall over.

Seven more came in through the doorway. I had them drop their weapons
there.

One of them didn’t look like a soldier. Fifty-ish, grey-haired, and
wearing a blue suit, he didn’t look like a soldier at all.

He stared at the gun, and at me, and said something to one of the
soldiers. I didn’t catch it, but the gun amplified it.

“That’s where she’s been? Grand Lake?”

And if there were any question about what he meant, his eyes darted
toward Sam and the kidnapees. The lightning bolt must have blown their
invisibility.

I didn’t want to let that go, and I didn’t have to. Thanks to
Alien-Machine-O-Vision, I could see into the hall, and know that we had
everybody. All the people left out there were dead.

“Hey, suit-guy! What did you mean by that?”

His face went white, and he stopped where he stood. The soldier next to
him reached for his pistol, and stopped when he remembered I’d already
had him drop it at the door.

“Don’t touch him! Move over to the wall. Suit-guy, over here!”

They did, and so that was looking great, but then I heard a hissing
noise, and sensed glowing guy’s massive energy spike.

The next thing I knew glowing guy had limbs again, and was moving
straight at me. Meanwhile the gun shrieked about burning him down, and I
dodged another spider leg swipe.

Hell, no, I’m not going to kill him.

I FAIL TO UNDERSTAND WHY NOT.

I didn’t even try to reply. The man with glowing golden spider legs had
taken another swipe—only this time not at me.

He’d tried to stick a limb through the chest of the guy in the suit.
He’d have succeeded too except that I saw it, grabbed the guy and jumped
out of the way.

That put the two of us on the left side of the room with Sam, my
lookalikes, and the kidnapped guys.

It left Rod alone in the middle of the room with glowing guy.

I pushed the suit toward Sam, and turned around with the gun in my hand,
ready to fire. I didn’t just see glowing limbs reach out toward Rod. I
also saw where the gun’s beam would go, the depth it would penetrate,
and the distance it could go through air before becoming harmless.

I could fire at the speed of thought, and it wasn’t fast enough.

Before I’d turned completely around, glowing plasma hit Rod in the
chest. He’d gotten off the desk, and had been putting his hand in his
pocket when it hit.

He fell backward to the floor.

I expected to see burned skin or worse. Honestly, I expected to see much
worse, but I didn’t.

He grunted, but pulled a handful of what looked like sand out of his
pocket and threw it at the glowing guy.

It expanded, sparkling, and surrounding the guy in a glittering,dusty
cloud.

The gun labeled it a “NON-RATIONAL EVENT,” but I didn’t pay a bit of
attention to that. Sam must have enchanted his trench coat to be some
kind of armor. It seemed rational to me.

Besides, the gun could fire at the speed of thought, and I was firing.

You know how the glowing guy’s weird, plasma legs held him above the
ground? I widened the beam, and chopped through the legs behind him.

The beam burned through easily, and blasted a hole into the wall to his
left. When he didn’t fall, I swung the beam downward, cutting through
the limbs in the middle, aiming under his real legs, and ignoring the
gun’s commentary.

He fell, plasma draining out and burning everything around him—melting
the floor, and nearby metal table legs.

Rod backed away, turning back into troll-form.

NON-RATIONAL EVENT!

Thanks gun. Hadn’t noticed.

Limping, he still managed to move fast enough to avoid the expanding
puddle. Then he grabbed the nearest table and threw it at glowing guy.

When he hit, glowing guy shouted and pushed the desk off himself. Cracks
in the casing covering his body repaired themselves as I watched.

The holes I’d made in his artificially generated legs had closed, and a
few of them looked like they were growing, but not as quickly as before.
The guy moaned.

Meanwhile, the Nine’s soldiers were running out of the room. It figured.
They had good reasons to run. We were beating their tough guy—who’d by
the way, killed a bunch of them while fighting us.

The other good reason dripped from the hole the gun had made in the
wall. Muddy water was slowly but steadily landing on the floor.

When the first drips touched the spots the plasma melted, it steamed.

We were right next to the Potomac River, we were underground, and the
gun had a lot of power behind it. It kicked Nick’s guitar in the ass for
sure.

No surprise if it had punched most of the way through to the riverbed.
Not from what the gun’s specs said.

“Hey, everybody,” I said, “We better get out.”

Rod turned back to human, nodding toward the escaping soldiers. “Yeah,
they’ve got the right idea.”

Sam said, “Are they really running, or are they waiting in the hall to
ambush us?”

I used the gun’s senses, and answered. “Running. Some of them even left
their weapons.”

She glanced back where the glowing guy lay on the floor. He’d rolled
over, but he wasn’t trying to chase us.

“What about him? He looks… hurt. We should do something.”

I shrugged. “We leave him.”

She looked like she was about to argue with me, so I said, “He’s not
going to die. The second he feels better, he’ll attack, and none of us
can take him for sure. He even tried to kill that guy.” I indicated the
suit with my thumb.

He looked like he was about  to bolt.

“Come on,” I said, and caught his eye. “I’ve got some questions I want
answered.”

We took the stairs up. Between Rod’s injuries, my need to keep the suit
from running off, and our crowd of former kidnapping victims, it took
longer than the way down.

And oh yeah, the darkness didn’t help either.

The Nine’s men had thought enough ahead that they’d locked the doors to
the stairway so when we got to the parking garage, I readied myself to
knock it down.

As I lowered my shoulder just before charging, Sam said, “No, wait!”

Simultaneously, the gun said, “THREAT. UNKNOWN AMPHIBIOUS HOMINIDS.”

The gun’s awareness showed at least ten of them in the garage. They were
eating the Nine’s soldiers.

That didn’t do my stomach any good.

I’ve beaten people up. I’ve been stabbed, shot, and seen inside my own
body in ways most people wouldn’t live through. It still didn’t harden
me against seeing the frog-things rip chunks out of people.

I pulled my mind out of the connection, and backed away from the door.
“We can’t go out here.”

“That’s what I said.” Sam sounded a little annoyed, but sound was all I
had to go on. We didn’t have any light. She was saving her staff’s
energy.

One of the guys said, “What’s out there?”

“Some kind of frog-monsters. They eat people.” I said it calmly. I
think.

“Didn’t they come here before? Maybe ten years ago?” That was one of the
girls.

Another said, “They did. They totally did. I was eight.”

“Hey suit,” I said. “You know the building. Any place we could get out
without running into these guys?”

“Could you stop calling me ‘suit’? My name is John.”

“Sure John, where would you leave the building if you didn’t want to
become fish food?”

He was quiet for a little while. “I go out the front for lunch or
through the parking area after work. It’s not as if we used secret
tunnels. I didn’t even know I was working for the Nine until a couple
weeks ago when they started keeping kids in the storage room.”

One of the “kids” (a guy) said, “Why didn’t you say anything? I had to
take dumps in bucket for a week. When I tried to escape they beat the
fuck out of me, and you kept on collecting your paycheck.”

“It was the Nine. You think I’d survive turning on them? They know
where I live. They know where my family lives. Am I supposed to put them
in danger for you?”

“So you’d just let them have us? D.C.’s got supers and Feds all over.
You’re a coward. That’s what you are—”

Rod said, “Everyone shut up. What do you want to bet those monsters can
hear us?”

I brought up the gun, let the connection reform.

They’d heard something. Most of them were still picking at the bodies in
the garage, but a few had turned toward the door.

None of them had seemed to be as strong as I was when we fought, but
there were a lot of them. They could break down the door if they wanted.

“They’re waiting outside the door,” I whispered. “Stay quiet. I’ll tell
you when they’re gone.”

No one talked. It felt like forever, but it couldn’t have been more than
ten minutes.

BURN THEM DOWN, the gun suggested helpfully.

I’d thought about it, but what if the noise attracted more? The gun said
it was near full charge, but that wouldn’t last forever.

When they stopped staring at the door, I let John lead us toward the
front. We walked out of the back stairway and into the main halls. It
was almost a mini mall with stores, restaurants, offices and even an
embassy on the top floor.

When we got near the front, we stopped. The glass doors in the front
exited into the street under the highway we’d been attacked on earlier
that night.

Thanks to the gun, I could see the shark monster we’d fought on the
ground in the park across the street.

Frog-things were everywhere. They must have come down here once the
Liberators left. Or maybe more had come out of the Potomac. It was just
past the park.

We weren’t going out the front door.

“The front’s crawling with them.”

“Crap,” Rod muttered.

John said, “That’s it. We’re all going to die.”

The voice that had argued with John earlier said, “Grow a pair,
dumbass.”

“Shh,” Sam said, “everybody be quiet.”

I concentrated, trying to find out exactly how many frog monsters were
around us. I stopped after scanning the immediate area. There were more
than 500 gathering in the park next to the river. I didn’t even count
the street. I knew what I needed to. There were too many of them for a
straight ahead fight.

The gun was a hell of an equalizer, but I couldn’t point it everywhere
at once.

Our original plan for getting out assumed that the Liberators had
cleared the area, and that it was going to stay cleared. We thought we
might run into a few, but not this many. Nowhere near this many.

In short, our original plan was fucked.

I looked over at Rod and Sam. From the expressions on their faces, they
had to be thinking the same thing.

“Red Hex, Troll? We’ve got to talk privately for a second,” I said. “We
thought we’d bring you to the D.C. Heroes Association’s HQ. We’re going
to have to find a new route.”

Or, maybe a new destination, but I didn’t say that. I was missing Daniel
a lot right then. A telepathic conversation between Rod, Sam, and I
would have been great. Without him, we’d have to talk quietly a little
bit from the rest of the group.

The halls were lit only by red emergency lights, and not very well. We
were all in a hall just off the lobby. I hoped they wouldn’t do anything
that would draw attention.

Anyway, with Rod and Sam there, I said, “Can you guys do anything I
don’t know about? Because the way I see it we’ve got to go out the back
and bet they’re not out in force there, or we stay in here until
morning.”

Rod said, “Why didn’t we go out back when we were at the parking
garage?”

“I didn’t want to fight them and then find out there were a lot more I
didn’t know about. And there are. There are a lot in front.”

Sam said, “Captain Commando’s right. We couldn’t win against that many.
I think we should stay here. There’s no reason for them to come in, and
in the morning, they’ll have to retreat.”

“I don’t like that,” Rod said. “If they do figure out we’re in here,
they’ll swarm the place, and we won’t have anywhere to go.”

“No, we’ll be fine,” Sam said. “I’ll set up a ward, and they won’t
notice us.”

“Remember the yeti? And what about downstairs?”

“The yeti was a special case. They’re magical. He sensed the ward. And
the frog-monsters don’t have infrared cameras.”

I said, “You guys fought a yeti?”

Rod made a grunt that might have been a laugh. “I punched a yeti through
a wall. It was pretty cool.”

“Huh,” I said. “So how’s troll-you doing?”

“Slow and hurt. Give me a couple hours, and I’ll be better. My troll
form heals pretty quickly.”

“Then let’s stay. If we even had you at half-strength, we could still
leave before the night’s over.”

Rod sighed. “Good point, but I still don’t like it.”

We went with it anyway.

When we explained it, John (alias Suitguy) said, “We’re not going to
survive until morning. Something will happen. Something always happens.
Those things will eat us and all that’ll be left are our bones.”

The guy who’d told him to “grow a pair” said, “Yeah, he’s right. They’re
gonna smell us or something. Can’t you guys call the Liberators, and
have them airlift us out?”

Half of me wanted to argue with him, and the other half felt stupid for
not thinking of it myself.

“The Liberators won’t do squat for us,” I said, but I pulled out my
League phone anyway, and called them. I didn’t get the same person I
talked to before, but the woman I did get said, ”You’re in a building?
They’re not after you?”

“No.”

“Then call back when you’re in danger.”

She hung up on me.

“They’re not coming,” I said, and began to put away my phone. Halfway
there, I stopped.

I called Nick.

“Cassie? I thought you were still in Aruba? What are you doing in D.C.?”

In the background, Haley said, “Now what?”

“I’m surrounded by evil frogs, and I need a ticket out of here.”

“Huh?”

I explained. When I was done I asked, “How long?”

“Well, I need to get on the Rocket suit, and start the jet… I don’t
know. Twenty minutes? Thirty?”

“Twenty,” I said. “We’re heading for the roof.”

I hung up.

Ten minutes later we were on the roof. I’d had to break down a couple
doors and an access panel, but we made it. We were seven stories above
the ground, looking over the Potomac, the park and the highway we’d
ridden on only an hour earlier.

The stars shone in in the sky, more visible than usual because all of
Georgetown had lost power.

I didn’t have time for stars.

I’d walked to the edge of the roof and used the gun’s enhanced senses to
zoom in on what was happening in the darkness.

The frog-things weren’t the only monsters in the Potomac. A fifty foot
wide circle floated in the water. The gun labeled it as UNKNOWN AQUATIC
BEAST. BIOLOGICAL FACTORY. THREAT.

I thought about blasting it with the gun, but I didn’t. It would be
totally counterproductive—probably good for D.C.’s defense, but not part
of our mission.

Plus, if I did that, all the frog-things would come for us. Better to
wait a few minutes and have Nick blast it with the jet’s lasers.

I turned my attention to the apartments off to the right.

I didn’t know whether they were technically apartments or condominiums,
but either way a lot of people lived there. Most of them had managed to
light candles, or hid, but the frog-things still walked through the
complex.

At least twenty had gathered in front of one door.

Through the gun’s vision, I couldn’t see all the details, but one ran
and slammed into the door. From inside came a muffled scream.

I couldn’t let that go.

I pointed the gun at the frog-things. It started screaming about
bringing down destruction on their heads, telling me (yet again) to BURN
THEM TO ASHES.

I did.

The gun fired a piercing, white beam. It had to be too bright to watch
normally, but through the gun’s vision, I could see it burn the
creatures. They changed from standing into whitish-black charcoal in
bare instants.

Chunks of the patio beneath them cracked and shattered from the heat,
flying everywhere, pelting the windows, breaking a couple.

The frog-things made that mournful howl I remembered from when we were
on the highway.

It seemed to come from everywhere though—all around the building, the
bunch of apartments, the street below the highway, the Royal Thai
Embassy behind us…

I could only wonder what the embassy staff made of it—if anyone was
working this late.

I didn’t give that more than a second’s thought though.

The moment I stopped firing, Sam uncovered her eyes, saying, “What did
you just do?”

“They were about to break into those condos over there. I stopped them.”

Sam began to open her mouth. I didn’t let her talk.

“They would have eaten the people inside.”

Sam stepped closer to the edge of the roof and looked down. “Crap. You
did the right thing, but you know they’re coming up here now, right?”

“Yeah.”

Unless we got lucky and the light scared them away, and I wasn’t
counting on that. No, Nick would be coming in ten minutes. We could hold
them for ten minutes. It would take them that long just to climb the
stairs.

Well, I hoped Nick would come in ten minutes. If he took twenty, we’d be
screwed. Worse, what if he took forty?

Then everybody came up, all of them talking (”Did you do that?” “Why?”
“Are they climbing the walls?” “This is SO crazy!”).

I couldn’t see in the dark, but the gun could. John’s jaw had dropped.
His shoulders literally shook. It had to be fear, but it could have been
a seizure.

Rod held up his hand. “Settle down everybody. It’s okay. I’ve been
thinking, and I’ve got a backup plan. Red Hex has a magic pocket. It’s
bigger inside than outside. If they come up here, and we can’t fight
them off, all of you get in, and I’ll carry her down the slanted side of
the building in Troll form.”

From the expression on Sam’s face, that was the first she’d heard of it.

“Let’s get over to the front of the building then.” He pointed. “Go on.
Get moving.”

Once they were out of earshot, Sam said, “I don’t know if it works on
people.”

Rod shrugged. “They calmed down. I can carry most of them in troll form
anyway.”

“Most of them?” I asked.

“The Rocket ought to be here soon, right?”

“I’m hoping.”

We walked toward the front.

When I got up to the edge, I could see why Rod suggested it. Each
balcony extended further out than the one above it. We could jump and
drop until the final thirty foot drop to the ground.

Sure, that wouldn’t be fun, but if I had to, I could take that.

Below us, the frog-monsters gathered into a huge group and went straight
for the entrance to the building.

I fired into the middle of them, widening the beam so I could hit more
at once, and then raking it across the group.

It worked, but the screams wrenched at me. They sounded almost human.

I couldn’t let it bother me.

If they made it up here, they’d kill us. Maybe we’d come up with
something, but the gun counted thousands of them on the streets in the
neighborhood. If we had to fight, we’d never keep up with that.

The gun’s beam left charred remains, some creatures burned, but still
alive.

It didn’t kill them all, but they stopped walking toward the front
doors. The ones that could ran away from the light and the burning pain
it gave.

A few of the former hostages cheered.

I wanted to shout at them. Aside from not helping my concentration, they
couldn’t see what I saw.

“Hey!” Rod had gone back to where we’d been, and stood on the same side
of the building as the condominiums. He waved me over.

I ran, stopping around ten feet from the edge.

“Look down,” Rod said.

As I did, lines shot into the air, sticking to the side of our building.
The frog-monsters pulled themselves up, and they weren’t alone. More
lines shot upward after the first group.

“What do you want to bet they’re all the way around the building?” Rod
asked.

I muttered a few words that would have gotten a look from Mom if she’d
been there, and leaned over the edge. The first wave of frog monsters
hung halfway up the wall. They’d reeled in whatever line they’d used,
and were hanging by their claws.

I hadn’t seen them holding a rope or anything. What were they using? A
suspicion passed through my brain, and I watched as they opened their
mouths. Their tongues shot out, sticking to the wall above them, and
they yanked themselves upward, steadied by their hands and feet.

I knew what I’d have to do even though the idea made my stomach knot
up.

Aiming the gun downward, I swept across the wall from the left to the
right, the blazing, white beam cutting tongues in two, and cutting arms,
legs, or any other body part that happened to be in front of the beam.

The lucky ones fell, wailing as they hit the ground, but crawling away.

I tried not to look at the other ones.

Since I stood near the corner, I took a few more steps to look down the
front of the building. The frog monsters were two thirds of the way up,
the sloped front and the balconies making it easier for them to climb.

I pointed the gun down at them, and hesitated, remembering how I punched
through to the river through the basement wall. What if the brick
supports in front did more than hold up the balconies and make the
building look cool?

I asked the gun, Can you put the beam on a setting where it will take
out the frog-things, but not hurt the brick?

OF COURSE.

Do it now.

Then I opened up on them. The beam didn’t cut through the brick. Almost
surgical shots scattered across the front of the building, cutting
through the creatures’ tongues or hands, guiding me to aim for the spot
that would make them let go.

For them it must have seemed like a hail of white light fell from the
sky.

They fell, some of them knocking others off on their way down.

I didn’t get to take a break after that.

Rod cursed as the sounds of webbed feet hit the roof, and I could hear
them running in our direction. I stepped away from the side, turning
toward the sounds.

While I’d been blasting away at the sides nearest me, they’d come up the
other two.

I pointed the gun at them, not knowing if I could burn them all down
before they reached this side of the roof. Part of me wondered if I
should. I knew the Abominators’ weapons might have been made to corrupt
people. I knew that people in the government wanted me to work for them
like Dad had—not just as a member the Heroes League, but in the murky,
behind the scenes missions that ultimately killed him.

This would be a step in that direction.

Yeah, part of me thought that.

The other part of me—most of me—didn’t hesitate. White light poured out
of the gun, burning, searing, changing the creatures from living things
capable of achieving happiness by (I don’t know) chasing fish in the
deeps, to ash, and blackened, burnt bodies.

And I was okay with that for now.

Because it wasn’t as if I had options, you know? In a choice between
letting innocent people get eaten, and possibly, maybe, getting
corrupted by an alien weapon, I’d say that it was time for the
frog-monsters to burn.

So when the League jet appeared, here’s what they found—the group of us
waiting on the roof like we’d said, sitting in the one small section not
covered with ash or dead bodies.

Frog monsters lay in piles on the ground, and on the sidewalk in front
of the building, some of them still burning a little.

As for me, I’d been thinking, and I had some questions. Here’s one: who
called the frogs in anyway? Creatures that got scared of light wouldn’t
decide to invade the surface on their own. They had to have been duped,
and whoever had done that was responsible for thousands of pointless
deaths.

Definitely a name to add to my list of people I needed to find someday,
somewhere under the guy who’d killed Dad.

When I said the League jet appeared, I meant it literally. In one moment
I heard an engine’s roar coming closer. In the next, the jet hung above
the roof, floating lower until the door opened, and Daniel walked down
the ramp.

Then he stared for a second at the hundreds of dead frog-things on the
roof.

For Rod, Sam, and the rest, it wasn’t Daniel walking down the ramp. They
saw the Mystic, third generation telepath, and a member of one of the
most famous telepathic families in the world.

Plus, Daniel was kind of hot even if that wasn’t obvious through the
mask.

Anyway, he walked down the ramp in his costume—black with silver
accents—tall, and sounding calm.

“Everybody on board, and be quick. We’re in a little bit of a hurry.”

Waving people past me, I said, “A hurry? Why?”

“We called the Liberators, and they told us that only authorized
aircraft are allowed near D.C. right now.”

“Why isn’t the League jet authorized?”

“Officially, they said we’re too young. Unofficially, I think they
looked at the jet’s specs and realized the main guns could turn the
White House into a burning hole. They sounded excited we were coming at
first, but when we got closer they wanted us to land the jet at
Baltimore’s airport, and fly in on our own. That’s forty-five miles
away. We decided to turn on the shields and sneak in.”

The last of my lookalikes stepped into the jet.

Daniel smiled, and told me, “So everyone’s in. We’d better move.”

We walked up the ramp, and the door closed behind us.

From the front, Haley said, “Shields are up.”

A new hum started.

“I didn’t know we had shields,” I said, walking up to the second row
of seats, sitting down, and pulling a seatbelt across my body.

Daniel sat down in the next seat over. “We’ve never had much of a reason
to turn them on.”

“Just once,” Haley said. She wore her Night Cat costume. From behind, I
couldn’t see much more than gray.

Next to her in the Rocket suit, Nick said, “Yeah, and that was a mess. I
hope this goes better.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Daniel said, “if we get in trouble, I’m sure my
dad or Isaac Lim can smooth it over.”

“That must be nice,” Rod said.

Remembering how much Sam and he disliked that guy who was part of the
Liberators and what he’d said about legacy heroes in general, I cringed
a little inside.

“It’s better than getting in trouble for getting you guys out,” Daniel
said.

I was about to cut in and tell Rod to relax, and that the rest of the
team were okay when Daniel talked to me telepathically.

Daniel: Don’t worry about it, a lot of legacies are jerks.

Me: I know. I’ve met a few lately.

Daniel: Right. Well, anyway, I thought I’d talk to you privately a
second.

Me: Go for it. I’m not busy.

Daniel: Here’s something you should know. That guy in the suit? John?
He said he didn’t know he was working for the Nine. He was lying. He
knew the whole time. Right now he’s trying to figure out the best way to
escape. I’ve passed it on to Haley. She’s setting something up with
Isaac Lim.

I looked up at Haley. She was texting somebody on her communicator.

Daniel: The reason he’s got all these girls who look like you is that
they knew you could operate Abominator tech. What they didn’t know is
that your dad took you to Grand Lake. They’ve been watching adoption
agencies and foster families on the East Coast for years, I guess. And
thanks to the Cabal’s stuff getting out, they’ve been testing for
powers. Not just with them either. I guess they’ve got plans for people
with powers. Unfortunately, he’s got enough of a mental shield that I
can’t just scan him for them.

Me: I managed to step into the middle of everything this time. Do you
know what’s with the frogs? Why are they invading?

Daniel: No idea. We’ve been following the Double V forums. No one seems
to know. It looks like they’re losing though.

Me: Ok. About the Abominators… Can you sense the gun? Its Abominator
made, I think. Its an AI.

Daniel: No. Not a thing, but you know what? You’ve got this system
activated in your brain that I’ve never seen before. I can’t touch it
mentally, but I can sense it’s there the same way I sense mental
shields. It’s weird.

Me: Do you sense any changes? After what Lee told Nick…

Daniel: No. Nothing. Aside from the newly activated part of your mind,
no other changes.

Me: Good. Watch me, okay? If Abominator tech messes with my head,
someone’s going to have to stop me. It’s not going to be easy. You saw
the roof.

Daniel: I know. I’ll watch, but I wouldn’t worry about it for now.
You’re normal.

Me: I’m my dad’s female clone with a splice of alien DNA. If there’s
one thing I’m not, it’s normal.

Daniel: You know what I mean.

Me: Yeah.

Ahead of me, Nick seemed to be doing a lot with the controls. All the
alien technology in the jet made it impossible to tell if we were even
moving—especially with its shields blocking the windows.

All I could see was inky blackness. No stars. No lights.

And then it all changed. Haley said, “Shields down.”

Nick said, “Hey everybody, we’re about to land at Baltimore Washington
International Airport. The frogs aren’t anywhere near us. You’ll be safe
until it’s time to go home.”

Through the windows, I suddenly saw planes, runways, and hangars. We
floated over them, landing on the helipad. Men and women in suits were
waiting next to it for us. I had a feeling the FBI was going to get some
interesting stories out of John.

After that I’d be able to go home–my real home. I could take the jet
back to Grand Lake with everyone else. Except I ought to let Mom know. I
thought about that. She’d called me ages ago, and I’d turned off my
normal cell phone once I got into costume. I didn’t dare guess how many
times she’d called me since then, or how worried she’d been.

She was going to kill me.
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Excerpt from The Last Skull


        I found the package that would change my life in the late afternoon—​a dusty manila envelope poking out of a stack of vinyl records in the attic. I wouldn’t have seen it if I hadn’t been looking for something to sell online.

It sat between the jacket for 'STAYIN' ALIVE' and Stevie Wonder’s 'SONG IN THE KEY OF LIFE'. I pulled the envelope out, wondering if it was some old school report; then I noticed it had stamps on it—​but no post-mark.

I recognized the address. Mr. Sumerset, my mother’s old attorney. Thinking it could be important legal documents—​it felt thick and padded—​I tore it open with my finger and shook the contents out in front of me.

A small black MP3 player clattered to the hardwood floor.

A sheet of paper was still wedged inside the envelope. Neatly typed, it read:

Daniel:

This is for Sue, no one else. In the event of my death, give it to her on her 18th birthday with instructions to listen to it—​alone. Under no circumstances is anyone else to tamper, manipulate, or listen to the contents.

This includes you.

As you might expect, I’ve included several failsafes to prevent unwanted parties from listening in—​including at least one you-know-what. Only my daughter, only on her 18th birthday, and only if I am not there to see it.

Thank you.

~Susan Daysdale

I read the document again—​and then one more time. Just to make sure what I was reading was actually real.

What did my mother mean by 'several failsafes'? Or 'you-know-what' for that matter? And what on earth was so important that only I could hear it—​on my 18th birthday, no less?

Well, mom was dead—​car accident. I was still sixteen, but one out of two wasn’t bad. I fished out a pair of earbuds from one of the boxes besides me, snapped them into the MP3 player, set them in my ears, then hit play.

"Hey, sugarplum."

I wasn’t ready to hear her again.

I should have taken a moment to compose myself. I should have gone down to my room to do this. It had been three years since she died, but three years wasn’t nearly enough time. In an instant, my heart started to hammer—​my chest squeezed down on my lungs like a clenched fist. My mom had vanished in the span of a single night—​taken away by a knock at the door and the words of a grim-faced police officer. But I never saw the wreck or the body.

Hearing her again like this—​I half-expected her to send me to my room for turning it on two years early.

"You’re probably wondering what this is all about. Well, first things first. You’re the only person who should be listening to this, Sue. If you’re letting anyone else hear this, stop the recording now. Because if you don’t, they’re about to be in a lot of pain."

I had no idea what she was talking about. But since there was no one else here…​

The earphones made an incredibly high-pitched screech, just on the threshold of what was audible.

I grimaced. The sound stopped.

My mother’s voice returned:

"Sorry about that. It’ll happen a few times during the recording, especially during the important bits. You probably won’t notice next time. So long as no one else is listening, there won’t be any harm. But don’t let anyone else hear this recording. And definitely don’t play it on a loudspeaker."

"If you’re hearing this, it means something terrible has happened. I don’t know what, but I can guess at the why. Either way, it’s time for me to let you in on a few of the family secrets."

"Seriously?" I said aloud. "What were you, some sort of secret agent?"

"This is going to require some time. So make sure you’ve got a few hours free," she said. "If you don’t have it now, pause this recording and hide the player someplace where you know, absolutely know, that it will be safe."

She waited. I didn’t hit the pause button.

Heck, I had all afternoon.

"Okay," she said. "I don’t know where you are now, but the first thing you’re going to need to do is head back to our house on Montgomery Street. If you sold the house, you’re going to have to get into the basement. You can sneak in at night."

Did my mother just tell me to break into some stranger’s house?

Luckily, we hadn’t moved; we were still in the same house we had been in when she died. Except now we had it on a mortgage.

"The next part of this recording won’t start until you’re actually in the basement. If you need help getting there, contact Mr. Sumerset—​the lawyer who should have given this note to you. Don’t let him listen to this recording, but tell him it’s imperative you get down there. Tell him Susan said so."

And then the MP3 player turned off.

I tried getting it to turn back on, but all I could manage was to replay the first message. Once it reached the end, it would just shut off again.

I went downstairs. Lisa, my thirty-something aunt, was laying on the cot, half-asleep. She hardly gave me a glance as I made my way down to the basement door.

Downstairs was nothing but sagging insulation and heaps of boardgames mixed in with leftover Christmas decorations. I had no idea what I was expecting to find here. Part of me suspected this was all part of some extensive joke performed by a surreal reality TV series.

'Gotcha, Sue! Your mother never really died three years ago in a car accident, leaving you in the care of a drug-addicted aunt—​she’s been with us for the past three years, preparing for the ultimate prank! You’re on Candid Camera!"

"Wow, you sure did get me," I mumbled, half-grinning.

The MP3 player clicked back on as I reached the center of the basement.

"Good girl. I want you to move toward the water heater. Far corner of the room. Look at the floor."

I did as I was told, unsure of what I was searching for. I looked down as I moved toward the corner, scouring the grease-soaked concrete. All I could see was random scrape marks—​that, and what looked like--

A square? Yeah—​a four by four foot section. Subtle, but clear—​and very straight. Almost looked like seams.

"Stand on the square. Right in the middle of it. And keep your arms down at your sides."

Again, I did as I was told. I put my arms down against my jean pockets, doing my best not to fidget.

Then I heard the whirring.

It sounded like some ancient engine had roused from its slumber, starting forward with a reluctant, lethargic growl. The floor I was standing on started to sink; fluorescent lights flickered somewhere below.

There was a goddamn bunker under our house.

Metal rails guided the platform down a steep concrete incline plane. Beneath me, an immense hallway flanked in steel girders was revealed; along the sides of the hall were dozens of glass display cases.

Some of them contained old black-and-white photos—​one was an image of several costumed superheroes standing triumphant in front of a recently-completed Statue of Liberty—​the plaque read 'APRIL 22, 1886'. Another case contained a series of bronze ray guns that looked like they had been torn straight out of the pages of a Flash Gordon comic. Yet another had a mannequin wearing a brown trilby hat, overcoat, and goggles—​I dimly recognized it as a costume of Dr. Dread, a supervillain from the First and Second World War.

The cases went on and on—​each one containing yet another relic of the past, arranged in order from the oldest to the newest. But all of this was dwarfed by what lay at the end of the hall, mounted on top of a platform above all the other cases.

A sleek black bodysuit so dark it seemed to have no texture, no contour, nothing but an edge—​interrupted only by the presence of a white jawless skull on its face.

I recognized it in an instant. I mean, crap. You’d have to be some sort of God-fearing hermit not to recognize it.

And when I realized what it meant, my eyes bulged.

"Yes," I heard my mother say through the headphones. "I am—​or was—​the Skull."

"No frigging way," I said, shaking my head violently. "That doesn’t even make sense--"

"I inherited the mantle from your father—​who inherited it from your grandfather. Who inherited it from your grandmother, who inherited it from your great grandfather," she said.

"But—​but how did you—​you were my mom!" I said, throwing my arms up in frustration. "You didn’t have any time to—​to--"

I stopped mid-sentence, struck by the reasoning of it. Mom would disappear for days, sometimes weeks at a time—​leaving me in the care of a sitter. She never talked about dad, who had died when I was only two.

But, seriously? Like, what—​she was off wearing that costume and punching time-traveling Nazis in the face in-between picking me up for soccer practice?

"This is a lot to absorb at once," she told me, "trust me, I know. But there’s something I need you to do for me. Something I trust only you to do. Walk toward the costume on the platform."

I walked. In front of the costume was a sleek metal pole that emerged from the floor; at its end was a keyboard. It was coated in a thick layer of grime.

Mom’s voice turned somber: "Hit the following keys as I say them: A. Z. 1. 3. Z. 6. D. M."

My finger hovered over the M, hesitating.

I drew my finger away, leaving the sequence unfinished.

I don’t know why I did that. Maybe it was curiosity. Maybe it was intuition. Maybe I was suspicious—​suspicious about the tone my mother was using, suspicious about why she had brought me down here, suspicious about the whole situation.

Truth be told, though—​had I done what I was told—​had I been mommy’s good little girl—​things probably would have gone down a whole lot differently.

"Good girl," I heard her voice say. "You probably see a lot of flickering red lights, now. Some scary voice talking about a self-destruct mechanism. Don’t worry. So long as you stay away from the cases, it won’t hurt you. It’s designed to destroy the uniform—​the equipment, the gear, the data-files—​but leave the facility itself untouched."

I lowered my hands, stepping back from the control panel. The silence was deafening; it rang through the halls, echoing back to me. Only the sound of her voice broke the quiet.

"You’re probably wondering why I wanted you to do that, and the answer is simple: I didn’t want this life for you."

I stared at the costume.

"Once complete, everything except the bunker itself will be destroyed. In addition, I’ve set up a program that will wire fifty thousand dollars to your college fund account."

My aunt closed that account last January. Used the six thousand left in it to pay off some of the mortgage and buy more meth.

"Go to a good school. Be a lawyer. Be a doctor. Be a professor. Be anything but this. Don’t waste your life."

I walked away from the control panel, wandering through the facility.

"This message will now delete itself. I love you. Wherever you are, whatever you become—​remember that. Goodbye, sugarplum."

The MP3 player switched off. There was a sizzling sound from somewhere inside it; a long thread of smoke unraveled from its front panel. I threw it into a wastebasket and continued to wander through the empty halls.

After a while, I sat down next to the empty Skull suit and started to cry.
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Excerpt from Freshman Year


        We’d said our goodbyes earlier, so when my sister Rachel and I got out
of Dad’s SUV at the airport, we didn’t have much to say to our parents.

I popped the hatch, grabbed my suitcase and backpack and put them next
to me in the drop-off area. I handed Rachel her suitcase (her backpack
hung on her back), and shut the hatch.

We moved to the side of the vehicle. Mom had her window open.

Rachel said, “I’ve got everything. Nick?”

“Me too.”

Dad smiled at us. “Enjoy your conference, and congratulations to both of
you again. Full ride scholarships. That doesn’t happen to everyone.”

“Thanks, Dad. Now hurry and get out of here before airport security
decides you’re terrorists.”

She glanced toward two men in blue uniforms standing next to a column.

“Rachel,” Mom said.

“Relax, Mom, they’re not even looking at us. Besides, you know what I
mean. Five minutes.”

Signs hung on every metal column under the canopy. All of them said,
“FIVE MINUTE LIMIT.”

Mom took a breath, and managed a smile. “We’ll see you in a week. Stay
safe.”

“Bye, Mom,” I said, noting that she hadn’t congratulated us, and that
she seemed a little worried.

Mom likely guessed we really weren’t going to a conference, and that our
scholarships were more than scholarships.

Twenty minutes later we’d picked up our boarding passes, checked our
luggage, and stood at Gate A7.

We weren’t alone.

Travis, my girlfriend’s older brother sat in one of the chairs, looking
as tall and muscular as usual. In the row of chairs across from him sat
Daniel, and Jaclyn.

Daniel waved to me. Rachel and I walked over.

“It’s not going to be long,” Daniel said. “I think we can board as soon
as everyone gets here. Anyone know where Cassie and Vaughn are?”

“No idea,” I said.

Jaclyn closed her calculus book, and said to Daniel, “You don’t already
know?”

Daniel shrugged and replied telepathically, They’re not in range.

Travis said, “Look who is here,” and quickly pointed past Daniel and
Jaclyn.

Sean Drucker and his friends (Jody and Dayton) played cards next to the
sitting area’s far wall. It seemed a good enough excuse to ignore us.

After last year, I was happy to be ignored. The guy wasn’t much more
than a bully, and now he had powers.

Hey, Daniel said, Cassie and Vaughn are here—plus a couple more.

A few minutes later, they were, and they walked up talking with Julie
and Shannon, a couple of Sean’s friends—or at least they had been last
year. They didn’t make any effort to talk to Sean that I saw.

Shannon started a conversation with Rachel that lasted all the way
through boarding the plane.

Life stopped feeling normal (at least for me) when we boarded the plane.
It wasn’t in the “Platform 9 and 3/4 sense.” We didn’t have to walk
through a wall, but I felt like I had when I saw the people in the
plane.

When my grandfather retired from superhero work, he kept his hand in the
game by creating and fixing devices for any hero who needed help. Some
of them brought their kids. Sometimes he made house calls in the League
jet, and took me along.

It felt like I recognized half the plane—mostly kids from the gated
communities some supers had created so they could live without a secret
identity.

They recognized me too, and not just me. A lot of people seemed to know
Daniel, and some knew Travis and Jaclyn. Rachel must have visited more
places than I’d remembered because people knew her too.

Even Cassie, who had been hidden to a degree, knew a few people, mostly
from Washington D.C.

Vaughn got recognized too, but mostly from context. He acknowledged
people with a smile.

For me, however, walking down the aisle turned into a chorus of “Hey
Nick, it’s been years.”

It felt like years passed before I made it to my seat, but it was okay.
It felt good to be remembered, and honestly to know people still
remembered Grandpa.

I ended up sitting in the middle between Rachel and Cassie. Turning
around to stow my backpack in the compartment, I noticed that Sean had
been part of the line behind me, and must have been waiting as people
tried to talk.

He passed my row without saying anything at all, but he didn’t seem
happy.
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