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Not Exactly Hogwarts


        Denver’s traffic sucked.

Driving in from Denver International Airport wasn’t bad at first, but
then we got into the city. That’s when we began to experience everything
I hated about driving in Chicago. By that I mean having to pay attention
to more cars and lanes than I wanted to.

Two lanes would merge into three, and I’d have to watch from all
directions as cars around moved across the highway in different
directions.

If I hadn’t been driving I might have been able to pay attention to the
bright blue sky, and how different the landscape was. Left to itself,
Michigan is covered with large trees.

Colorado tends to be covered with grasses, and small trees, many of
which are evergreens. Not only can you see the sky, but you can see for
a long way on the ground. Plus, any time you get a little height while
you’re in Denver—by going down a long hill, for example—the Rocky
Mountains loom in the distance.

It probably says something about me that my strongest association with
mountains is Mordor.

But again, I wasn’t paying much attention to them. I was driving my van
through rush hour traffic in Denver Colorado, and hating it.

“I could have driven,” Haley said.

She sat in the front passenger seat, tapping on her phone as she caught
my eye. That was the good part of all this. We were driving from Denver
International Airport to the Castle Rock Compound for the summer.

The Castle Rock Compound, a gated community for supers and their
families, was hosting the students in the Stapledon program, and
starting this summer, Haley was in the program.

That meant that unlike every Stapledon weekend during the past school
year, I’d actually be able to see her.

“That’s okay,” I said. There were a lot of reasons for me to drive. The
best was simply that the van was something of an unfinished engineering
project, and explaining the workarounds for all the things that didn’t
work quite right would take too long in a situation where we actually
had to use them.

The other important reason was that Haley’s reflexes, agility, senses,
and spatial judgement were superhuman, allowing her to fit vehicles into
spaces other people didn’t even realize were an option.

This meant that her driving style probably matched some of the better
trained drivers in the world, and also that riding with her was
completely terrifying.

Glancing down at her phone for a second, she said, “Google Maps says the
other highway is faster.”

“I know, but it’s a toll road.”

Ahead of us, the cars were slowing down in both lanes—not to zero but to
forty-five. In short, we slowed down, but not to a crawl.

“A toll road?” She sounded as if she was about to start laughing. “I’m
sure we could scrape together the money between the five of us.”

From behind me, Cassie said, “Wait, we’re taking the long route because
you don’t want to pay a buck fifty?”

“It’d be more like three-forty. I checked the website.”

At that point, Haley started laughing for real, and Cassie said, “Oh,
God.”

I could see her in the rearview mirror. Blond hair in a ponytail, Cassie
wore jeans and a t-shirt. She was rolling her eyes.

In the seat behind Haley, Jaclyn said, “You know you’re probably wasting
as much money in gas as you’re saving in tolls?”

I shook my head. “I’m not. The van runs on fuel cells. The engine noise
is fake.”

Half in the mirror, Jaclyn shook her head, and raised her hands to stop
me. “Okay, I’m done. Vaughn, what about you?”

“I’m too busy hanging with my friend the cabinet to pay attention.”
Behind Cassie, Vaughn grinned.

The van only had one seat that far back. A cabinet took up the other
half of the cabin. Everyone’s luggage sat in a pile behind Vaughn.

Cassie turned around, “Seriously Vaughn, joking about being stuck in the
back with the cabinet is getting a little old.”

Vaughn ripped a piece of paper out of the notebook he was holding, and
threw it at her.

Cassie’s arm blurred as she tried to catch it—tried being the operative
word since she didn’t get it.

Jaclyn held the crumpled piece of white paper in a hand that was several
shades darker. I hadn’t even seen her move.

With a hint of a smile, she tossed it to Cassie.

Cassie threw it back at Vaughn. It hit him on the forehead. “That’s
barely fair at all,” he said.

He was grinning though.

Traffic aside, this felt good. The only way it could be better is if
Daniel were with us. He’d opted to ride on the busses with his
girlfriend Izzy, and everyone else in the program.

That was okay. They seemed to make each other happy.

Deciding to concentrate on the road, I realized that the cars in the
right lane were merging into the left. A white semi-truck in the right
lane turned on it’s blinker signal, and began to merge directly in front
of me.

I let it.

Once it was in the lane, I could see why everyone was merging, and why
we’d slowed down to ten miles per hour.

A line of vehicles—an SUV and two cars—had smashed into each other.
Police cars, an ambulance, and a red and white truck (paramedics, I
assumed) parked on either side of them, lights blinking.

Haley stared ahead at the crash. “I hope they’re okay.”

I nodded. “Me too.”

I wondered what route the Stapledon busses had taken. Alex had to be on
one of them. Providing they weren’t dead, he’d be able to heal everyone.

I wondered if he would. I’d noticed that even though he and his father
did spend time going to hospitals, they seemed to save most of their
strength for supers.

I wasn’t sure what I could do about that. Alex and his dad probably had
good reasons for what they did. It wouldn’t be a good thing if something
major came up, and they were too tired to help their team because they’d
spent all day in the hospital healing people.

Realistically, they’d probably be better off allowing scientists to
study how their healing worked with various illnesses and injuries than
actually healing anybody.

I hoped they thought that far ahead.

We had ten minutes to stare at the accident. Unfortunately, if anything,
the line of cars seemed to move slower as we neared and finally passed
it.

The paramedics seemed to be doing everything they could, and even as we
began to leave the accident behind, another ambulance arrived, driving
along the side of the road.

I wondered if that was a good sign or a bad one. Did they send
ambulances for dead people? If they did, did they bother to turn on the
lights and hurry?

The blocked off section of highway ended, and initially traffic sped up,
but after a minute or two we were in five mile per hour traffic.

I stared down at the speedometer, not quite believing it.

“Got it,” Haley said. “I checked Google, and there’s a giant red line on
the highway, and it goes for miles. I looked it up, and they’re doing
construction about five miles from here.”

From the back Vaughn said, “But hey, here’s the good news. There’s no
red line on the toll road.”

Cassie laughed.

Jaclyn said, “Thanks Vaughn, I’m sure we all feel much better now.”

I checked the speedometer and watched as an electric train passed us on
an elevated railway. I wondered if the line went to Castle Rock. They
appeared to be moving pretty quickly.

“This stinks.” Haley frowned. “The schedule says that we’re supposed to
eat at 6:30. I don’t think we’re going to make it.”

Cassie sat up in her chair and pointed back. “We just passed an Ikea.
Jaclyn could run back, do the super speed thing and get meatballs.”

Jaclyn eyed her and said, “You can go get meatballs.”

Vaughn leaned forward, almost up to the two of them. “I know you’re
joking, but I’m getting hungry. If we aren’t going to make it in time
for supper, we should figure something out.”

I looked up at my mirror, and looked back at everyone. “I kind of have a
plan, but there’s a problem. You know how they try to sneak us around?
Fly us in in cargo planes, and everything? Well, this isn’t going to be
sneaky. It’s actually going to be kind of loud.”

Jaclyn looked up at the rearview mirror, and met my eyes. “How loud?”

I thought about it. “We’d stand a pretty good chance of ending up on the
local news. Possibly national, if SuperTV finds out about it.”

She shook her head. “No.”

Haley began to ask, “What are you planning to—“

Cassie talked over her. “I’d say do it. The media’s been covering the
program constantly since New York. I bet they even already know we’re
coming. My mom told me there are six hundred people in the program now.
I don’t think they can hide it like they used to.”

Not giving anyone else time to speak, Haley said, “Why would we get on
the national—“

In all fairness to Vaughn, he probably didn’t hear her, but he spoke
over her too. “Don’t worry about it,” he began as Haley glared at him.

Oblivious, he continued, “I’m watching the news on my phone. There’s
crowds of people waiting in front of the Castle Rock Compound right now.
You’re not going to make any more news than when the buses arrive.”

Glancing over at Haley, I said, “I made a few modifications to the van.
You know how when we went up against Rook, he did some damage, and I
decided to fix it? Well, even though it looks pretty much the same, the
seats are almost the only holdovers. I made it self-repairing like the
Rocket suit, and then I realized that I could do a lot more than that.”

The van got quiet while I talked.

Jaclyn asked, “What?”

“Well, you know how the suit changes form now? I made the van into a
transformer, but not with a capital ’t.’ I don’t know who owns the
Transformers, but I’m sure they have lawyers.”

Haley raised an eyebrow. “What does it transform into?”

I shrugged. “Kind of a giant cat? I thought about doing a giant Rocket
suit, but it sounded easier to make a four legged animal run.”

Haley closed her eyes for a second, and said, “Well, I’m just glad you
didn’t go with that mouse mecha you told me about.”

“Not a chance,” I said. “It looks a lot like Mickey, and Disney’s got
lawyers too.”

I turned back toward Cassie, Jaclyn, and Vaughn. “Do you think I should
try it?”

Vaughn nodded. “I don’t see why not.”

Jaclyn frowned. “I can think of a few reasons, but I’m sick of being
stuck here. Do it, but change back as soon as you can. I don’t want to
get in trouble for something minor like this.”

“Yeah,” Vaughn said, “if I’m going to get in trouble, I prefer something
major. It makes for a great conversation starter. In high school, all I
had to do was tell people that I was the guy who got drunk and trashed
Sean Drucker’s car, and they knew who I was instantly.”

Cassie turned around herself, looking more serious than normal. “You
don’t want to go that way again.”

He shook his head. “C’mon Cassie, you know better than that. It mostly
sucked, but I don’t think I’m wrong. My minister talked about some
theologian who said if you’re going to sin, sin boldly. I figure the
guy’s got a point. You’ve got to own it, you know?”

I have no idea where the conversation would have gone from there. The
car behind me started beeping. The car in front of me had moved forward
ten feet, but I hadn’t, depriving the man in the Honda Civic behind me
of ten feet of marginal improvement in his life.

He beeped again.

“Ok everybody, two things. First, we’re all about to get pushed a little
closer together, so don’t worry about that. Second, keep your arms close
to your body. Putting them on the armrests should be great.”

I tapped on the screen on the dashboard to start the transformation
sequence.

“Nick,” Haley said, putting her hands on the armrests, “What happens if
our arms aren’t on the armrests?”

“Probably nothing,” I said.

“Good,” Haley began.

“But,” I continued, “they might get ripped off. Well, except for Jaclyn.
She’ll probably break something.”

I clarified that with, “Something in the van. She’ll be fine.”

At the sound of Jaclyn’s groan, Cassie’s snort, and Haley beginning to
say, “Nick—“ I responded with, “Don’t worry about it. Everything will be
fine.”

I pressed the final confirmation button as the car behind me really
started laying on the the horn.

“What about the luggage?” Vaughn asked.

“Oh crap,” I muttered. “We probably should have—“

I would have said “put that in the cabinets,” but at that moment the
walls hummed, coming closer together. At the same time, the dashboard
shrunk, changing its layout and Haley’s seat moved toward mine, our
armrests almost touching.

From the humming and scraping noise behind us, I guessed that the
algorithm that handled forming the cabin was working. The scraping was
probably the luggage. A quick check of the rearview mirror/screen showed
that the cabin was roughly oval shaped, as expected, and that Vaughn was
at the back. The cabinets and our luggage had disappeared.

I was pretty sure we’d find the luggage in the cabinets when we changed
back.

I hoped I hadn’t left it on the highway, and resolved to check the
rearview screen as we left.

On the bright side, the guy behind us did stop beeping when the van
developed four legs, claws, and a tail.

I considered my next step. We were on an eight lane highway with no
median between the northbound and southbound. The only thing between
them was a four foot high concrete barrier. That was on the left.

When I looked to the right, I realized that the lane must be a little
lower than the road running alongside it because the concrete sloped
down to the highway.

We were the second lane in from the right on the southbound side. Thanks
to the catmecha’s legs, we might be able to move over the front of the
red Chevy Cavalier to my left. I wasn’t completely confident though,
that it wouldn’t step on the car’s hood, denting it at best, pushing the
engine through to the concrete at worst.

That was the nearest we got to the side of the road. To the immediate
left we had semi-truck, and whatever happened to be in the lane past
that.

So, I went with plan b.

The catmecha crouched, and leapt into the air.

“Whoa,” Vaughn said, “Why can’t we have this kind of view all the time?”

“In normal mode, it’s supposed to look like a normal van. I don’t want
to blow our identities if I need to drive someone somewhere.”

The inside didn’t look like a normal van anymore. Roughly egg shaped,
its smooth walls showed everything surrounding us. Clear as windows
halfway up the cabin, the view lost color as it neared the floor. The
floor wasn’t completely opaque, but showed the ground like a black and
white television might have.

My original plan had been to be able to see everything completely
clearly, but I realized that most people would want a better sense of
where the floor and walls were.

Incidentally, the walls weren’t see through. I’d used a variation on the
technique I’d used to make the paint change color instantly to turn the
walls into live streaming, extremely local television screens.

Checking the rearview screen, I was relieved to note that the conversion
hadn’t left anything behind.

We were already too far away to see the expression of the guy who’d been
beeping at us, but judging from the expressions of the people I could
see, his jaw had to be somewhere below the steering wheel.

Okay, that’s a bit of an exaggeration, but people were leaning toward
the windows and staring. A lot of people were pulling out phones.

We’d probably be on Youtube before we even landed.

Now that we were in the air though, I checked the gravitics. They were
all green—no problems. I didn’t feel fully comfortable with the
technology yet (probably because it was at least fifty years ahead of
when we’d naturally figure it out), but I felt comfortable enough. I’d
given the catmecha the ability to float, and make much bigger jumps than
it ought to be able to manage.

Then I turned on the directional rockets, and we shot forward. Since
flight wasn’t the main point of having a mech, I hadn’t made an effort
to create the most powerful rockets I could. The mech could actually run
faster on its legs than it could fly.

I stayed in the air anyway. No matter how quickly the mech could move on
the ground, flying over the entire traffic jam was much cooler.

Also, if the catmecha were running at three hundred miles per hour down
the highway, and accidentally flipped a piece of concrete into the air,
well, that could kill somebody.

All the same, we covered the distance quickly.

For the first little while, we all looked out the windows. In my case,
it was more because I didn’t want to hit power lines or a bridge.

After a little while, Haley said, “It didn’t.”

“What?” I tried to figure out what she was talking about while deciding
where to land. Below us, the cars had spread out again and were
traveling at normal highway speeds.

“With Courtney.”

“Yeah,” I said, deciding to stay in the air a little longer. It wouldn’t
hurt to travel further at a couple hundred miles per hour instead of
seventy-five.

“Technically though, it wasn’t the van that gave it away then as much as
that Courtney had enhanced her hearing, and I didn’t know.”

“That was such a mess,” Haley said, staring out the window at the
highway.

“Tell me about it,” Cassie said. “You didn’t get kidnapped by some nut.”

Haley turned around. “Sorry. I’m sure that was worse. It was just that
Courtney didn’t know and then she knew everything. Nothing against her,
but I wish we’d had a choice.”

“Me too,” I said. I wasn’t lying either. We hadn’t had that many people
figure out who we were, but every time someone did, the choices stank.
They amounted to: trust them to keep quiet, make them forget using
telepathy, or put in a mental block that stopped them from telling
anybody.

Vaughn looked up from watching the cars below us. “How’d it go with
Courtney?”

I shrugged. “It worked. She’s got permanent powers now. That’s why she’s
in the program now.”

Jaclyn shook her head. “I can’t believe you ran anyone else through that
machine. Vaughn turned out okay, but you remember his grandfather. The
guy went crazy and turned on everyone. That’s enough of a warning for
me.”

I decided to stay in the air for as long as this conversation went on.
There wasn’t any way I’d be able to concentrate on landing at the same
time.

“I know it looks bad, but I talked to Lee, and he said the machine
didn’t contain any booby traps. He told them how it worked, and Grandpa
and Red Lightning figured it out on their own. Plus, I made sure
Courtney hadn’t been using any juice before she got zapped, and it turns
out she’d barely used power juice since it became a controlled
substance. Grandpa said that Vaughn’s grandfather had already withdrawn
a bit even before they zapped him in the machine. Who knows? Maybe it
was unrecognized PTSD that caused the problem.”

In the rearview screen, Vaughn nodded. “Hope that’s true. People know
what it is now. I don’t want to find out that whatever made him do it
was part of him. Then I might have inherited it. If it’s an outside
thing then I can avoid it, you know?”

I nodded. “Hey, I should land. I’d bet that the Castle Rock Compound has
air defenses, and I don’t want to find out about them the hard way.”

I took the catmecha down off the side of the highway, landing in the
parking lot of some massive medical complex. I changed the mecha back
into the shape of a van, drove around the parking lot, changing the
van’s color and model a couple times when I thought no one was looking.

I’d put in the specifications for 20 different models and years of vans.
The ability to adjust the van’s looks made it the perfect car for
blending into the crowd.

We left the parking lot looking like a 70’s era Dodge van with an
airbrushed picture of a woman in a chainmail bikini fighting a dragon on
the sides.

It fit into Colorado traffic better than you might think. The painting
was still tacky, but the van’s age didn’t stand out as much. In
Michigan, cities put down salt to melt snow. That virtually guaranteed
that no car over the age of twenty would run because they’d be turned
into rust first.

I’m exaggerating there, but not much.

Jaclyn leaned forward, looking at the picture of the van as it displayed
on the dashboard.

“Wow,” she said. “I’m so glad you tinted the windows.”

Haley shook her head. “Where did you find the painting? You didn’t pay
for it, did you?”

I laughed. “No. There’s a bunch of sites with 1970’s van artwork. I
figured that we might need a distinctive look sometime, and this
qualifies.”

“No kidding,” Vaughn said. “We’re going to be lucky if the police don’t
pull us over on general principles.”

Cassie raised an eyebrow and grinned at him. “What principle would that
be exactly?”

Vaughn grinned back. “I’m thinking that it’d be because there’s no way
you could like that painting if you weren’t high.”

“I think I’d agree with them,” Jaclyn muttered.

We got on the highway at the nearest entrance, and there weren’t any
more stops and the traffic spread out.

Of course, it still wasn’t like driving in Michigan. We could see
mountains in the distance to the right much of the time. Personally, I
couldn’t get over how bare the landscape seemed. There weren’t many
trees, and the trees that were there were small.

Grasses and small bushes covered most of the ground.

Still, it didn’t take long to get to Castle Rock from there.

It turned out that Castle Rock had been named after an actual rock that
resembled a castle. It was located on a hill near the downtown.

We didn’t actually go downtown, but we could see it in the distance.

We went further south, driving through residential neighborhoods that
could have fit in just about anywhere. Most of the neighborhoods we
drove through appeared to have been built in the last ten or fifteen
years. Green lawns and big houses appeared to be everywhere.

However few trees the neighborhoods had, they could have fit in in the
suburbs of Grand Lake. I wondered if they used the same designs for any
of the houses.

Vaughn looked up from his phone to say, “Nick, it says here that a lot
of the regular people in Castle Rock work in Denver’s tech sector. At
least that’s true outside the Compound. Inside, who knows?”

He was right. Some compounds interacted with the community around them.
Others were islands, creating a completely parallel system inside the
compound for anything they might need locally.

This even included schools, and in northern cities, snowplowing.

I simultaneously got the logic behind it, and felt like it was wrong
headed at least, possibly dangerous.

Supers created the compounds as safe places to raise children and live
where they didn’t have to worry about all the problems celebrity and
vigilante justice brought with them.

In the compounds, kids with powers could be kids. They didn’t stand out.
At the same time, all the community’s resources could be used to protect
a hero’s family from attack without having to worry about how normals
were going to handle the response.

You could argue with their logic, of course. My grandfather didn’t like
the idea at all.

It was easy to see when we passed outside the city of Castle Rock’s
authority. The manicured lawns stopped, and the place’s natural plant
life took over.

It wasn’t that the Castle Rock Compound was any better about the
environment than the city near it. They’d just constructed a buffer zone
around the compound. The native animals and plants could live happily
around the compound’s edge until the next attack.

In the meantime, they grew next to a wall several times as high as my
van. Whoever had designed it had decided that the wall couldn’t look
like a prison. Instead it had been painted white and give the texture of
adobe–as if it were a piece of well kept up Spanish Colonial
construction.

By the time we reached the wall, I’d swapped the van’s model and paint
job again. Now the van had turned white and claimed to be owned by
Castle Rock Plumbing.

Following the directions I’d been given, I avoided the front gate.
Camera crews, paparazzi, and trucks with satellite uplinks crowded
around the front. The Douglas County Sheriff’s department provided
security.

Following a dirt road alongside the wall, I drove the van for half a
mile until we reached another gate.

No one stood there. In keeping with the Spanish Colonial theme, it had
an arched door which at least appeared to be wooden.

I knew better.

Ignoring the “Authorized Vehicles Only” sign on the door, I pulled the
van up, and pulled out my League phone. Dialing security’s number, I
said, “Five for the Heroes League at the service door.”

Then I sent my security key. Within a few seconds, the door opened.

I drove the van in, and the door shut behind us. Following the
instructions they gave me over the phone, I didn’t stop in the dark room
past the door. I drove a couple car lengths, passing out through the
next door, and into sunlight.

Whoever had designed the entrance had to have planned for this moment
knowing that it wouldn’t just be a service entrance, but actually the
first look guests might have at the complex.

I’d been aware that we were driving upward as we drove along the wall. I
hadn’t realized how high.

We were on the second level of the compound. To our left lay the
majority of it–the wall, and the houses that it protected, big two story
houses like the houses outside.

We looked out over it.

To our right were fountains, wading pools, and decorative plants. Past
the fountains were shops, all of them in the Spanish Colonial style.

It made me think a little bit of Disneyland, and a little bit of a mall.

Next to me, Haley stared out her window, and said, “Wow. Where are we
supposed to be?”

Behind us, Jaclyn and Cassie leaned forward, trying to get a good look.

From even further back, Vaughn said, “Next time I get a window seat.”

Even if the architect who designed the place had recognized the impact
of the view and designed to make use of it, he or she hadn’t wasted much
of it on the access road for service vehicles.

I had to turn right almost immediately, and drive straight in toward the
buildings on a road that ran parallel to the wall.

We quickly left any kind of interesting view, passing all the shops, and
driving the van into an elevator three times its length.

It started moving downward immediately after the van stopped
moving.

From the back, Vaughn said, “What do you want to bet the dorms are
inside the mountain? We’re going to spend the entire summer surrounded
by rock.”

“It probably isn’t a mountain,” I said. “I think we might be officially
in the foothills of the Rockies at this point, so this is probably a
hill. If it’s not a hill, it’s probably some technical name I don’t
know.”

With exaggerated solemnity, Vaughn said, “Thank you, Captain Geography.”

I didn’t point out that geologists were probably the ones who were most
interested in the exact term for the geological formation we’d entered.

When the elevator opened, I drove the van into a parking garage hewn
from the rock around it. This was a little disappointing. The part where
it had been hewn from rock was very cool, even mind-blowing, but when
you consider the top ten things you might want to see at one of the
Western Hemisphere’s seven known superhero compounds, a parking garage
did not make the list.

It’s safe to say that for the vast majority of people, parking garages
don’t make any list at all.

I chose the closest spot to the door I could find, and then we all got
out. Our directions told us that someone would be in the parking garage
to meet us. Of course, our directions assumed that we’d be riding on the
bus. I’d gotten alternate directions through email from Dr. Nation when
I’d explained that I was currently working on the van as a project, and
more generally on the technology I used to form and repair it.

As we unloaded the van, I noticed that the arrows pointed in the
opposite direction on the ground. I guessed they must lead out, probably
to the first level of the complex.

Jaclyn grabbed her suitcases, purse and duffle bag. “I guess we’re
early. I’m a little surprised that we’re not even seeing security people
yet.”

Cassie jumped out of the back of the van, carrying a suitcase and her
duffle bag, landing next to Jaclyn. “Could be their security sucks.”

Vaughn stood next to the back of the van. He’d grabbed his suitcases
first. “Isn’t security the selling point of these places? You hear about
supers and their families getting killed, but these places are supposed
to be safe.”

Waiting next to Vaughn, I said, “They might be so good that they know
we’re not a threat.”

Vaughn grinned. “I don’t know that I’ve ever encountered any security
team that good. I’ve run across teams with negative values though. Back
when I was having problems, I had a bad reaction to some drugs, but I
was with it enough that I tried to get my dad since he’s a doctor.
Except he works for my family’s company, so I had to get through
security to get to him? They wouldn’t let me into the building. They
called the police, and you know what’s crazy? The police recognized me
and got me to the hospital. It was a near thing though.”

Haley stepped down from the back of the van, grabbing her suitcases’
handles, and pulled them away. “Your turn,” she told me.

I climbed up the back of the van, grabbing my suitcase out of the
cabinet along with my backpack. I left the Rocket suit block inside. I
could come back and get it later.

When I stepped out of the van, I shut the door, and said, “Lock.”

All the doors locked, and Haley’s window rolled shut.

“Nice,” Vaughn said. “Hope nobody left anything inside. What happens if
someone tries to break in?”

“Not much,” I said. “It’s made out of the same materials as the Rocket
suit, so mostly it resists being broken into by being hard to break. It
would be cool if it fought back, but I don’t trust any pre-programmed
reactions I put in to fit all situations. What if a little kid starts
hitting it with a hammer or something?”

The door opened—not one of van’s doors. They stayed shut.

The door we’d been told to park next to had moved. Metal, and painted
green with a big, white “1” next to the window on the upper half, it
looked like a door that could have fit in any parking garage I’d ever
seen.

At first glance, the man who walked through the door looked like he’d
have fit in at any barbecue I’d ever seen. Wearing shorts and a blue and
white shirt with spots that made me think of Rorschach tests, he could
have passed for a football coach on vacation. A big man who looked like
he’d passed from muscular to fat a few years back, he had close cropped
white hair, and an equally white mustache.

Then I recognized him.

“Whoa,” Vaughn said, “Didn’t you used to be Earthmover?”

Earthmover had been a massively powerful terrakinetic—exactly the sort
of person who’d build a small city into a rocky hill.

The man had been smiling, but at that he winced. Recovering, he said,
“Still am, but I’m taking civilian work these days. As the most
important employee of Earthmover, Inc., I’m heading to the United Arab
Emirates to reshape an island next week.”

Vaughn nodded. “No kidding? I heard you were the most powerful
terrakinetic ever. I’d think you’d get bored being out of the fight.”

His smile had become a little more genuine at Vaughn’s comment about
being the most powerful terrakinetic ever, and by the end of Vaughn’s
statement he appeared to be on familiar ground.

“Of course I miss all the Defenders, but there comes a time in a man’s
life where you have to step back. Other heroes are more than capable of
taking over for me, and I, in turn, am more than ready to let them. Now,
everyone take your bags. You’ve beaten the busses here handily. As
president of the Compound’s council, I’m here to welcome you to your
temporary home. If we hurry, we’ll get you settled before your friends
arrive.”

“Cool,” Vaughn said. “Let’s go.”

He turned toward me. “You got everything?”

“I wouldn’t have locked up the van if I didn’t.” I looked over at
Earthmover. “We can come back down here, right? The van’s actually kind
of a school project itself, so I don’t really want to leave it in here.
Ideally I’d want to bring it into wherever you have science labs. If I
really had to, I could break it down into pieces and take it through the
halls, but I’d rather not.”

Earthmover listened to me, and glanced over at the van. “That’s a
science project?”

To be fair to him, the van was still white, and still said Castle Rock
Plumbing. With my sister Rachel’s help (she was an art major), I’d
learned how to fake rust convincingly, so the doors’ edges had
brownish-red rust and flaking paint.

“It’s more engineering than science,” I said. “You’ll have to trust me
on this one. If this makes it any easier to get it inside, you should
know that it can fly.”

I couldn’t guess how many patents I could get out of it. Bearing in mind
that the ceramic that composed most of it was very similar to an alien
ceramic that we weren’t supposed to have access to in the first place,
I’d be risking planetary annihilation to make it available to the
general public.

I’d have to figure out a way to put some of the tech out there. It
wasn’t the kind of nanotech that had the potential to turn the world
into gray goo. This was something humanity could handle now—well,
mostly.

Then Earthmover started laughing. “Is that the flying cat car?”

“Van,” I said automatically. “Really more of a mech in that form. Did it
make the news already?”

“Youtube first, but SuperTV has had on-going coverage of the program’s
arrival here. They played one of the videos of your vehicle taking off
and flying over the traffic jam. Then they speculated about whose it was
for the next fifteen minutes.”

Earthmover grinned. “Your inventions are considerably more whimsical
than your grandfather’s. Was the exploding guitar supposed to be a
tribute to the Who?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. I was just thinking that lots of bands lit
their guitars on fire, so what could I do that would be even crazier?”

He shook his head. “I’ll see what I can do about getting the van into
the school’s labs. Worst case scenario, I’ll open up a wall for a few
minutes.”

Then he said, “Let’s get moving. I’m afraid, we don’t have enough time
to stand here and talk.”

He held the door open for us, and we all pulled our suitcases through.
There were four elevator doors, and a staircase on the left. Earthmover
pointed to the one on the far right, and we went inside.

The door closed.

As the elevator rose, Jaclyn said, “I’m a little surprised that the
president of the compound, much less someone with a business to run,
came to let us in today.”

Earthmover nodded. “It’s not hard to explain. I’m a busy man, and I’m
not one of your teachers, but I’ve seen the news reports. I wanted to
meet the new Heroes League.”

None of us said anything at first.

Then Cassie broke the silence. “That’s got to be a huge disappointment.”

Earthmover smiled briefly at her for a second. “Not at all, but it’s all
been so busy I neglected to introduce myself. You know my codename, but
my real name is Reed Jorgenson. It’s good to meet all of you. We’re
informal here, so you can call me Reed.”

Cassie raised an eyebrow at him. “Great to meet you, but if you don’t
already know my real name, I’m not going to offer it up. You don’t have
a Stapledon program block, do you?”

Reed grunted, “No.”

“Then we probably shouldn’t volunteer our names. No offense, okay?”
Cassie had already let go of her duffle bag, and placed it on top of her
suitcase. Her hands were free.

I hoped she wasn’t preparing to throw down with him. He almost had to
know our names already.

Reed shook his head. “I wasn’t expecting it. I can’t say it would be a
lot of work to find out, but I accept your need for privacy. I wouldn’t
expect anything else. Your grandparents were masters of the secret
identity. We’re not as concerned with it here.”

I’d always heard that about the compounds. The way Grandpa described it,
they’d been born of idealism during the late 1960’s and 70’s, but hit
their peak in the 80’s. Many of the younger heroes didn’t want to keep
secrets anymore, and they told everybody their names. Then they’d found
that they had no place to get away from the fans, the news reporters,
and the courts. Over a few decades the compounds had turned from hippie
communes into gated communities who hired devastatingly effective legal
teams and public relations firms.

Vaughn nodded as if it were news to him. “That’s amazing. I never want
to find out what would happen if the news media connected my real life
to my codename. There’d be way too many questions.”

Reed nodded. “I wouldn’t worry too much about it. The media deliberately
don’t go fishing for real names. They don’t want to stop a hero from
doing what’s right, and some of them are afraid of getting on our bad
side. I’m more worried about the public. Some of them don’t know when to
leave you alone.”

Haley looked up at me. I don’t know what she would have said because
Vaughn asked, “Do you have any advice for us? You were a hero for years,
and we’ve just begun.”

Reed stood thoughtfully for a moment. Then he said, “Good question. I’ll
tell you what I always wished people had told me before I put on the
costume—think about what happens when it’s over. Ninety percent of
heroes stop before they’ve been doing it for ten years. Sometimes they
die. Some get hurt. Sometimes they’ve seen too many horrible things, and
give up. While you’ve got the public eye, you need to get everything you
can out of it—connections, contracts, cash. Then when you’re done, you
can walk away knowing you’ll be taken care of.

“That’s one thing I like about your program’s college enrollment policy.
By the time you’re done, you’ll have a degree. You may not have the
experience you need, but you’ll have connections, and the ability to
walk out of this life.

“It’s not for everyone,” he said.

The elevator doors opened.





Fresh Meat


        Reed showed us to our rooms, let us drop off our luggage, and led us to
the cafeteria before leaving us to meet the buses.

“Find a table,” he said as he opened the door to walk out, “the buses
are here. You’ll be seeing all your friends in minutes.”

I believed him. Except for us, the room was empty of students, but it
was full of staff. The tables had been set. The staff were placing food
on four different tables that barely seemed to have room for more.

On the stage in front of the room, a man said, “Testing, testing?” into
the microphone on the podium until someone called him on the phone. Then
he said, “Good,” and left the stage and room.

Our group had already staked out a table near the front, but Haley and I
didn’t stay there. We left, standing next to the windows on the left
side of the room.

Just like the parking garage, the room appeared to have been carved from
the rock around it. The windows looked over the level with the shops
(where I’d briefly driven the van), giving a view of the ground and the
houses on the level below that.

I hadn’t noticed it from the ground, but now that we were closer I
realized that the white-blue sky was slightly blurry. It wasn’t obvious
whether it was a shield or some kind of physical barrier.

Either way I saw it as good news. There were some fairly obvious secret
identity problems when people with secret identities hung around with
heroes without them.

Whatever hung up there might be some kind of privacy screen.

That meant we could actually walk around the compound out of costume.

Haley and I stood there looking out the windows and talking until people
started coming in.

We had some warning. Hundreds of people bringing their baggage up to
their rooms weren’t exactly quiet.

All the same, we didn’t move until people started flooding the room.
They didn’t come in in a rush, but it felt like one.

I had a brief moment where I flashed back to remembering our fight
inside the alien mothership last spring. I couldn’t think of any time
where the aliens had rushed us in the corridors, but we had spent a lot
of time in the corridors of the ship. Somehow, the way people entered
through the doors made me think of the dim corridors and the possibility
that at any moment we could be walking into a firefight.

My breath caught in my throat, and I felt my heartbeat speed up.

Haley looked up at me, eyes narrowed, asking, “Nick, are you okay?”

Even as she said it, I’d already begun to calm down. I knew these
people–some of them anyhow.

“I think so,” I said.

“Your heartbeat spiked,” she said, keeping her voice low. “You were
afraid of something.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I know, but not now. This isn’t a good time.”

The tightness around her mouth hinted that she wasn’t at all satisfied
with that answer, but she said, “OK. For now.”

We weren’t quite back to the table when Daniel touched my mind.

Are you okay?

Probably not entirely, I thought back, but I’m not having nightmares
anymore.

That’s something, he replied. You’re going to have to talk to a
therapist.

I could feel his concern through our connection.

I guess, I thought back.

No, I mean you will literally have no choice about talking this through
with a therapist. Everyone there will have multiple sessions.

My dad would approve, I guess, I thought back. Bearing in mind that my
dad was a therapist with some fairly strong concerns about what happened
to teenagers who became superheroes, I felt fairly confident about that.

The fact that my grandparents’ superhero team had left him with a mental
block that made him unable to realize that I was following in their
footsteps made it more than a little ironic.

I’ll see you in a second, Daniel thought at me.

The next few minutes were a blur. Everybody who’d been on the buses
seemed to appear–Haley’s older brother, Travis, my sister Rachel, and
all the people I hadn’t seen since the last Stapledon program weekend a
month ago.

Along with them came all the new people, and there were a lot of new
people.

Unless I missed my guess, most of the people were new.

As the noise of students talking began to build, a voice broadcast over
the PA system, “Students, please sit down.”

It took a few minutes, but eventually everyone did.

By that time a man had taken the stage. Middle-aged, he had black hair,
and light brown skin, and wore a black suit. I recognized him. The man
was FBI agent, Isaac Lim, the Feds’ liaison to multiple Midwestern
superhero teams including my own.

Over the last month or two, he’d apparently acquired even more
responsibilities.

“Hello everyone, I’m Isaac Lim, FBI agent, but also director of the
Stapledon program, a joint program of the federal government, and the
United States’ superhuman community.”

Flipping from the first notecard to the next, he said, “Welcome to all
of you, but particularly the new students. The Stapledon program’s
undergone some big changes in the past two years, and even in the two
months. Its purpose has always been to train supers who planned to use
their powers, but now it’s more than that. With the secrets behind
giving humanity powers becoming known all over the world, we’d have
enough of a reason to expand the program.

“I’m talking, of course, about protecting the United States. With the
publication of the formulas for creating supers available to
all–including criminals–we’ll need your help to protect this country
against all enemies both foreign and domestic.”

Isaac stopped, and looked out across the room. “That would be enough by
itself, but as you know, there’s more to it than that now. As of last
spring, we’re reminded more than ever that we can’t just think of
ourselves. Aliens attacked us, hoping to destroy the entire planet. They
were stopped thanks in part to the actions of people in this room.

“Our technology couldn’t defeat the invaders. People with powers could.
Therefore Congress has expanded the Stapledon program. We’re not going
to be surprised by this again. We’re going to be ready. It used to be
that the Stapledon program had only twenty people at most. Last year, we
expanded the program, allowing more than one hundred people in. This
year we’ve let more than five hundred more people in, and now that
you’re here, we’re going to teach you everything you need to know to
keep the world safe.”

Isaac switched to another card, frowning for a moment as he paused.

“With that said, it’s time to talk about this year. In the past we’ve
done extended training in the summer, but only for students who are
already enrolled. From now on, this will be new students’ introductions
to the program.

“Additionally, in the past, the Stapledon program would pay for any
college or university in the United States, we are now limiting that to
specific universities or colleges within a certain distance of those
universities. That still represents a wide selection of educational
institutions.

“The reason for this is that we’ll be instituting daily training, and
don’t want anyone to have to travel too far.

“We’ve made arrangements to teleport those of you operating under the
previous agreement to your nearest training sessions, but if you are
interested in transferring to a more conveniently located school, we’ll
facilitate that.”

Isaac stopped and took a breath, looking out at all of us, and then back
to the card in his hand.

“Well, I have only a few more things to say and then we’ll be able to
eat. First, this is the most diverse group of Stapledon students we’ve
ever had. We have, of course, the program’s core group, supers of
various origins who have begun to fight crime on their own. We also have
the descendants of known heroes who want additional training outside
their families. Beyond those two groups we now have all of you who would
not have had powers, but for the power impregnator. Some of you come out
of the military’s program, others are descendants of heroes, still
others didn’t know what you could do till you tried power juice, and the
final group of you were unknowingly products of the Cabal’s breeding
program.”

I’d almost stopped paying attention when he started listing all the ways
we were different from each other, but when he mentioned the Cabal he
had my complete attention.

I wasn’t the only one. Students started muttering to each other. A few
turned around to stare at the crowd as if they could identify Cabal
descendants by sight.

For all I knew, that wasn’t impossible, but it wasn’t likely.

Isaac cleared his throat. “However you qualified to be part of the
Stapledon program, we’re happy to have you here. We will not put up with
any kind of mistreatment of fellow students. At best, you’ll be on
probation if you do. At worst, you’ll be kicked out of the program. We
have had incidents before, but so far no one has been kicked out. Don’t
be the first.”

I didn’t know what Sean was thinking at the moment (and I didn’t ask
Daniel), but I remembered when we’d been one of those incidents. I still
occasionally wondered whether I could have won that fight. I had better
martial arts training on my side, but he’d had magnetic powers and a
vending machine.

It hadn’t mattered. Half the floor had shown up to defend me, and anyway
near the end of the year we’d come to a slightly better place. His
sister had gotten hurt fighting aliens in Grand Lake, and I’d arranged
that a healer got sent to help her.

I hadn’t seen him much since then, but even if he hadn’t been friendly,
he hadn’t been actively unfriendly.

Isaac grinned at everyone, putting the notecards into his jacket pocket.

“I don’t have anything left to say about that issue. I can’t think that
it’s much different from any other school you’ve ever attended. Now
then, stay focused, and let’s make this a good year.”

He began to step back from the podium, but then stopped, and said, “And
also, let’s eat. People will dismiss you to go through the buffet by
table.”

At that point, after all the talk about the Cabal, their breeding
program, bullying, and superpowers, we were in the more typical position
of being part of a large group of people moving through a buffet line.

With four tables of food to line up at, it wasn’t terribly slow, but it
wasn’t quick even though we were close to the front.

Haley and I found ourselves standing next to Jaclyn.

“Remember fighting the Cabal?” She shook her head slowly. “Most of them
weren’t much more powerful than your average hero, but remember their
reserves? They were out of our league and their powers hadn’t been fully
activated. They were still using power juice.”

I nodded. “Yeah, and it wasn’t even the new formulation. I think they
may have been using the old, less effective version. I could be wrong
about that. Anyway, their descendants have to have been run through the
power impregnator if they’re here.”

Jaclyn shivered. “You know how hard we worked to stop the Cabal’s
soldiers from doing that. This is going to be interesting.”

“Yeah,” I said, glancing out into the crowd of people lining up at the
buffet tables. A number of them were big enough that I could imagine
they were descended from the Cabal.

“I can see why it might seem like a good idea. If they haven’t been
indoctrinated already, you could pull them into Stapledon, pretty much
destroy the Cabal breeding program by taking them out of their
hometowns, and get a bunch of heavy hitters all at once.”

Jaclyn nodded. “That’s what I was thinking. Here’s something to
consider. Where do they go after Stapledon? My bet would be government
service or maybe one of the Defender units. Now think about the fact
that toughest of them were practically immortal. Whatever they decide to
do, they’ll be doing it for a long time.”

Haley looked out at the crowd and bit her lip before talking. “Isaac did
say they didn’t know they were part of the breeding program. Maybe
they’ll be normal people—just for a really long time.”

“It’s not impossible,” Jaclyn said. “But, I can’t say I’m excited to
find out whether they’re ultimately more loyal to humanity or
themselves. Lee’s deal with the Cabal gives us a year where they’ll
leave us alone.”

Haley bit her lip. “That was last June.”

Jaclyn nodded. “Do you think they’ve been counting down the days?”

Haley sighed and her eyes darted between the two of us. “I hope not. I
don’t even know what day it was. Do you?”

I looked over at Jaclyn and she shook her head.

“No,” I said, “but I’m sure I could figure it out. Anyway, I bet one of
us knows.”

Jaclyn nodded. “Even with their descendants here, I’m not that worried
about us, but Marcus and Sydney are still in Grand Lake. Even if they
weren’t, all of our parents are.”

I wanted to say that they were soldiers, and they probably wouldn’t go
after civilians like our parents. I also wanted to believe they wouldn’t
go after Marcus or Sydney because even though they were both there, they
weren’t big players in what happened. If anybody, I’d expect them to go
after me. I’d been the guy who’d dropped their leader’s head in a pond,
ensuring that he’d actually die for real.

Of course, Lee had cut the man’s head off, and he was probably going to
be teaching here.

Anyway, as much as I wanted to think that the Cabal’s soldiers wouldn’t
go after Marcus, Sydney or our parents, they had the last time around.

From the way Haley stiffened, I guessed that her thoughts had gone in
the same direction as mine.

“Look,” Jaclyn said, “Lee knew about the deal. So did Larry. I’m sure
one of them told the League’s board.”

Daniel’s voice filled my head. Along with it, I felt the presences of
Haley and Jaclyn.

Don’t worry about it. Well, don’t worry much. The board knows, and my
dad mentioned to tell people that they were on it. I don’t know what
they’re doing, but they have connections. I’m sure they’ll work
something out.

Izzy and Daniel were ahead of us in the food line, already grabbing
plates. The two of them looked like they belonged together—both of them
taller than six feet with light brown skin. Both of them drew attention,
but in different ways—Daniel because he was literally tall, dark and
handsome in a baby faced way. Izzy drew looks because even if she held
herself like she wanted to hide behind the glasses she wore, she had a
presence to her.

I’d call it an indefinable presence, but her muscles were more defined
than most. She wore clothes that hid them—like tonight’s long sleeved,
loose blouse—but they were there.

Izzy brushed against him, and even though Daniel could construct an
effective mental shield, it wasn’t as effective with those of us who’d
grown up with him. Even though he must have blocked us from feeling all
of it, we still felt a hint of everything a guy feels when his
girlfriend brushes against him.

Haley giggled.

Jaclyn thought back, Thanks for telling us. How about we end this
conversation now, and pretend that last part never happened?

The connection ended as Daniel blushed.

Izzy asked Daniel something, glancing back at us as he answered. Then
she smiled uncertainly, and went back to loading her plate with food.

Jaclyn shook her head. “For now, we’ll hope that the board has Grand
Lake covered.”

Haley looked up at Jaclyn. “You don’t think the Cabal would come here,
do you?”

Jaclyn shrugged. “I don’t know, but I doubt it.”

“Me too,” I added. “With all the security they have here, whatever the
Cabal tried would turn into a direct attack before it was over, and I
doubt they want more attention. It pretty much destroyed them after we
exposed the mayor.”

In the lull that followed my comment, a hand tapped my shoulder.
“Planning something big?”

I turned to find a red haired girl my own age. She wore black jeans and
a matching jean jacket. A blood red gem hung from the necklace she wore.

“Amy,” I said, happy I remembered her name. That sounds bad, but I knew
her codename better. “This is my girlfriend, Haley who’s also Night Cat.
Haley, this is Amy, also known as Bloodmaiden. She was with us for New
York.”

“The magical princess?” Haley asked.

Amy glanced at me. “My fame precedes me, what there is of it. Did Nick
mention me?”

Haley shook her head. “No, I saw you on the news afterward, and looked
you up.”

I spoke up again, realizing something I should have said, “And, of
course you know Jaclyn.”

“Of course you do,” Jaclyn said. “Did everything heal up?”

Amy nodded. “It took a few days even with magic. How about you? I saw
them burn you. I would have died a few times over.”

Jaclyn clenched her jaw at that. “I’m okay. Doctors and healers can’t do
much for me, but on the bright side, it’s hard to really hurt me. I got
better.”

Amy turned her head, following the line. I recognized some of her
friends near the end of it.

“I should go,” she said. “See you later.”

She gave a little wave, and left.

We were at the table. I grabbed a plate, and then a hamburger.

Next to me, Haley grabbed her own plate. In a tone that sounded more
curious than accusing she asked, “Did you know she likes you?”

I hadn’t.

Haley’s brow furrowed. “Maybe I shouldn’t have said that.”

She took a piece of steak and a spoonful of a salad that appeared to be
a mixture of corn, tomato and avocado.

“I had no idea. How did you know?” I kept my voice a little lower than
normal. No need to broadcast this. Well, more than it must have been
already. Haley wasn’t the only person with enhanced hearing, and Daniel
couldn’t be the only person with telepathy or clairvoyance.

Hopefully everyone would be too occupied by eating and meeting people to
eavesdrop on us.

Just ahead of me on this side of the buffet table, Jaclyn grabbed food
without saying anything. I wondered if she was deliberately ignoring us.
In her position, I would have.

Looking uncomfortable, Haley said, “Normal stuff. Increased heart rate,
and smells. She smelled a little nervous, and a little um… attracted.”

“Huh. I didn’t think she was doing anything to get my attention.” I
thought back over my interactions with her. I couldn’t think of any
point where she’d been flirting with me. She’d only ever been friendly.

Of course, Haley had only ever been friendly, and if she had ever been
flirting, I hadn’t noticed.

Bearing in mind that Haley later told me she’d been interested in me all
along, that meant that… Well, it could mean anything, or nothing.

“She wasn’t flirting,” Haley said. “I really shouldn’t have said
anything. People do that all the time—at least a little bit. Right now
this place is a sea of pheromones.”

I thought about that. I could completely believe it.

“Wait,” I said, “you can smell pheromones consciously? That’s cool.”

She raised her eyebrow a little. “You’re not going to bug me to help you
construct some kind of pheromone based weapon, are you?”

I thought about that. “Well, I hadn’t been…” I began.

“That’s two mistakes so far today,” she said, sounding more amused than
bothered about it.

“Only two?” I asked.

She kicked my foot, but not hard. If she’d kicked hard, even
untransformed, she probably would have broken most of its bones.

Ignoring the kick, I continued with, “Seriously though, pheromones would
be a pain to work with. It’d be like Julie’s voice only without the
words to direct people. I know that it worked for Alex’s stepmom before
she reformed, but I’m not all that knowledgeable about human
biochemistry. I’d have to do a lot before I ever got anywhere. Plus, I’d
practically have to add a new lab.”

“Good,” Haley said, “Um… About Amy? Don’t tell her, okay? It would get
awkward, and I wasn’t trying to do anything by mentioning it. Sometimes
I forget that it’s harder for other people to notice these things, and
it was so obvious to me.”

By that time, we’d filled our plates, and were about to walk back to the
table when Courtney walked up to us, obviously heading toward the end of
the line. She looked good—normal good, not model post-Photoshop editing
good. She’d taken her shapeshifting powers a little too far after
breaking up with her boyfriend, Keith, last summer.

It was actually good news. It meant that her head was probably in a much
better place than last year. After running her through the power
impregnator, it was good that she’d stayed that way.

She hadn’t shifted back all of the weight she’d removed, but I couldn’t
blame her for that. She wore jean shorts, and a navy blue tank top.

Her nervous expression and glance to the back of the room made me wonder
if something were wrong though. She asked, “Would you mind saving a seat
for me?”

I looked over at our table. We’d have space. “No problem.”

She let out a breath. “Thanks. I’ll see you when I get back.”

As we sat down, joining Daniel, Izzy, Vaughn, Cassie, and Jaclyn, I
asked Haley, “Do you know what that was about?”

Haley grinned at me. “Are you asking if she’s after you?”

“No, you know—“

“Good. Because she’s not.” At that point Haley stopped grinning, and
looked more thoughtful as she watched Courtney walk away. “She’s upset
about something. I don’t know what.”

“I don’t know either,” Daniel volunteered, which saved me the bother of
asking him.

Before I could ask how he’d managed to avoid knowing, he said, “There
are so many people around that I’m working to keep everyone out. Normal
minds are bad enough, but the telepaths and empaths don’t have good
shields either. They’re really loud.”

Izzy squeezed his hand. “Is it bad?”

Daniel shook his head. “Standing near Lee is worse. I’ll be fine.”

After that we all concentrated on eating. We were interrupted as people
from last year stopped to say, “hi.” That wasn’t surprising. We were
near the buffet. Practically everybody passed us. What was funny is that
any time someone stayed to to say more than a few words to Daniel they
were female.

That was par for the course. I’d long ago gotten used to it. He didn’t
encourage anybody, and to be fair to them, the fact that he was dating
Izzy wasn’t common knowledge.

Still Haley whispered, “I thought you were exaggerating,” to me after
the third time. I nodded, but didn’t reply. No need to go into it.
Izzy’s hearing was so good it worked as sonar. Where Haley could hear a
heart speed up, Izzy could see it beat faster. She had to have some
understanding of what was going on. If she didn’t, this wasn’t the time
to let her know.

I’d spent enough of our mutual middle/high school years being the friend
that had to be distracted so that a girl could talk to Daniel.

Vaughn hadn’t been hanging around with us at the time, so after the
third time that happened, he started laughing. Everyone watched him as
he finally said, “Daniel, that’s amazing. You’re not even trying.”

“Yeah, I know.” Daniel said. He sounded frustrated.

Cassie caught Izzy’s eye. “I bet that’s fun on a date.”

Where the conversation would have gone from there, I don’t know.
Courtney came back with her plate of food and drink, and sat down
between Vaughn and Haley.

“I am so grateful you let me sit here. Guess who ended up at the same
table as me?”

She didn’t wait for an answer. “Keith.”

“No way,” I said, wondering how he’d gotten his powers activated. It
wasn’t exactly a casual thing. The League had the first known working
device to do it. It hadn’t been hard for me to make it work, but I’d had
the benefit of my grandfather’s documentation.

I knew that the government had their own devices. From the news and
personal experience, I knew that criminal organizations also had them. I
wasn’t aware of anyone outside of those two groups owning any, but
almost everything they needed was available on the internet now.

Corporate devices couldn’t be far away if they weren’t already out
there.

Jaclyn’s mind obviously went along the same track mine did. She put down
her hamburger, and said, “He can’t still be using power juice his uncle
brewed. It’s illegal, and they wouldn’t allow him into the program,
would they?”

“He’s not,” Courtney said. “I asked him.”

Shaking her head, and taking a deep breath, she continued. “I think I
had the worst flight of all time. I got on the plane, and I couldn’t
find a seat because my mom drove me to the airport and she was late as
usual, and so there were maybe two or three seats left on the plane. I
went to the first seat that was open. It was next to a girl who was
saving one seat for her boyfriend, but the other was free, so I sat
there.”

Courtney stopped, and took another breath. All conversation near us had
stopped. We were all listening.

“Just after I sat down, they told everyone to get into their seats
because the plane was about to start moving toward the runway. She’d
given me the window seat because she didn’t know when her boyfriend
would be back from the bathroom. So when her boyfriend sat down, and
leaned over to kiss her our eyes met. And guess who it was? Keith.”

Haley said, “No…” Jaclyn shook her head.

“I was stuck with them for three hours.”

Vaughn and Cassie laughed out loud. Izzy did too, but not until after
Courtney smiled.

Daniel’s face held a hint of amusement, but no surprise. That was the
hazard of overhearing the punchline before it happened.

I laughed too, but flashed back to the original question, “So how did
Keith’s powers get activated?”

As nice as it was that he had powers, strength and toughness weren’t
exactly uncommon among supers. Maybe after being triggered, they’d be
more impressive than I remembered, but I doubted that the program would
run him through the power impregnator just to recruit him.

“I’m getting to that,” Courtney said.

Leaning forward and lowering her voice, she said, “His girlfriend, Zoey,
is a compound kid. She didn’t have any powers, but last year as you
remember, the government made an arrangement to run supers’ kids through
their power impregnators. Keith was dating her by then, and she
convinced them to run him through too.”

Vaughn shook his head. “You know what’s funny? People complain about
rich people getting favors from government. They’re not all wrong, but
it’s not like the government hands us weapons. Worst case scenario, we
get more money and more influence, right?”

Jaclyn looked at him. “You’re not making me feel sorry for you.”

In a more serious voice than normal, Vaughn said, “You know what I mean.
I’m saying the government doesn’t pay us off to get us to be quiet like
they paid supers off to keep them from opposing the way the government’s
handing out powers.”

Daniel nodded. “It’s a good point.”

None of us said anything. Then we remembered the food we weren’t eating.

Haley speared a piece of avocado with her fork. “He didn’t know about
us, did he?”

“No,” Vaughn said, “and that guy is going to freak out when he finds
out. He was some kind of fanatical cape watcher, right? Didn’t he drive
to another state once to pick up debris from one of Guardian’s fights?
That should be a warning sign that you’re getting way too into it. I
mean seriously, it’s trash.”

Courtney looked up from her plate. She said, “I was with him that time.”

Vaughn blinked. “There was more than one time?”

Courtney said, “Look, I don’t make fun of your hobbies.” Then she
paused, looking around the room, and continued, “But it does seem a
little silly now.”

Izzy straightened up in her chair. “It’s not silly. It’s something we
shouldn’t forget. We may have gotten used to doing the impossible, but
we can’t forget what it was like before we could. When we do, we take a
step toward believing we’re better than normal people, and we know where
that goes.”

Everyone did. Supers took over countries, and it never went well. It
always seemed to begin in dictatorship and end in war. In stable
countries, supers stayed out of politics, or at least it seemed that
way.

Vaughn looked across the table at her. “I wasn’t saying that, Izzy. And
Courtney? I wasn’t trying to make fun of you—just him. I’m sorry, okay?”

Courtney waved it away with her hand. “Don’t worry about it. It’s
nothing I haven’t thought myself. For the future, I’m going to be a fan
of fictional superheroes only. I’m less likely to ruin it by meeting
them.”

We laughed.

“Hey,” I said, “didn’t Keith have a huge—“

“Hard on?” Vaughn suggested.

“I was going to say ‘crush’,” I said.

“Close.” Vaughn shrugged.

“Crush,” I continued, emphasizing the word, “on Portal?”

Courtney said, “Yes? It was kind of cute. It might have bothered me if
he had any chance of meeting her.”

“Well, she’s right over there.” I pointed toward the table behind us.

Brooke, and her boyfriend Alex sat next to each other. With
sun-bleached, blond hair, and tan skin, Alex looked like the California
surfer stereotype. Brooke’s curly, dark hair reached past her shoulders.
If female surfers had a stereotypical look, I wasn’t aware of it, but
I’d feel okay saying she fit. She was tanned and in good shape. Both of
them practically glowed with health.

Brooke noticed me pointing, and waved back.

Courtney gave me an evil grin. “That’s her? I want to be a fly on the
wall when he realizes it.”





Fame


        After dinner, people had options. The schedule showed a dance in the
room where we’d eaten, and that there’d be movies in the auditorium. We
also had the option of going down to the shopping area on the second
level, or even wandering around the ground level where people lived.

That last option came with a warning to be respectful, remember that we
were guests in the compound and to stay off people’s property.

It didn’t say that we’d get in trouble, but reading between the lines,
it seemed likely.

Probably the only way to avoid annoying people would be staying on the
sidewalks, and never venturing off public paths.

Left to myself, I probably would have gone to the movies, but Haley
didn’t see one she wanted to watch.

Not wanting to separate, we went to the dance for a little while, maybe
an hour. Vaughn, Jaclyn, Courtney, and Cassie were still there when we
left. Daniel and Izzy had left already, and I was pretty sure that they
were going to Daniel’s room.

Bearing in mind that Daniel and I were rooming together, that meant that
our room was off limits. Daniel and Izzy might not be making out, but
remembering what I’d felt when Daniel and Izzy touched… Well, I didn’t
feel a deep need to go check on them.

Haley and I walked to the shopping center on the second level. It was
after nine by then, and the only shop open was a convenience store
called “24/7.”

We bought bottles of pop, and walked around.

I’d gotten a look when we’d driven in but not a great look. The area
between the shops and the ledge had been turned into a park. On the far
end, a few kids played at the playground–which could have been anywhere.
Almost empty at this time of night, lights kept it illuminated.

I considered asking Haley if she wanted to go over there. The swings
might be fun anyway.

While I thought about it, a twenty-something woman flew up and over the
ledge. A small child flew with her. They landed and went to the swing
set.

At that point there were still a lot of swings, but it wouldn’t have
been private.

Instead, I said, “You want to go over to the ledge?”

“Sure,” Haley said, and we did, walking over the recently mowed grass to
the edge of the second level.

Even though it looked like you might be able to walk over the ledge,
that wasn’t true. Some kind of clear barrier blocked people from that
particular mistake. I guessed it might be glass or plastic, but if
they’d used a more interesting material I’d need a sample to find out
more.

“Nick,” Haley asked, “what are you doing?”

I’d been tapping on the barrier.

“Sorry. Just thinking.”

Leaning forward, she rested her arms on the barrier, and looked out at
the streets and houses below. It could have been anywhere in the United
States. Well, almost.

“Thinking about what?”

“A bunch of things. First, whatever material this is. There’s a clear
barrier above us, and this might be the same stuff…”

Haley sighed.

“But also,” I continued, “about the compound. Did you know Denver
regulates which days you get to water your lawn?”

Haley turned away from the ledge to look at me. “No.”

“I think that that’s a thing all over the west. I think I even read
somewhere that one city didn’t allow people to water their lawns at all
during a drought. I don’t know if it was Denver, but it might have been.
Anyway, the compound’s got a big park, and its all green, and the lawns
down below are all green. Do you think they ration water at all?”

Haley peered down at the lawns. “I’m the last person to ask.”

“I didn’t really expect you to know, but anyway that’s not the only
thing I’m thinking about. The Stapledon program borrows a bunker. I’m
not sure where it is, but just like this place, it’s more like a hotel
or an expensive retreat center or I don’t know. It feels like there’s a
lot of money involved. They could have made it less comfortable, and it
still would have been comfortable.”

Brushing her hair away from her face, Haley said, “Isn’t that the way it
works though? Everyone in the League got richer except maybe Giles
Hardwick. Your Grandpa worked on other supers’ devices. Giles gave my
family some cheap loans for their restaurants. Jaclyn’s grandfather got
hired in with the city of Grand Lake thanks to connections with Giles. I
don’t know about the rest, but it seems like a lot of supers get richer
because of what they do.”

I nodded. “Giles got richer too. My grandpa did some anonymous work for
the Hardwick’s medical imaging company. It put them significantly ahead
of their competition.”

Haley froze for a second. “There’s Rocket technology in X-ray machines?”

“More likely ultrasounds. And I think you’re right that’s how it
happens. I’m not sure if it’s a good thing. Wealth seems like it divides
us from normal people on its own, but normal people aren’t even allowed
into a compound.”

Haley nodded slowly. “I get that. I wonder how often people here go out
into the normal world?”

I nodded. “That’s what I wonder too. There’s no reason to. The store’s
open all night, and there’s a grocery store that’s open all day.”

She didn’t say anything for a little while. When she did, she said,
“I’ve been thinking that it’s nice to be here. It’s nice not to have to
worry about secret identities or hide anything.

“I’ve spent my whole life worrying about what would happen if I change
in the wrong place, but here no one would care.”

I could see that. Haley always had been worried about her powers. The
fact that she shapeshifted into a version of herself with fangs and
claws probably didn’t help.

It wouldn’t be like discovering you could fly. It wasn’t a cool power.
Fangs and claws just said monster.

The combination of that with strength and poison filled dewclaws that
were still there even when she hadn’t shifted couldn’t have made her
childhood easy.

Actually, I knew it hadn’t been.

She’d told me about it. She’d always been worried about hurting people,
or transforming without thinking and being regarded as some kind of
freak forever.

Taking a breath, she looked around the park, and said, “Why don’t we go
over there?”

The park had a few trees, mostly evergreens, but others too. Haley
pointed toward a clump of trees. I agreed, and we walked over there
together, holding hands.

Her hand felt warm and soft. I could notice the hardness of the dewclaw
under her skin if I wanted to, but it was the furthest thing from my
mind then.

A park bench stood near the trees. If I knew less about how well she
could see in the dark, I would have wondered how she noticed it. Set
back from the ledge it barely stood out amid the bushes.

That was a good thing.

We walked over and sat down. I put my arm around her shoulder and she
leaned into me. We talked a little more then, but my mind paid more
attention to her hand on my leg.

After a while we kissed, and then we stopped talking at all. We’d talked
about boundaries when we’d started dating. Even if we’d blown past a few
of them in the past year or two, it wasn’t as if we were doing anything
particularly crazy on the bench. We were kissing though, and touching
each other–which meant it wasn’t that surprising when she shifted into
her alternate form.

Her shoulders broadened, and she grew an inch, grunting as it happened.
Her feet and hands turned grayish while her nails became a pale white.

“Hah,” she muttered as her shoes fell to the ground. Somehow she’d
managed to kick her shoes off before her nails ripped through the
leather. She’d told me that she’d lost a lot of shirts and shoes to
unexpected changes. When I’d asked why she hadn’t lost pants, she’d
snapped the elastic around her waist, and said, “Stretchy pants.”

The shifting didn’t stop us. Sure, it had the first time. Haley had been
worried about hurting me. Since then we’d kept on going. You get used to
people’s quirks over time.

Haley had gotten used to me getting distracted or going on tangents
about how things worked. I’d gotten used to her growing fangs and claws
during awkward moments, and to her worrying about shifting.

It evened out.

Despite (or perhaps because of) the boundaries we’d set, we kept at it
for a while.

When we did stop, it wasn’t because we wanted to. I was lying on the
bench, vaguely aware that it was little uncomfortable, and Haley was on
top of me.

Haley pulled her head back, breaking off a kiss and froze. “Shit,” she
muttered. “Someone’s coming.”

I’d noticed that she was a little more likely to swear after she
shifted. I thought she might be a little more decisive too.

“Sit up!” She whispered, pushing herself off me–which did hurt a little,
and not emotionally.

“Sorry,” she said as I winced. She’d shifted back, checking her shirt
for rips while I pushed myself up into a sitting position.

Their voices carried. I heard them before I saw them.

First I heard the voice of a guy my own age. “I’ll be fine, Mom. I don’t
need anybody to check in on me. Clacy and Gifford are both in the
program, and even if I don’t want to talk to them, I’ll be in the middle
of a compound in a program full of supers. I’m bound to find someone I
enjoy hanging around with. I won’t be lonely. It will be fine.”

I recognized the voice of the woman who replied. I didn’t know who it
belonged to, but I knew it. Even though they guy had called her “Mom,”
the voice didn’t sound much older than we did.

“Hunter,” she began, and I recognized the sound of suppressed
frustration I’d occasionally heard from my own mom.

“As I’ve told you before, this isn’t about meeting anybody. I didn’t
tell you to come here to meet anybody. You’re here to meet contacts,
network, and create lasting relationships with the kind of people who
can help your career. I could have hired people to teach you to fight. I
can’t hire these teachers, not all of them. I don’t have the resources
to track down all the students, some of them from very important
families.

“You’ve got them all here. Don’t waste this chance. Your future career
rests on who you know, whether you stay a hero or not.”

“I understand, Mom. Let’s leave it at that.”

That’s when they came into view. She appeared to be in her twenties.
Between her full lips, dark eyes, and high cheekbones, she looked like a
movie star.

And she was one. I recognized her. She’d been a superhero, and still
went by her codename “Diva.” I knew that she had powers, and that they
were impressive, but I didn’t know what they were–aside from the obvious
resistance to aging.

She’d transitioned out of being a superhero before I was born.

Her son Hunter had her dark hair and eyes, and a similar face.

He noticed us, and asked Haley, “Did you lose your shoes?”

Haley said, “No.” Then she stood up to pick up her shoes from where they
had fallen. She’d obviously been in a hurry. One lay next to the bench.
The other hung from a bush about two feet away from the bench.

Her ears looked a little red around the edges.

Well, at least they hadn’t caught us in the middle of anything.

Diva’s smile hinted that she likely understood what they’d interrupted.
She didn’t let the moment stretch into an embarrassing silence though.
She said, “Pardon me, but are you Nick?”

“Um… Yeah.” I wouldn’t have chosen to tell her that.

She walked closer to the bench with her son following a little behind
and looking uncomfortable.

“We’ve met before,” she said. “I had your grandfather do some work for
me.”

All at once I did remember her. I’d only been eight, but I already had a
sense that Grandpa found her frustrating. She’d needed storage
containers that could keep food fresh. Her power involved creating
biological organisms out of nowhere, but they needed food to grow, and
not every place had enough food. She wanted containers that kept a lot
of food fresh and hidden.

The way I remembered it, she couldn’t seem to understand how the two
goals conflicted with each other. In the end, Grandpa had actually
shouted at her, telling her that she needed a wizard not an engineer.

I never found out what she’d done. Hoping that very little of what I
remembered showed on my face, I said, “I don’t remember much of that. I
think I was eight.”

She said, “No, you wouldn’t, but it’s good to meet you again. This is
Hunter, my son, and Hunter, this is Nick, the current Rocket.”

It wasn’t likely that she could remember my name and not guess that I
was the Rocket, but there went any hope that she’d missed it.

Haley, now with her shoes on, managed to say, “And I’m Haley.” Then she
added, “Night Cat.”

Diva gave a small nod. “I remember Night Wolf. I never met him outside
the mask, but he was an impressive fighter. It’s good to meet you too.
I’d—” she began.

Then she pulled her cell phone out of her purse. “I’m sorry. Back in a
sec.”

She retreated, stopping past the trees around our bench, holding her
phone to her ear.

Hunter glanced back at her, shook his head, and turned toward us. “I’m
sorry. She does this a lot. You don’t have to wait for her. If you want
to leave, I can keep her out of your hair.”

Haley shook her head. “Don’t worry about it. Is this your first year?”

He nodded. “What about you?”

“Me too.” She seemed genuinely excited about it.

“It’s my second year,” I said.

Hunter grinned. “I guessed. You were all over TV this spring.”

I thought back to New York. I supposed I’d also been on TV for the
robots we’d fought after visiting Chicago, and then of course there was
St. Louis. I wasn’t sure if that counted as spring though. In Grand
Lake, it had definitely been winter.

I shrugged. “I didn’t try to be.”

“Doesn’t matter. You got a lot of attention. It’s most of the reason the
crowd’s this big this year.”

That seemed unlikely. The Heroes League had gotten a lot of attention in
the last couple years. It wasn’t just me.

Responding to whatever expression I wore, he said, “I’m not saying it
was all you personally. Think ‘you’ as in the whole program. Stapledon
hasn’t been real popular with people in the cape community. A lot of
them see it as way to gain control of the super community—kind of like
that program where they give some supers access to federal criminal
databases.”

I didn’t know what to say. No one has said anything like that to me. I
glanced over at Haley. Her eyes were a little wider that usual.

“Most people I knew didn’t have much use for it, but once New York came
around and you guys were fighting aliens and winning? My mom decided I
had to attend. A lot of my friends came around too. Though it didn’t
hurt that the Defenders and the Feds really turned up the recruiting
after New York.”

“Wait,” I said. “Who’s against Stapledon? I don’t know anybody who has a
problem with it.”

“You’re mostly friends with kids whose parents are in Defenders units.
They’re not government, but they’re close. My friends are kids of
vigilantes, indie hero groups, and people who left cape life altogether.
You’re going to think this sounds crazy, but some of them are angry with
you.”

I felt my jaw drop a little, and I said, “What? I don’t even know them.”

At the same time, Haley said, “Seriously?”

Hunter glanced back at his mother taking on her phone, frowned and
turned back to us. “I know it’s stupid, but some of my friends won the
lottery when it comes to powers, and they’ve been assuming they’d be big
deals. They totally forgot about the Heroes League, and you showed up
and started people fighting the Cabal, you’ve stayed in the news. No
one’s had a chance to forget you. They feel like they’re battling to be
afterthoughts now.”

I let out a breath. “That’s dumb.”

Hunter put his hands in his pockets. “I’m not arguing with you. I think
it’s the old indie vs. establishment thing. Plus, some of my friends
might think they’re better than they are.”

In the background, Diva hung up her phone and put it in her purse.

Hunter must have noticed that we were looking, turned, and saw her too.
He said, “It’s not that I don’t want to talk to you, but it is
embarrassing when she pulls this crap. I’m going to get her out of here.
See you in class.”

He met her before she made it back to us. She gave a wave, and they
walked away.

Haley and I both sat silently for a little while. I don’t know what she
was thinking, but I needed a second to take all of it in.

Haley broke the silence with, “Did you notice that she faked the phone
call? She pretended to take a call, but then she called her agent after
she walked away.”

“No kidding?” I shook my head. “Well, I guess we heard her telling him
that he needed to get to know well known supers. We’d probably qualify
for that even if we hadn’t done much of anything ourselves.”

She glanced toward where I assumed that they were. It was too dark for
me to tell at that point.

Haley frowned. “I get it. I heard her too, but isn’t it messed up?
People are worth more than how useful they are to you.”

“Even beyond that,” I said, “I’m not even sure that that works in the
long run. I’d think that they’d notice that you’re using them after a
while.”

“Hmmn,” Haley muttered. “I don’t know. I knew girls in high school who
were into the whole popularity thing, and a couple of them seemed to be
mutually using each other. It sort of worked. Well, until they fell out,
but I think that was about something else.”

I pulled out my phone, and started searching for Diva in the SuperTV
app.

“I suppose Hunter can’t be the only one getting that kind of advice.”

Haley scowled. “I don’t like that. I thought this would be different.
We’re all here together, and we’ve all got something in common that we
don’t have with anyone else. Can’t that be enough? Why turn this into
high school?”

Still sitting on the bench, Haley pulled her legs up to her chest. “I
suppose I was being silly, but I was thinking of Hogwarts.”

“Having Voldemort try to take over every year doesn’t sound like my idea
of fun.”

Haley stuck out her tongue at me. “You know what I mean. During normal
years it was just a school for wizards. That’s all. I was hoping for
something like that.”

I looked up from my phone. “You know what would be nice? If they divided
us into houses and put all the people who would eventually turn evil in
one of them. It would save everyone a lot of work.”

She glared at me, or at least faked a glare. “Besides that’s not true.
In the end it wasn’t what house you were in, but what you choose to do.”

I shrugged, scrolling down the search results. “I know. I just thought
it was funny.”

“It was a little funny.” She put down her legs and leaned into me in one
fluid movement.

“What are you looking up?” She asked.

“Diva.” I’d found her main SuperTV entry. I clicked on it, and began to
read.

Haley followed along as I scrolled down.

Analysts consulted for the SuperTV entry apparently thought that her
whole superhero career had been concocted as a way to get her into
Hollywood.

I wasn’t sure if that was fair to her, but since most of her superhero
career had taken place before I’d been born, I didn’t know enough to say
either way. Even my sole personal experience with her had been after
that. The hidden storage containers she’d wanted Grandpa to invent had
been intended for personal appearances.

Controversy aside, the article was interesting. The organisms she
generated apparently either grew on her skin or were the upper layer of
her skin.

“Ewww,” Haley mumbled.

It might explain why she looked so much younger than her age. I wondered
if that meant she was actually young or just appeared that way.

The article didn’t say.

It did say that she’d never exhibited any special physical abilities,
relying instead on creatures she’d generated. They weren’t worth much
until they’d reached a certain size–at least bug sized. She could have
easily controlled swarms of bugs, but she went with a Hollywood theme
instead–classic movie monsters like Dracula, Frankenstein’s monster,
werewolves, King Kong and Godzilla.

Lesser supervillains and purely human criminals had been beaten
unconscious by dancing copies of Ginger Rogers and Fred Astaire, and
delivered to jail by flying monkeys.

Once she became better known, lawyers came after her for violating
copyright, but somehow (the article didn’t know how) arrangements were
made. She got the rights to use certain characters, and started to
promote upcoming movies by using their characters.

About the same time, she started providing creatures to movies as
special effects and appearing in them herself–to the point that she was
better known as a movie star with powers than she’d been as a superhero.

We finished reading the article, and Haley pointed out a video. “She
must still be active. That one shows her attacking someone with smurfs.”

“Do you think Hunter’s got the same power?”

Haley thought about it. “I can’t say for sure, but they both smelled a
little weird in the same way.”

“You’ve got more to go on than I do. The article mentions she’s got a
son, but it doesn’t say anything about him.”

Haley covered my phone with her hand. “We could do something else.”

I looked at her. “Good point. It’s not as if we have any reason to worry
about him. Um… If you’re wanting to pick up where we left off, I’m
feeling like this isn’t very private. The nearest thing that is
definitely private is my van in the parking garage.”

Haley raised an eyebrow. “How about a walk? We could go down to the
first level.”

She had a point. As we left the bench, I asked her, “What do you have
tomorrow?”

She checked her phone. “Something called ‘Entry Assessment.’ It lasts
all day. You?”

I checked my email for the welcome packet I’d received. The only item on
my schedule for Saturday was “Physical Training.” It lasted from 8am
through 2pm.





Entry Assessment


        On Saturday morning, we gathered at the compound’s athletic fields. They
had two football/soccer fields with tracks running around them. The
first year students gathered in the middle of one and the second, third,
and fourth years gathered in the other.

The first years seemed to take up most of the middle of their field, but
that wasn’t really true. It wasn’t just them. Adults in costume (both
superhero and medical scrubs) were scattered throughout the crowd.

I recognized what they were doing from last year—entry assessment. The
program was getting a baseline of their abilities. They’d set up a
walled room on one end of the field. I wasn’t sure of the material, but
from here it looked like stone.

I didn’t know what kind of powers they had to work with, but an awful
lot of powers had the potential to kill if they weren’t contained.

I couldn’t actually see Haley anymore. She’d disappeared into the rest
of the crowd with Camille, a friend from Grand Lake.

“Please move closer everyone. I need all of you to hear me.”

A voice broke through the talking, and I recognized it. I felt a little
surprised hearing it in the context of “physical training” though.

All of us moved forward, surrounding the person who’d called out to us.
Dr. Freddie Nation stood there in his “Brawn” costume. Between the black
and white striped tank top, and the black pants, it drew heavily from
strongman costumes. The domino mask and mustache completed the retro
look even if the black utility belt didn’t quite fit with the theme.

His bare arms and shoulders made it obvious that he was in very good
shape. Even if he didn’t look like a professional bodybuilder, his
muscles were clearly defined. I knew that his physical abilities were
well outside human norms, but I supposed it could have been due to
training on some level.

Mostly it surprised me because he taught Stapledon’s technology
specialists.

Looking around, I could see that I wasn’t the only one confused. The
expressions of most ranged from flat acceptance to disbelief. They might
not be in tech, but they knew what he taught.

“That’s good. Everyone can hear me?”

Nods came from the crowd.

“Excellent. I imagine some of the second years are wondering why I’m
here. I’ll explain. A few years ago I became interested in powers and
whether it was possible to improve them. We all know people whose powers
have expanded over time. My question was whether we could make it happen
at will, and the answer is yes. Our training program is built on my
research.

“Those of you with physical powers should find noticeable improvement in
them over the course of the year. Those of you without physical powers
will have less intense workouts based on the same system. Some of you
have small physical powers you haven’t noticed yet. The rest of you
should still benefit.”

Then he began to go into the overall theory about his system and why it
worked. It fit with what I’d learned about how powers worked when fixing
our power impregnator.

I considered asking questions, but didn’t. From the expressions on their
faces, a lot of people were struggling to pay attention already.

It wasn’t the greatest place for a lecture. We were all wearing shorts,
and t-shirts. Some people had sweatshirts, and as interesting as Dr.
Nation was, I wished I had one too. It couldn’t have been much more than
sixty degrees Fahrenheit (15 Celsius), and the athletic facilities were
between the bottom of the rocky foothill our dorms were inside and the
wall that surrounded the compound.

Half the field seemed to be in the shade, so it felt even colder.

Dr. Nation seemed to sense that, and cut the lecture off, saying, “But
we’ll talk about it more later. For now, we’re going to start doing it.
The upperclassmen will guide you through any special exercises. You will
all help the first years when they start on Monday.

“Time to divide into groups.”

For all the talk about increasing physical powers and giving less
intense workouts to those of us limited to a normal physical potential,
Dr. Nation’s first exercise was, “Six miles on the track for group 1.”

As Dr. Nation moved on, the guy next to me said, “That’s not bad. It’s
bootcamp light.”

I recognized him, but couldn’t match his face to a name. A little taller
than I, he had brown skin and short, curly hair along with a long
distance runner’s physique—thin.

As we started walking toward the track, I finally did remember his
name—Malik. He’d been in New York with all the rest of us, but he’d been
carrying a rifle then. I couldn’t for the life of me remember his power
though.

“Bootcamp light?” I glanced over at him as we began to run.

He grinned. “We aren’t carrying a pack or wearing boots, and there’s no
drill sergeant to give us hell.”

I must not have looked as happy at that news as he’d expected because he
continued, “Trust me, this is easy.”

After we ran the six miles, we went to the weight room, and after a
break, came back out and ran an obstacle course. This was followed by
more exercise.

By two, even with a lunch break, I felt sore all over.

I never got to ask Malik if he still thought it was easy by the end. Lee
showed up. As was normal at Stapledon, he showed up as “Gunther,” a WW2
ally of my grandfather. He looked almost like he did in the old
photos–tall with brush cut blond hair, and combat fatigues. The fatigues
were more modern than the ones in the pictures.

I walked across the track toward him, feeling like I was limping on both
legs.

“Heya kid,” Gunther said, “I need some help. The entry assessment’s
mostly over, and I’m going to give the first years their orientation to
combat training. I need some help with that. Grab a team, suit up, and
meet me at the other field.”

I nodded, too tired to argue. “Sure. What do you want us for?
Assistants? A fighting demo?”

He grinned at the last one. “A demo? Sure. That’s about right.”

I glanced up at the red, rocky cliff to my left, thinking about how I’d
have to run into the parking garage to get to the truck, and walk back.

It wouldn’t be too bad once I got the Rocket suit, but, it looked like a
long walk from here.

Turning back to Gunther, I said, “You realize that we’re tired, right?
Dr. Nation’s program is all about unpredictably stressing us to the
breaking point, and maybe a little past it.”

Gunther nodded. “I’m counting on it. That means you won’t be able to
fight for long, and you’ll have to use quick, efficient takedowns on
anyone you fight.”

“Takedowns? Who are we fighting?”

Gunther grinned, revealing white teeth. “The toughest people in the
first year class–at least on paper.”

I took a breath, feeling it in my chest. “So this is right now?”

He checked the other athletic field. “I think you’ve got ten minutes,
maybe a little more. Bring Jaclyn, Vaughn, Daniel, and Cassie. Tell them
to bring their gear.”

“Tell us to bring what?” Jaclyn asked. She walked up, making it one of
the few times I’d seen her as anything other than a blur in the last few
hours.

She looked like I felt—which said something. A few drops of sweat
glistened on her cheek, and while she walked at a normal speed, her gait
seemed more deliberate than usual.

“Our gear,” I said, turning my head toward her. “We’re doing a
demonstration of… something.”

Cassie might have been sweating, but she she didn’t look tired. “We’re
going to be fighting someone? Who?”

“The toughest first years, I guess.” Turning back to Gunther, I asked,
“Why?”

He said, “That would be telling, and it’ll be better if you don’t know.
Ten minutes. Be there.”

We were drawing a crowd, or if not drawing one, we weren’t deliberately
discouraging a crowd from forming.

We stood just off the side of the track. A lot of people were walking
off the last round of laps. After running as much as we had, you would
think we wouldn’t want to move, but walking slowly felt better than
you’d think.

Plus, I’d always been told it was better to slow down than simply stop
exercising. They probably had too.

Interrupting his own conversation with Brooke, Alex brushed a bit of
blond hair out of his eyes, and said, “This sounds like it could be
good. You want to watch? I want to watch.”

Brooke smiled at him, and then over at us. “Let’s.”

Neither of them looked especially tired either.

Conversations sprouted as people explained what was going on. Then
people started walking toward the first years’ field.

Walking with them, and a head taller than most, Sean shouted, “You’d
better win,” at us as he walked away with his friends Dayton and Jody.
The two of them were a study in contrasts—Dayton was almost as tall as
Sean, but more muscular. Jody stood a head shorter than either of them.

Uncharacteristically, Jody ignored me. Since gaining powers, he’d seldom
missed an opportunity to taunt me. Of course, he’d been close to getting
kicked out of the program for it last year.

Plus, Sean might feel like he owed me somehow for getting Sydney help. I
wondered if he’d told Jody to leave me alone. “You’d better win,” almost
sounded encouraging by comparison to some things we’d said to each
other.



Ten minutes later, we were landing in the first years’ athletic field.
Well, all of us but Jaclyn. She’d run, and Cassie only flew because
Vaughn kept her in the air.

Personally, I wasn’t sure I’d have let him carry me. I’d seen his face
before he put his costume on, and so had Cassie. He looked like someone
had kicked him in the stomach. No one had, but that didn’t stop him from
looking greenish.

I’d worried that Vaughn might have a touch of altitude sickness, but I
could worry all I wanted and that didn’t stop the fact that we were
flying in.

In the last ten minutes, someone (probably Earthmover) had removed the
stone containment half circle from the center of the field, leaving no
sign it had been there but a line of dirt where the grass should have
been.

The first year class had relocated to the bleachers next to the field.

I wasn’t sure when they’d put on costumes. They must have done that
earlier, but I knew they’d been in shorts and t-shirts earlier in the
day.

Who was I kidding? They’d probably been told to report to their first
class in uniform.

Members of the all the other classes loitered around the field, some
standing together, others lying on the grass. I wasn’t sure they were
even awake.

Gunther’s voice met my ears as I landed.

“Officially, this is still part of your entry assessment, but they
handed it over to me. When they did, I imagine they were thinking that
I’d use it to evaluate your fighting skills. I don’t have to. A couple
of you have been trained by me personally, and I know what you two can
do. A few of you have been trained by your parents or perhaps at a
martial arts studio, and that’s something, but most of you haven’t been
trained at all. That doesn’t mean you’re not dangerous, of course. Your
powers are remarkably impressive.

“So here’s what we’re going to do. I’m going to choose a few of you, and
you’ll get a chance to fight members of the new Heroes League. When the
fight’s over, we’ll talk about what happened.”

He turned toward where we stood in the field, “Are you ready?”

“Ready,” I said. The suit’s sonics modified my voice so much I barely
sounded tired at all.

Vaughn and Jaclyn didn’t have that going for them, but their voices
blended with the rest of the team.

“Excellent,” Gunther said. “Now we’ve got several of you who came out of
the Cabal’s breeding program. Please stand up.”

Several people stood up. None of them looked as impressive as the elite
Cabal soldiers we’d fought–the reserves. Nearly immortal, constantly
regenerating, they were incredibly strong and extremely tough as well.

Fighting people you could barely hurt who also regenerated had always
seemed particularly unfair to me.

The Cabal had other soldiers too. They weren’t as tough, but they had a
wider variety of powers. Maybe I was seeing their descendants?

Gunther looked them over, and said, “Any of you who can’t lift more than
20 tons, please sit down.”

None of them sat down.

“Anybody who can’t regenerate or whose skin can’t take a bullet? You can
sit down too.”

Still none of them sat down.

None of them looked like anything other than normal college students.
Dressed in shorts and t-shirts, some of them with sweats, I couldn’t
have picked them out of a police lineup of potential Cabal soldiers.

Gunther said, “NIce to know we got the good ones, but now I have to
pick.”

He pointed at three of them. “You, you and you. Do any of you have
costumes?”

They all looked at each other uncomfortably. One guy spoke up, “We don’t
have official costumes, just the jumpsuits they gave us temporarily for
training.”

Pointing toward the hulking, rocky hill where our dorm was, Gunther
said, “Run back, and get them. You won’t need the armor, but the right
kind of attack can shred your clothes and leave you fighting naked. Now
that won’t bother everybody, but most modern people don’t like it. Go,
and hurry.”

They left. Even if they couldn’t match Jaclyn for speed, the Rocket suit
estimated they were moving at 60 miles per hour.

“That’s not everybody,” Gunther continued. “What we want here are
roughly equal groups. From the Heroes League, we’ve got an inventor with
powered armor, a guy who controls weather, a speedster who’s as tough as
the Cabal types, a telepath with multiple mental disciplines, and a
super soldier with a couple frightening weapons.

“Let’s make this balanced.” He stepped toward the crowd, pointing at a
tall girl with light brown skin and dark hair. She looked like a
runner–not that that meant anything with superpowers. I’d fought a
hugely overweight speedster once.

“Speedster, right?” Gunther gestured toward the dorms again. “Costume.”

A guy near the front stepped forward, and said, “I’d like to volunteer.
I’m an aerokinetic.”

As he did, I noticed a couple things. First that the guy had been
standing next to Hunter, and second that even in shorts and a t-shirt,
it was obvious this guy could start a second career in modeling if being
a hero didn’t work out.

He’d probably be modeling superheroes though because he had the
look–square jaw, muscular build, but not too muscular, dark brown hair,
and a natural expression that managed to look confident without looking
arrogant.

Gunther’s eyes lingered on him for a moment. “Aerokinetic. That works.
Suit up.”

The guy flew upward disappearing over the second level’s park and
shopping district almost instantly.

“That leaves one,” Gunter said. Stopping in front of a black guy in a
racing wheelchair, Gunther said, “Your turn. Get your powered armor and
we’re ready.”

“No problem. I’ve got that.” He gestured with his right hand, and then
loosened the wheelchair’s restraints.

He pulled himself loose and pushed himself out of the wheelchair’s seat,
landing on the field’s grass. That’s when I realized that he didn’t have
any legs.

He pulled himself up in time for a dark mass to descend from the sky,
landing on top of him, and pulling him inside. The suit expanded as it
moved him into the torso and helmet.

I could see him through the cracks between the sections.

Then when he’d been correctly placed, the armor sealed, closing the
gaps. He’d created an interesting suit, and not just because of the
black and light blue color scheme.

Only needing the upper half of a human shape, he’d extended the base
past where his torso naturally stopped. Three supports extended
equidistant from each other, widening in the base. I felt fairly sure
they did more than keep him stable while he was on the ground.

“I’m ready,” he said.

Not long after that all the rest of them came back.

All three of the Cabal students and the speedster wore navy blue
jumpsuits that had red and white stripes running off the shoulders and
onto the arms.

Apparently someone had made the program’s spare suits extra patriotic.

Hunter’s friend appeared in his own costume–light blue with white
accents.

Gunter stood between their group and ours. “While I think it might be
fun to make this into a free for all, I’ve been told that that’s not
acceptable. That means we’ll need rules. For most of you, most of the
time, I’ll accept controlling your opponent as a win. That means pins,
and other ways of making them immobile count.

“Plausible kills also work. Any of you who can lift tons automatically
get a kill if you can touch a normal person outside armor. The Rocket in
turn automatically takes anyone out of the fight if he hits them with
his paintbot rounds.”

Gunther continued, “The paintbot rounds stand in for the suit’s lasers,
and for the explosive rounds which take out most people. Non-lethal
rounds are perfectly allowable for this fight, Rocket. Captain Commando,
your gun counts as a laser for this. Paint them with light, and you’ll
take them out. The sword works too, but don’t turn it on.”

Gunther took in the group of us standing together. “Here’s how this will
work: each group fights until there’s a clear winner between the two of
you. You’ll need to think about how to do that, but I’m not going to
give you time to talk about it.”

Then he turned to the crowd. “This little exercise isn’t entertainment.
First years will need to pay attention to what happened and be able to
explain why it happened. The rest of you gawkers ought to think about it
yourselves. It’s a lesson you should have already learned, but better to
learn it by sitting in on someone else’s class than not to learn it at
all.”

He smirked at the upper year students. Some of them laughed.

“With that out of the way, let’s have some names so we call you
something other than ‘that strong guy’ or something. Codenames if you’ve
got them. Real names if you don’t.”

The aerokinetic said, “I’m Gifford.”

The name sounded like something you’d call a jock in a novel set in the
1950’s, but he looked the part.

I vaguely remembered that Hunter had mentioned the name.

The tall, female speedster said, “Sofia.”

The legless guy, now hidden beneath layers of armor said, “Keon, but in
armor I go by Vulcan.”

That was kind of cool. I liked how the name subtly referenced his
disability (Vulcan was lame), but also the fact that Vulcan was the god
who made things–like Zeus’ lightning for example.

I wondered if he knew that Vulcan’s wife wasn’t faithful to him? It
wasn’t a terrible mistake, but you know people would reference it if his
dating life made the news.

This probably wasn’t the time to go into it.

This left the Cabal descendants–two girls and a guy, something I hadn’t
noticed. Somehow I’d stopped paying attention to them once the word
Cabal had been applied.

Light skinned, blond, and slightly overweight, his face wore a slightly
confused expression. “I’m Calvin, and I don’t have a codename, but I’m
thinking I’ve got to do something with water.”

His jumpsuit had seemed oversized, rolls of red, white and blue material
covering each other, but when he finished, it fit. He’d grown, adding
another half foot and layers of muscle. His skin tone turned grayish,
and his hands and feet grew claws.

Even his blond hair turned black, and he’d grown gills on his neck.

Well, that was interesting. The Cabal had people who could do that? We’d
never even seen one.

I wondered if he could speak to fish, but doubted it.

One of the two girls had dark, slightly frizzy hair with light skin, and
freckles. Before she’d changed into the patriotic jumpsuit, she’d been
wearing shorts that almost looked like cargo pants, and a black t-shirt.
Her lipstick was purple.

“I’m Paula,” she said.

The other said, “I’m Cindy.” Cindy had short brown hair, wore no makeup
or jewelry that I could see. The clipped way she’d said her name, and
steady gaze gave the impression that she took this completely seriously.

“And you all know the Heroes League members,” Gunther said. “The Rocket,
Storm King, Captain Commando, Accelerando, and the Mystic. Now all of
you get farther away from each other, and I’ll tell you when you can
start.”

Each team walked away from each other until they were about one hundred
feet away. Gunther shouted, “That’s good. Right there.”

He held his hands in the air. “When I drop my arms, you can go. I’ll
count to three. Oh, and Gifford and Storm King? No tornadoes. One… Two…
Three.”

As he brought down his hands, I felt a mental connection between all of
us–Daniel, Jaclyn, Vaughn, Cassie, and me.

Do you feel like you know what you’re going to do? Daniel thought at
us.

He made it easy, I thought back.

Choosing people with powers like our own? Jaclyn said. That’s what I
thought too. We’ve fought each other for two or three years now.

Except they’re not tired, and we are, Vaughn thought. I can barely
move.

I’m not tired, Cassie responded.

I could feel everyone’s frustrated pre-response in my head, and so could
Cassie.

Look, I know, she thought back. She was holding back a laugh.

I’ll pick up the Cabal people, Daniel thought, and the rest of you can
pick off everyone else.

It’s a plan I thought back as Cassie, Vaughn and Jaclyn did the same.

Gunther’s hands fell to his sides, and I brought up my arms, choosing
Gifford as my first target.

All the muscle in the world wouldn’t help if Paula, Calvin and Cindy
didn’t have anything to push against.

The three Cabal descendants went up into the air as scheduled. I began
to fire, picking Gifford as a target as Sofia blurred in our direction.

Then wind roared and the three people slammed into the ground. Calvin
landed on his feet, and leapt toward us.

Calvin flew toward us in the air in a leap that had to be getting extra
force from the wind behind him, and he wasn’t alone.

Cindy and Paula jumped after him.

It didn’t work out as well as any of them would have expected.

A beam of iridescent light hit Calvin in the air, surrounding him with
sparkles that kept on glowing as he flew toward us.

Cindy and Paula’s leaps didn’t allow them to close the distance between
either. Wind blew them sideways. People along that side of the athletic
field scattered.

I didn’t have time to follow what happened to them. I’d been trying to
aim at Gifford. If I’d been fast enough, I might have shot him before
he’d broken Daniel’s hold on the group’s heavies.

As I’d aimed at him, the suit felt surprisingly heavy, and I realized
that I was being pulled toward the ground despite the Rocket suit’s
strength. I struggled to recover my balance, but as I found it, and
tried to target Gifford despite my suddenly heavy body, I heard Daniel’s
voice in my head.

Nick, turn left, and fire… Now.

I did, realizing only after I’d fired that the blur passing on my left
had slowed, resolving into a person–Sofia, their speedster. At almost
the same time I realized what had happened.

I’d fired the paintbot with the exact right timing to have her pass me,
and ignore the paintbot, not realizing that unlike normal bullets, my
bots turned corners.

However quickly she ran, it accelerated fast enough to hit her,
exploding in a pinkish red splotch across her back.

Knowing she was out of the fight, I checked the field for opponents.
Calvin had hit the ground, and was standing in the middle of the field,
still glowing.

Paula, her hair flying everywhere, and Cindy, who had pulled her body
into a ball, were both still in the air. Blown unpredictably around in
the air as if the winds couldn’t decide which direction to go, neither
of them looked particularly happy.

As I scanned the air for Gifford, the same beam that had hit Calvin hit
Paula. Ignoring it, I found Gifford hovering high above the field with a
sour expression on his face.

Below him, Jaclyn stood next to Keon’s armor. She’d run through whatever
heaviness we’d experienced and tapped him, knocking him out of the
fight.

As I aimed at Gifford, she pulled a grenade off her belt. I fired off
more paintbots at about the same time she threw the grenade.

I couldn’t say for sure who fired first because I was only aware of her
out of the corner of my eye.

Wind whirled around Gifford with enough strength that it probably
offered real protection against normal bullets. My paintbots went along
with the air currents, turning inward until they hit.

Jaclyn’s grenade simply powered through and exploded.

Our utility belts held several different grenades, and she’d used the
new one–the one that exploded into sticky goo. Tactically it wasn’t a
great choice for hitting a flyer that wasn’t near other people or
buildings, but it was a great choice for proving that you could hit
someone.

For example, she could have killed him with a rock, but this merely
exploded into sticky grey strands that covered his legs and chest.

Gunther spoke into his communicator, and our comms said, “It’s over.
Everyone to the bleachers.”

It had taken less than a minute.

After Jaclyn sprayed the strands and they dissolved, everyone sat in the
bleachers. Gunther waved us over too.

It wasn’t bad. It felt good to sit, and bleachers were one of the few
places I could sit that weren’t uncomfortable because the rocket pack
got in the way.

Gunther stood in front of the bleachers. “So, what did you get out of
that?”

A first year girl raised her hand. “Don’t fight the Heroes League.”

Gunther flashed a grin at her. “Not bad, but go a little deeper. Why
don’t you want to fight the Heroes League? And don’t answer, let someone
else get a turn.”

Gifford raised his hand, and Gunther nodded. “It wasn’t fair at all.
They’ve been doing this longer, and they’ve got all kinds of stuff. You
matched it up with powers, but we weren’t facing powers. We were facing
powers plus stuff.”

Gunther laughed. “Exactly. It’s not supposed to be fair. They’ve been
training with me for two years now. They made a few mistakes, but
basically they did the right thing when fighting you. They had the means
to take you out from a distance, and they used it. Closing in to fight
with those three,” he aimed his finger at Calvin, Paula and Cindy, “is
stupid. They’re too hard to damage, so you can’t hurt them. If you
manage to hurt them, they regenerate.”

“Nope,” Gunther continued. “It’s not fair at all.”

Gunther glanced back to the field, and then turned back toward everyone
watching him. “But here’s one of the major things you need to get out of
this. Fairness is completely irrelevant. This is combat. Fairness is for
games. The whole situation is unfair from the beginning. You’re all a
bunch of heroes in training. Chances are, you’re not trying to kill
them, but they are trying to kill you. Sure, some of them won’t be.
Many, even. No matter how many jewelry stores a guy breaks into, he may
still have a set of morals that means he won’t kill, but you know what?
That doesn’t matter.”

Despite his topic, Gunther managed to sound slightly amused.

“It doesn’t matter because your average superpowered criminal isn’t well
trained. No matter how much he might not want to kill, he doesn’t have
the training to pull his punches. He won’t be fair because he lacks the
skill.

“Other guys, the well-trained ones, won’t be fair unless it’s useful to
them. If it’s useful to kill you, they’ll do that instead.

“That’s why rules are one blow and you’re down for so many of the
fighters. Smart combatants go with their best chance that offers the
least potential for injury, and you might not even know it’s happening
until after it’s over.”

He paused, not saying anything for a moment.

“You need to follow their example–not in killing people, but by fighting
intelligently. You’ve seen the news reports and watched the History
channel, and seen stories where heroes fight and win against amazing
odds. The people in those stories were amazingly skilled or amazingly
lucky. You can’t count on luck, and you’re not that skilled yet.

“What you need to learn is how to fight, and when to fight. Personally,
I try to only fight on my terms, and when I’ve stacked the odds in my
favor.”

He stopped and waited, saying nothing for few moments longer than it
felt comfortable. Then he said, “Got that? If you don’t learn anything
else today, remember this: fights don’t have to be fair, and competent
people stack the odds in their favor. Be competent. Now let’s talk about
how you could have won that fight.”

Giving a small shrug, he said, “Now let’s be honest, I didn’t give you
time to talk about it at all, but you made mistakes. First off, you
could have controlled the battle field. Gifford controls wind. Keon’s
got gravity generation built into his suit. At base levels of
competence, you can make it harder to fly, and keep most of the opposing
team in one place. If you can do more difficult things like suck the air
out of their lungs or hit the opposing team with each other, you’re
halfway to winning.

“Second, running to attack without coordinating it with a gravity strike
that kept them in place was a mistake. Leaping to attack them made it
even worse. All it takes to get you out of the fight is to get you off
the ground. Leaping does half the work for them. If you’d run across the
ground, you’d have been faster.

“Now let’s go into specifics…”

From there he went deeply into specifics. I listened for a while, but
not the entire time.

I fell asleep.

For the record, this isn’t smartest thing to do in armor that allows you
to move tons with a strong push.

I got lucky. I didn’t break anything.

I woke up on the grass, still in the Rocket suit with Daniel thinking,
Nick, wake up, but move slowly, okay?

That was the most normal thing that had happened in the last three days.
When we were kids, it seemed like most summer days had started with a
telepathic call to action–sometimes even before I’d gotten out of bed.

I sensed amusement from him. He’d made the same connection I had, or
more likely sensed me making it.

I moved you off the bleachers. He said. I got worried you might kick
in your sleep.

Remembering Izzy waking up after downing the alien’s ship in New York, I
couldn’t help but agree. She’d nearly destroyed the bench she’d been on.

I’d been one bad dream away from punching a hole in the bleachers and
maybe hurting somebody.

I sat up, and then pulled myself to my feet.

Daniel, Vaughn, Jaclyn, and Cassie stood next to me. Gunther continued
to teach the class.

“I think he’s going to be a while,” Daniel said.

I had been hoping to talk to Gunther. Plus Haley was in the class. Well,
they’d be here all summer. Heck, I’d see them at supper.

Cassie grinned at me under her blue mask. “Let’s go. I’m sure Haley will
be more excited to see you after you shower.”

Most of the upper classes had left already. Izzy stood a little behind
the rest of us. I wondered if that was because she’d just come up, or if
she still felt a little uncomfortable with the group.

Feeling stiff, I said, “No kidding, she can smell the Rocket suit on me
hours after I last wore it.”

We walked off, talking about the fight, and our workouts. Izzy walked
along with the rest of us, talking with Daniel and Jaclyn which didn’t
surprise me, and with Vaughn and Cassie–which did.

As we came close to an opening in the rock, I asked Jaclyn, “So how did
you take out Keon? I missed that completely.”

Shrugging, Jaclyn said, “It didn’t take much. He’s not as powerful as
Camille, and I can run through her gravity. He couldn’t move quickly
enough to keep me in his machine’s field for more than a second. I
reached him, and I punched a hole in his armor.”

I stared.

“Hey,” Jaclyn said, “it wasn’t hard. Besides, I gave him a chance to
avoid it, and he didn’t believe me. Gunther’s rules didn’t say what I
had to do against him to win, so I did what I needed to.”

Not long after that we walked into the rocky hill and the lowest level
of the compound’s parking garage. From there we took an elevator up to
our rooms. Once there, I took a shower, and put on normal clothes.

It didn’t surprise me to find Izzy in the room with Daniel as I walked
out of the bathroom. He’d warned me telepathically during my shower. It
was alright. I’d taken my clothes into the bathroom anyway.

They sat next to each other on his bed, not touching, but not by much.

They’d turned on the TV to SuperTV. SuperTV wasn’t much of a world news
channel normally. They were more likely to cover Guardian’s most recent
costume change.

The television showed a burning building, or buildings. It was hard to
say. I almost asked where it was, but the bar at the bottom right said
“Merv, Turkmenistan.”

That figured. After the death of Turkmenistan’s president for life, a
superhuman group had taken over the country a few years ago.

To judge from the burning, all was not well.





Burning


        People were talking about Turkmenistan the next day. Around noon, Haley
and I were sitting in the compound’s cafeteria with Camille, one of
Haley’s friends and a Heroes League recruit. We’d taken the van to
Castle Rock’s Catholic church—St. Francis of Assisi.

I still wasn’t sure if that had been a good idea.

We’d gone as ourselves, and not in costume. All it would have taken to
blow our identities was pictures placing us near the very well
publicized Stapledon summer program while the Rocket wasn’t appearing
much in Grand Lake.

Still, the Castle Rock church was on the list of churches that the
program said were safe, so we went.

Don’t ask me what made them safe. Given the program’s reliance on mental
blocks for it’s students, I probably wouldn’t be happy to know.

Camille put down her fork. “So what’s going on in Turkmenistan? I
overheard people talking about it, and haven’t had a chance to ask
anybody because nobody was up when I got up. Back home we go to the
eleven o’clock mass. I can’t believe you dragged me to the nine-thirty.”

Dark haired with light brown skin, Camille still wore the blue dress
she’d worn to church. She didn’t look particularly angry. Smiling
brightly for a moment, she said, “So, Turkmenistan?”

I didn’t know. I’d seen the news, but the brief touch I’d had with
Daniel’s mind last night told me I didn’t know half of what I needed to.

“Well,” I said, “all I know is that since after their last president
some kind of supergroup took over. Only now there’s some kind of
resistance to their rule, and last night their fire guy burned down a
few city blocks trying to take out the opposition. It got attention
because it was all residential, so he killed hundreds of people.”

She shook her head. “That’s awful. Is the government doing anything
about it?”

“I don’t think so. Not yet, anyway.” I looked down at my plate. Today’s
lunch turned out to be some kind of curry with beef in a reddish sauce
over rice. It wasn’t something I’d order, but even if it was a little
spicy, it was good—whatever it was.

Haley shook her head. “No. They’re not doing anything. It doesn’t seem
like they ever do anything with that.”

Camille glanced to the right and left of us. None of the people at the
other tables appeared to be watching us. Lowering her voice, she asked,
“What about people here? Are they going to do something?”

I opened my mouth to explain, but didn’t get the chance. Haley said,
“It’s another one.”

I turned to look at her. “Another what?”

Haley’s lips tightened. “Another thing they wouldn’t know unless they
grew up in the League.”

I considered pointing out that none of us had technically grown up in
the League since the League hadn’t existed since 1983 when our
grandparents had dissolved it. I didn’t, because while true, we’d all
grown up around our grandparents. Camille’s grandfather had been a
follower of Red Lightning—a supervillain by that point.

I said, “I’m pretty sure it’s supposed to be public knowledge.”

Camille’s eyes darted between Haley and I. “As cute as it is that both
of you know what you’re talking about, I still don’t.”

Haley sighed and looked like she might be trying to think of a way to
explain.

I said, “It’s that heroes don’t operate outside the United States
without permission. It never really makes the situation better. Even
when US vigilantes ignore the government’s opinion, everyone assumes
they’re working for the US anyway. Except then the government’s got to
step in and clean up their messes. At that point, you’re basically
letting people with powers set the US’s foreign policy. That’s not a
good thing, So, the government and all the major hero organizations have
an arrangement that vigilante justice stops at the water’s edge.”

Camille cocked her head and looked at me. “Well, that does explain
things, but I can’t believe that vigilantes like Vengeance would follow
directions like that.”

I nodded. “They don’t, but if they don’t, they often find they get
visits from US heroes who beat the crap out of them. Plus, I hear that
even the ones that can’t possibly be working for the US have some kind
of secret arrangement with our government or a friendly government.”

Camille didn’t say anything for a moment, but then she said, “So then
the resistance in Turkmenistan might be ours.”

Haley and I both looked at each other. Haley said, “I don’t think so—“
At same time, I said, “I don’t think any of them are US citizens. Anyway
I’ve never heard that anyone’s gone over there…”

Camille didn’t let either of us finish. “I hope someone does. What’s the
use of having abilities like this, and not being able to do something
about the really bad things in the world?”

“Exactly,” a voice said. I didn’t recognize it.

When I turned my head toward its source, I saw a big blond guy that
could have been used for Nazi recruitment posters or to play Captain
America in a movie. Weird, how they both went after the same look.

He was holding a tray of food, and wore a dark pink buttoned down shirt
and a black tie that hinted he might have gone to church too. “Mind if I
sit down?”

At that moment I recognized him as an upperclassman even if I didn’t
know his name.

“I’m Gordon,” he said. “You fought my younger brother Gifford
yesterday.”

“Go ahead,” I said. “We’re not saving space for anybody.”

Even if we had been, there were plenty of spaces on either side of us.
Gordon sat down.

He’d loaded his tray down with breakfast food–french toast, eggs,
sausages, bacon, hash browns, fruit salad and a chunk of beef.

Evidently he was one of those supers who needed more food than average.

“Great job, by the way,” he said. “I watched yesterday’s fight. After
all of that running, you still took them down practically before the
fight began. I want to say I could have done the same, but those Cabal
students put an wrench into things. I’m an aerokinetic like my younger
brother, and you’d think I could throw them into the air and keep them
there, but if they ever touch and push off each other all bets are off.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I was a little worried you might be angry or
something.”

“At you?” Gordon clapped me on the back. “Don’t worry about it. Gifford
needs to learn some humility. He’s been talking and talking about this
with his friends. I think he expected to be ruling the roost by now.”

I didn’t know what to say to that, so I didn’t say anything. Gordon
didn’t need any encouragement to keep talking though.

“Besides, it’s better that Gifford learns he can lose here than during a
fight. Even better that he learns that someone with no powers at all can
take him out.”

I wasn’t sure I liked how he’d said that, but I couldn’t put my finger
on why, and he’d already started talking again.

“I’m not saying you’re not tough, but you’re only really a threat when
you’re in that armor. Gifford needs to learn that technology makes up
for a lot–even regular technology, and you’re far ahead of that.”

“He’s got more going for him than technology,” Haley said. “He’s been
training with Gunther for years.”

She could have added that I’d also been trained in tactics by an alien
battle simulation AI, but I was grateful she hadn’t. It was probably
best that people didn’t know about that.

“That counts for a lot, I’m sure,” he said. “And you are?”

“Haley,” she said. “And also Night Cat.”

“Oh,” he said, glancing at me, and probably remembering that Night Cat
and the Rocket were together. “Interesting, I should have guessed you’d
be here, but your class is enormous. With all the kids whose powers were
activated by Nick’s grandfather’s machine, one more person–even if
they’re a Heroes League member–gets lost in the shuffle.”

“I know,” Haley said. “I still haven’t even met your brother.”

Gordon nodded. “I believe you.” Looking across the table toward Camille,
he said, “I know I haven’t seen you before.”

She grinned at him. “I’ve seen you. You were guiding groups upstairs
when I came in. I’m Camille. When I work with the Heroes League, I use
Gravitystar. I used to be in a group some friends started called Justice
Fist.”

“Justice Fist?” Gordon shook his head. “It sounds familiar, but I don’t
remember the group.”

Camille waved it past with one hand. “Don’t worry about it. We weren’t
together very long.”

With that, we all settled into eating.

After a minute of that Camille asked, “Are you and Gifford descended
from anyone we’ve heard of?”

Gordon finished chewing his sausage, and said, “That depends. Have you
ever heard of Moonglider?”

“No kidding?” I stopped eating, thinking back to what I knew of that
hero. “I didn’t know he had powers. I always assumed he used some kind
of anti-gravity technology, or, I don’t know, really good glider
technology. Knowing that he was an aerokinetic explains things. He was a
lot weaker than either of you, right?”

Gordon nodded. “He could keep himself in the air, and direct his glider
suit, but not much else. He used weapons to fight, not air. I’m
surprised you’ve heard of him. He was only active for about ten years,
and stopped when I was born.”

I shrugged. “It’s not too big a surprise. I saw plans with his name on
them in Grandpa’s files. He must have designed some of your father’s
devices. If he didn’t, Moonglider at least asked Grandpa for a quote.”

Gordon nodded slowly. “That explains it. Dad made his own suit, but he
wasn’t really an inventor. I had no idea where his devices came from. It
makes sense that some of them are Rocket tech. Do you want to see them
sometime? A few of them need to be fixed.”

“Is that going to be okay with your dad? If he’s not doing this anymore,
he might want to leave his stuff the way it was during his last fight or
something.”

Gordon shook his head. “Don’t worry about it. My dad’s dead. He got hit
by a car and died a few years ago.”

Camille said, “I’m sorry to hear that,” before I managed to get anything
out. I did add, “Me too,” before he said, “Thanks. We all miss him.
Gifford and I are hoping to do right by him in the program.”

He looked us over. “What do you think about Turkmenistan? With
everything they’ve been doing against their own people lately, I think
someone ought to go in and take out the regime.”

Camille nodded. “I don’t think I’d overthrow a country, but it would be
nice to be able to do something. I don’t know how many people the regime
killed, but it’s a lot.”

She glanced over at Haley and me. “Right?”

“Hundreds last night,” Haley said. “That’s what the TV was saying when I
turned it on.”

Gordon nodded slowly. “Thousands over the last few weeks. Look, I know
we’re not going to do it, but we’ve got the power to end it right
here–definitely in the room, but maybe even at this table.”

I looked up at down the table from the side where the sun streamed in,
bringing out the redness in the rocks all the way to the far wall where
the stained rocks glistened.

I guessed there might be fifty people at the table. He had a point
there. Fifty people with powers could do some damage.

Not that the world needed or wanted more damage.

I stopped eating, and looked at him. “Are you sure it needs to be us?
The government officials handling this might have a good reason for what
they’re doing? Plus maybe there’s more going on than we know of. Maybe
we’ve already got people on the ground, and the news can’t report it
because they don’t know either.”

Gordon tilted his head. “You think we’ve got a mission going there
already?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe there’s lots of diplomatic
communication going on right now, or maybe they’re not going in for a
reason?”

He nodded at me, but this nod was less of an “I’m listening” nod, and
more of a “prove it” nod.

I wasn’t in any position to prove it either. When Daniel and I had
talked about it last night, he’d mentioned that his dad thought
Turkmenistan’s regime worked with the Nine.

That wasn’t something I felt I could pass on.

Gordon started talking before I felt tempted in any case. “It might be
that they do have a reason, but it may be that they’re not all that good
at it. Think about it, for all the supervillains we’ve had, I’d say the
worst people in history have been normal humans—Hitler, Stalin, and who
knows how many others? They commanded supers, but it’s not like supers
came up with the ideas, you know?”

Gordon leaned back in his chair. “I’m sure you’re smarter than most of
those guys.”

“Could be,” I said, “but I’m pretty sure I don’t want to run a country.
If people wanted ideas about how to make things work better, I’d offer
suggestions, but beyond that I’m not.”

Gordon waved my objection away. “That’s not my point. You might not be
interested in running a country, but some supers must be. I bet they’d
do a better job of it too. What’s too bad is that they never try. I’d
bet Guardian’s popular enough to make a serious run for office if he
ever retires from the Defenders and wanted to. He’s far from the only
one.”

Next to me, Haley listened with an odd expression on her face. “Are you
sure it would work? To me it seems like leading people in a fight is
completely different from running a government. I’ve led people in
fights, and I wouldn’t have any idea how to become president. My dad
runs a small corporation, and he told me it’s not the same thing, but
that still sounds closer than running a superhero team.”

Gordon shook his head as if wishing away Haley’s questions. “It’s
different. Totally different. Someone like Guardian’s been in the public
eye for years. He’s talked with presidents. People like you and me are
small timers. He’s been around forever. People at his level have got the
skills they need.”

Another voice broke in. “What are you talking about? Something boring?”

Tara, another upperclassman, stood next to the table with a tray of
food. As tall as I was, or maybe a little taller, Tara had a square jaw,
and blonde, shoulder length hair. She wore yoga pants and a red
University of Missouri hoodie.

Her hair was still slightly wet. Hopefully that meant she’d recently
gotten up as opposed to showering after a workout.

It still hurt me to move.

Camille said, “Gordon thinks supers should rule the world.” She said it
with a grin and glance at Gordon that made it clear to me that she was
teasing him as much as answering.

Tara’s expression hardened, and she said, “No. Not a good idea.”

Then she walked away.

Gordon blinked, and Camille watched her walk away, whispering to Haley,
“Did I say something wrong?”

Haley said, “No,” but bit her lip as she glanced over toward the table
where Tara sat down alone.

Gordon got up with his food. “I should go say something to her.”

Then he left.

Camille looked from Haley to me. “What happened there?”

Haley said, “I’m not sure, but remember how the leader of the St. Louis
Defenders group died last year when we were there? That was her father.”

Camille’s brows wrinkled. “How does that go together with supers taking
over?”

“I can answer that one,” I said. My sister Rachel had told me the story.
“She comes from another universe where genetically engineered supers
took over and destroyed every last normal human. Her mother and father
come from different strains of those supers. They killed her mother
because they didn’t like that she’d created a mixed child. She grew up
on the run with her father.”

Camille stared.

“I’m guessing,” I said, “but I think that’s it.”

Camille grimaced. “That’s horrible. That shouldn’t happen to anyone.”

She turned, following Tara with her eyes to where she sat. Gordon stood
next to her. I couldn’t hear him, but from the expression on his face I
guessed he must be apologizing.

Tara’s face didn’t show any emotion, and after a moment Gordon left.

Camille let out a breath, and shook her head. “We should do something
for her.”

I found myself imagining it as an episode of a a children’s cartoon–“My
Little Pony” or something. Camille would throw a party for her, and Tara
would say, “Thanks Camille, now I don’t feel bad about my dead parents
anymore!”

Come to think of it, that sounded more like the Simpsons satirizing
children’s cartoons.

I felt relieved that Daniel wasn’t within range because that did border
on some kind of insensitivity.

Then I caught a sideways glance from Haley. She’d obviously noticed
something.

I tried not to respond. Haley raised an eyebrow, and turned her
attention back to Camille who was saying, “What? Did I miss something?”

I shook my head. “No. I was just thinking there wasn’t much we could do
that would equal out to everything that’s happened to her.”

Camille frowned and she said, “Does she have friends?”

I tried to remember. “The upperclassmen are all pretty close, I think.
Their class can’t be more than twenty people. Plus, she’s friends with
my sister Rachel and a couple other people. They got kidnapped together
on a field trip once.”

Camille blinked, and said, “A Stapledon field trip?”

I nodded. “Yeah, I don’t think they want that spread around. Actually, I
think Tara’s background is well known among the upperclassmen, but we
probably ought to be careful about passing it around to everyone else.”

Haley looked up from her hand. The small spike of a dewclaw withdrew
into her palm. “You know how I worry about my body when I change? If her
background got out to the public, that would be worse.”

I thought about that, wondering how many supers had overheard. Probably
not all that many, and with the mental block the program put in no one
would be able to tell the public.

I hoped no one would treat her differently inside the program if it got
out. Of course, if anybody were to get treated badly, I’d half expect it
would be the Cabal students. Family members of the student body had been
killed or hurt by the Cabal.



Sunday turned into Monday, and Monday morning found the entire school
down at the tracks exercising.

It was tough, but not as tough as we’d experienced on Saturday. That
surprised many in the crowd (even first years had heard about what
happened on Saturday).

They didn’t have it all wrong, but anyone who had paid attention during
the lecture before the workout knew why it had happened.

I had, and because of that I knew that stress played a big role in
driving people toward higher levels of power. Dr. Nation had explained
that unpredictable stress made the difference. Doing the same exact
thing every day wouldn’t be unpredictable.

That’s how I found myself running a reasonable distance at reasonable
speed. It felt cool at first–fifty degrees when we started, but not
cold. Plus, fifty degree temperatures weren’t bad for running, anyway,
it got into the seventies by the end of the morning.

I generally ran three or four days a week, so while Saturday’s workout
had been a challenge, it hadn’t been as bad as 25K runs I’d done.

All of which meant that for me, long distance running gave me time to
think.

I’d been thinking about what Gordon had said. I didn’t waste my time on
the idea that supers should be running the government. That was
obviously idiotic.

What hung around in my head was the idea of taking action in
Turkmenistan.

It wasn’t theoretical. I could personally do it, and not just there, but
in hotspots across the world. The most obvious ways to do it were with
killbots and with the League jet. There weren’t a lot of buildings that
could stand against prolonged assault from the jet’s main guns. There
weren’t a lot of people who could survive an attack by a killbot.

Ignoring the fact that I’d be setting up a program of personal
assassination against anyone who violated my sense of what’s right, it
had the obvious problem of inspiring worldwide terror among world
leaders who might correctly realize that they could be targeted too.

You could even choose the targets to be people like Turkmenistan’s
leaders–people with a record of killing their own citizens. At that
point, you could almost argue self-defense.

Again though, at that point you’d still have a much higher profile than
I’d want, and inspire too much fear (not to mention an inevitable
reaction) to do long term good.

Plus, of course, justified or not, actions like that would make me a
supervillain in the eyes of people I respected.

If I wanted to stop a foreign regime from killing it’s own people, I’d
want to go another route–something more subtle.

I’d want to infect their armed forces with nanobots that could make
their vehicles and guns stop working. Why stop there? At that point, I
might as well find ways to take over their national infrastructure.

Imagine being able to arrange it such that a regime’s leader’s vehicles
always hit red lights or never got hot water or a warm meal?

At that point the world would mostly be laughing at the leader in
question, especially if you chose your “attacks” carefully, and didn’t
make all of the humiliations public.

It wouldn’t automatically work but it sounded better than killing
people.

I spent most of the run imaging ideas, and planning out the devices I’d
need to implement them.

That’s how I ran then–breathing heavily, but putting one foot in front
of the other, and imagining a series of big pranks that I never
seriously intended to put into practise.

It wasn’t a surprise then when Daniel started laughing inside my head.

The laughter faded, leaving me with a strong sense of Daniel’s presence
plus a hint of both amusement and tiredness.

I was with him on all of the above.

That’s a better way to go than going over and taking over a country.
It’s nice to fantasize about, but at core when someone does that,
they’re assuming that they know better than all the people that live in
that country. Plus, it’s a sovereignty thing. Countries have rights, or
at least they ought to.

I looked around to find him. Daniel was faster than I was, but his range
couldn’t cover the entire track from what I remembered.

I checked in front of me, seeing other runners, but not him.

Behind, Daniel said, and I turned my head all the way around, seeing
Daniel on the curve half a lap behind me.

My range is improving.

I suspected he was right. I didn’t think he could have managed a
connection this solid from that distance last year.

Yeah, I thought back. Concentrating on keeping my pace consistent even
though Daniel was on his way to lapping me.

Daniel thought back, Sorry. Dr. Nation said to run as quickly as you
felt comfortable.

Got it, I thought back. I didn’t have a problem with him lapping me.
Not really. I did find it a little annoying that I was slow enough to be
lapped by people with fully human physical abilities like myself, but
after spending four years on the cross country team, and three on the
track team in high school, I knew I should be used to it.

Daniel had always been exceptionally athletic anyway—provided you
compared him to people with fully human athletic potential.

Daniel said, I like the idea of causing the dictator to doubt his own
sanity. The only bad point is that he might take it out on the country.
Even if he doesn’t blame the country, he’d probably blame his guards and
anyone who he worked with in the presidential palace.

Not stopping or slowing, I continued to run. Daniel had a point. I
didn’t want to kill anybody, and causing a dictator of a country to
wonder about their sanity had a depressingly good chance of doing that.

Worse it might trigger something on a large scale. I definitely didn’t
want that. A pogrom against his own people that wouldn’t have happened
without my meddling wasn’t something I wanted to be responsible for.

Except for that, Daniel said, I’m okay with butting in. There are
always going to be countries that are acting too quickly for the
international community to get together and take action. What I’d do is
make it hard if not impossible for them to ignore. You know how you sent
in the roachbots and had them record everything the mayor said? And
remember how we almost released things he said, but ultimately didn’t?”

I sent him a feeling of agreement, continuing with, we didn’t because
your dad wasn’t impressed with the material I’d gathered. He didn’t
think it was enough.

Right, Daniel thought back to me. My dad’s got a good sense of that
kind of thing. What I think we ought to do is something like that.
Record them, and release the recordings in a way that removes their
support. If they’re popular because of support from the poor, release
statements where the say bad things about the poor. If they rule with
support from the country’s generals, release recordings of them
badmouthing the generals that make their rule possible.

I sent back to him. Are you saying I should actually do this? You were
laughing at the idea of doing things to them, but this is a whole new
thing. You know how going the other way could result in people dying?
This could too. I can’t see any way it wouldn’t.

Daniel’s feelings came through our link—tiredness mostly, but also
thoughtfulness, and a little fear.

I know, he thought at me, it’s a risk, but I’ve got ideas about to
how to make it less risky. After we’ve got what we need, we give it to
the government or some super we respect like my dad or someone else.
Then we abide by their decision. That way it’s not all us.

I nodded, and then remembered to give the mental impression of nodding
instead. I like that idea better than mine. I don’t want to be the
person who throws a country into chaos—at least not without input from
people older and wiser, you know?

Any idea who we’d tell? I continued running, wondering if anyone was
noticing the conversation.

It wasn’t as if we were cheating.

Still, there were telepaths out there who could listen in on
conversations like this. Even if people agreed with the idea, one
unknown listener was one too many.

I felt agreement from Daniel at that unarticulated thought. Then he
answered my question.

I’m thinking my dad would be best. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s even
done something like it before. Daniel thought at me, and I felt his
mind going in several directions–images of his dad when he was younger
and working for military intelligence, and of his mom who had done the
same job but for Israel.

With both of them being telepaths and her with a variation on that
talent that intelligence agencies would love, I could only guess what
sort of jobs they’d collaborated on.

This is one of those ‘better to ask forgiveness than permission’
things, Daniel thought at me. We shouldn’t tell them till we’ve got
something good.

I agreed.

Not long after that we were told to stop. I wasn’t completely dead which
was nice for a change.

Since exercise didn’t take up most of the day like it had on Saturday,
we were introduced to the classes we’d be taking–search and rescue, and
of course, combat training.

The last course of the day was the elective. The Stapledon program
didn’t have a lot of choices, but it did allow people to specialize. I’d
specialized in technology.

So around three o’clock in the afternoon I found myself walking into the
program’s labs. Located on the foothill’s first level with the parking
garage, the labs were a suite of rooms, all of them fairly large.

For example, mine was large enough that it fit the van. I’d parked it in
the corner, but the lab had a wide, retractable door that allowed access
to the parking garage. That wasn’t all though. The lab also contained
all the fabrication machines, 3-d printers, and other tools I’d said I’d
need.

I’d opened up a spot for Rocket suit to sit (as a block) next to my
desk, and I’d already covered the table in the middle of the room with
roachbot parts.

I stepped inside through the human sized door to the side of the van’s
entrance into my lab, set the Rocket suit to disassemble, and walked out
of my lab into the main area.

A big square, the main room stood in the middle of labs like mine.
Strange machines filled half the room–an enormous organ with huge gears
that would have fit in on the cover of a steampunk novel, unknown blocky
devices of alien, greenish-gray metal, a group of orbs that circled the
room near the ceiling, but sometimes swooped down.

I passed those machines and more until I reached the middle of the room
where someone had set up thirty normal desks.

Wearing a dark green suit, Dr. Nation sat in a chair next to a clear
pane of glass approximately as wide as the front of the classroom.

I didn’t recognize very many people at all.

Keon sat behind a desk in a normal looking wheelchair–except that a dark
box hung in the normally empty space under that seat.

A few seats down from him in the front sat Courtney–which was a
surprise. I hadn’t know what she’d be picking for her elective class
this semester, or her specialization.

I sat down in the empty seat to her right. “I didn’t expect to see you
here.”

“I don’t know why not,” she said. “I don’t know how to do anything else.
I know the obvious thing would be to take the track where they teach you
how to be a spy, but whatever I look like now, I don’t think I can do
that. I’m not that good with people.”

I started to say, “I don’t think you’re bad with people,” but Dr. Nation
interrupted me.

“Welcome everyone. I hope you all had a chance to take a look at your
lab yesterday. If there’s anything you feel you need that we’ve missed,
talk to me and we’ll see if we can provide it.”

He grinned at the class. “Now I’m sure many of you only know me as the
sadistic bastard who came up with the workout schedule, but I’m more
than that. In this class, we’re all going to have time to get to know
each other better. As the professor, I hope you’ll excuse me for going
first.”

Smiling through his mustache, he said, “I’m Dr. Frederick Nation. I’ve
lived all over the country, but longest and most often in San Francisco.
In the 1970’s, I experienced a vision of myself as a burrito themed
superhero, and quickly constructed the costume and weapons of Yellow
Burrito.”

Pausing, he made a quick sweep of the classroom with his eyes.

“I’d been a bright child, but I’d never done anything along those
lines–creating technology out of nowhere without years of development.
Some of you have had this experience. It was both disorienting and
amazing. Soon enough, I’d begun to make a name for myself in San
Francisco and a few years later I was an apprentice to the original
Rocket. The Heroes League had a program where they trained supers.”

He caught my eye as he said, “It was one of the greatest experiences of
my life. I hope this program can be one of yours.”

After that he went into more detail about what we’d be doing for the
summer, ending with, “After class I’m going to ask you individually
about your summer project, so don’t leave.”

After he finished and we’d introduced ourselves, we all lined up to
speak to him. I knew that I’d be working on the technology I’d used in
the new Rocket suit and the van, so I spent much of that time thinking
about Turkmenistan.

I doubted that I’d be able to get away from school long enough to fly
over with the League jet and distribute roachbots. That mean that I’d
have to find another way.

I wondered if any of my fellow students could help.

I wondered if anyone in the program could match Guardian. I’d heard that
he wasn’t even limited to this dimension in his abilities. Brooke, his
daughter (who I actually knew better) was limited to a few miles last
I’d heard.

Last year we’d tracked down Chancy Harris, and even if he wasn’t in
Guardian’s league, he appeared to be able to send people hundreds or
even thousands of miles easily.

The impression I’d gotten when we met him though was that he wasn’t all
that fussy about his customers. Case in point, he’d actually been
working for aliens who turned out to be trying to destroy humanity last
spring.

Bearing in mind that what we’d be doing was likely to draw adult
disapproval whether they ultimately decided to help or not, his lack of
strong convictions might be a plus. He struck me as the kind of guy who
would keep his mouth shut if you paid your bill.

Of course, he hadn’t seemed to like us much the last time we’d met him.
He’d disappeared after sending us to meet his clients, and it wouldn’t
surprise me if he blamed us for the loss of a paying client.

Still, he was an option. Bearing in mind that his prices were probably
high though, I might be better off finding a student who would do it for
free.

Come to think of it, we might be able to pull Izzy in. I didn’t know how
quickly she could fly, but the impression I got was that she could make
it halfway across the planet and back before anyone realized she’d left.

Provided I could control the bots from here or allow them to act
independently enough that I didn’t need to pay attention, that could
work out. She could fly there, release them, and be done with it.

I’d have to do some research on what kind of powers the supers in
Turkmenistan had. Then I’d need to design bots that they couldn’t
casually catch.

Depending on their powers, roachbots might not even be a practical
solution, and I’d actually have to think.

About the time I’d come to that conclusion, I reached the front of the
line.

Dr. Nation sat in one of the chairs, holding a tablet in one hand, and
tapping on the screen with another. Not stopping, he said, “Pardon me.
Just a moment. I’ve got to get this down before I forget.”

When he did stop, he looked up from the screen and said, “So Nick, where
are we with the nanobots?”

“Still working on the van, and I’ve got some ideas for the suit. That
said, I’ve been doing costume replacements for the group, and that’s
been going pretty well. It’s easy to work up something that covers a
person’s body and has their logo and colors. Once you get past that,
things get more complicated. With Jaclyn’s costume, I’m trying to solve
a problem. She can jump tall buildings and everything, but she can’t
control where she comes down. The obvious solution is a small rocket
pack and maneuvering jets, but she’d prefer not to have anything like
that. Actually, she’d prefer wings, and the ability to glide. I don’t
feel like that’s the best solution, but I can see where it might make
sense to her.”

Dr. Nation listened, nodding as I talked, and then chuckled. “Ah, yes.
Client relationships, the hard part off the job. Well Nick, I’ll try to
coach you on that, but, most of that you’ll have to learn on your own.
For now, let’s talk about your short term goals. Chances are you’ll be
working with the nanobots for the rest of your life. What do you want to
accomplish in the next two months?”

I thought about it. “I…” I began, and then stopped. Then I started
again. “I’ve been thinking lately that with all the bots I’m using, I
can’t fit everything I might need in the Rocket suit. I’ve been thinking
about it as an aircraft carrier lately, but what I need are actual
aircraft carriers–roachbot carriers. Essentially floating, quick moving,
armored supply platforms.”

Paying attention to my surroundings again, I looked up at him. He
nodded.

“What sort of power source?” He asked.

“I don’t know,” I said, and shrugged. “I assume batteries, but fusion
would be better if I could do it.”

Dr. Nation gave a wry grin. “A working fusion plant that isn’t an
obvious copy of the Xiniti’s design would be nice. I hear one’s only
twenty years away.”

He paused, and I laughed a little. Wasn’t it always?

In the back of my mind (and not for the first time), I wondered if the
requirement that Earth come up with all its own equivalents to galactic
technology for power and interstellar travel might not be a way to
prevent us from ever leaving our planet.

“Right,” I said. “Plus, even beyond annoying aliens, making a fusion
plant small enough would be a major challenge.”

Dr. Nation nodded. “Let’s assume batteries then. How will they fly?”

“Anti-grav. Here I’m going to use alien tech if I have to, Oh, and
before you ask, one of the big issues is likely going to be controlling
it from a distance, so that’s what I ought to work on first.”

He nodded. “You might not have to rely on alien tech. As I know you’re
aware, Keon’s using anti-grav, and I believe he came up with his own
system.”

I glanced over at Keon. He’d stopped next to the exit, talking to people
I didn’t know, still sitting in his wheelchair.

“It sounds like a good project. It will likely take you longer than the
time we have–especially given everything else you’re doing, but putting
together a long distance remote control system will pay dividends in a
variety of projects.”

I couldn’t argue with him there. That was a large part of the point.
Hoping I hadn’t revealed any cues that would hint at my other project, I
nodded.

Then my turn was over, and Courtney sat in the chair I’d vacated. I
considered talking to Keon, but he’d left.

I walked away from the desk, but stayed close enough that I overheard
part of Courtney’s talk with Dr. Nation.

“My project,” she said, “would kind of be me? I can change how I look,
but that’s only part of what I can do. I can modify what’s inside, but I
don’t know how far I can go. Can I make poisons? I can make my hearing
better and improve my night vision, but could I breath underwater? Or
give myself sonar? I don’t know, but I want to find out, and I want to
do it here where people can help me if I make a mistake.”

She looked up at Dr. Nation. “It’s so easy to shift myself around, but
there’s no owner’s manual for my powers, and the changes are permanent.
I don’t know where to start, but I thought I might start with the
poisons because I’m a chemistry major, and at least that’s something I
know…”

They went on talking after that, but from that point on it was mostly
Dr. Nation pushing her to narrow down her focus–which was interesting. I
knew Courtney could change more than looks, but her power sounded like
it was much more flexible than I’d imagined.

I thought she’d talked about making her skin bulletproof, but the idea
of breathing underwater felt like one step further than I would have
expected.

I would have listened in a little longer, but my phone beeped.

Pulling it out of my pocket, I clicked a button and learned that it
wasn’t a call. The news alert I’d set in case there was more
Turkmenistan news had notified me that the regime had executed a
democracy activist.

I read the article on my phone. The dead activist had a name I couldn’t
pronounce, attended a university in Turkmenistan, majored in
engineering, and had been twenty years old.

That boggled my mind. He’d been only a year older than I was.

According to the regime, he’d been executed for treason.

The article didn’t go into any great detail about what he’d actually
been doing except to note that he’d organized students to protest after
the regime’s recent actions.

It shouldn’t have surprised me. You saw that kind of thing in the news
all the time. For that matter, if you were going to see it anywhere,
you’d expect to see it under the sort of regime that would burn down
city blocks.

Still, I found myself staring at the phone until its screen went black.

I wasn’t sure I was comfortable with political dirty tricks like
strategically releasing the worst footage of the regime available. I
felt like the best thing I could do would be to leave the regime no
secrets.

Daniel had mentioned that it might be connected to the Nine. That could
come out with everything the regime had done, all the places it had
buried the bodies, its weapons and its long term plans.

I wasn’t sure how that would stop anything though. Still, it would do
something. I hoped it would be a good thing.

One thing was for sure, though, I wasn’t going to be attaching the
Rocket or the Heroes League to it. It seemed like the kind of thing that
ought to be secret at first–though I couldn’t help but see the irony
there.

Courtney got up from her chair, and Dr. Nation called up the next
student.

She walked up to me as I stuffed the phone back into my pocket. Her
expression struck me as somewhere between thoughtful and excited—not
jumping around or anything, but excited nonetheless.

Grinning, she walked over to me with a little more speed than she had
to.

“I am so relieved,” she said. “He’s alright with letting me work on
modifying my body even though I’m not creating a device, and I’m mostly
just figuring out how to give myself more powers.”

“Well,” I said, “you’re doing the same thing as the rest of us. It’s
just that all your materials are internal. Besides I heard what you told
him. There isn’t an owner’s manual. It’s not like you have any feeling
for what will work and what won’t, so it makes sense.”

“I know, but teachers aren’t always that flexible. You know that.”

I nodded, remembering how my chemistry advisor hadn’t wanted to let me
double major in chemistry and electrical engineering. He wasn’t wrong.
It would be a bad idea for most people.

It worked out in the end, but mostly because I’d qualified to skip so
many classes that he couldn’t say no.

As we left the room, walking toward the elevators so we could get up to
the residential floors, she asked, “What’s your project?”

“Well… The short term one is distance control of my roachbots, but the
long term one is essentially floating weapons and repair platforms. You
know how the Rocket suit’s self-repairing these days? I used nanobots,
but not the kind that might accidentally turn the whole world into grey
goo. That means that I’ve got to keep material around for repairs and a
way to get it to me. It also wouldn’t hurt to have backup in case I get
into trouble. Thus, my project.”

We talked about each others’ projects all the way up the elevators and
only stopped when she got off on her floor.

Alone in the elevator as I went up to the next floor, I realized that it
had been a good thing. Even in college, I couldn’t talk about science. I
always had to stop before I passed the current limits of our science, or
even the limits of what even a brilliant student should know.

With Courtney, and eventually everyone else in the technology program, I
could just talk.

I stepped out of the elevator to find Izzy sitting in one of the chairs
in the open lounge nearby. She looked up from the book she was reading,
and waved at me.

She wore street clothes—jeans and a red shirt. Her glasses seemed to
obscure half her face. She’d pulled her hair into a ponytail. It
appeared to be wet like she’d just come from a shower.

Interestingly, she slumped in the seat like she might actually be tired.

“Hey,” I said, “what are you doing here?”

“I’m done for the day. I thought I’d wait for Daniel, or maybe just
read. This is the only lounge without a television, and wherever there’s
a television, they keep on showing Turkmenistan. It’s frustrating. If I
were at school, I could do something about it. We’ve got an Amnesty
International group and we organize and try to raise awareness. Here, I
feel helpless.”

“Oh,” I said, thinking back to the problem of getting my roachbots to
Turkmenistan, “Daniel and I were talking about that too. We think we
might have an idea for how to help. It’s a little like raising
awareness.”





Off Campus


        Izzy looked up at me, raising her eyebrow a little. Knowing how powerful
her hearing was (powerful enough that it was actually sonar), I knew
that if my heartbeat had risen, she’d heard it.

She might also be able to see which glands were firing off. I didn’t
know that, but having experienced her sonar secondhand through
telepathy, I could believe almost anything. She could see a lot, and in
a lot of detail.

“If you want me to go into detail,” I said, “we’ll have to go someplace
more private.”

“This is private,” she said. “No one’s nearby, and I can hear if the
elevator begins to slow down.”

Well, if she said so, I was prepared to believe it. I explained
everything.

She listened intently, nodded at the right moments, and finally said,
“I’m in.”

“But,” and here she drew out the word, “there are conditions. We’re not
going to go in and take over the country.”

“Okay. I don’t want to do that in the first place.”

“Good. Second, I don’t want us to stop if it doesn’t work. We come up
with something better. This shouldn’t be something we drop if we get
bored.”

I nodded.

“The last thing is this. If innocents get in trouble because of us, we
need to intervene.”

I blinked. Then I opened my mouth, stopped, thought better of it, and
spoke again, finally getting out, “That’s going to be hard. They’re
killing innocents already when we’re not involved. I mean, if nothing
else, it’s going to be really hard to tell which ones are our fault, and
which ones aren’t. And that doesn’t even get into the question of how
we’d stop them without going over there and obviously interfering in a
sovereign country’s affairs–which would definitely get us in a lot of
trouble.”

Izzy nodded. “Exactly. It’s going to be hard, and I haven’t worked out
everything either, but if we’re going to do this we need to be
dedicated, and we need to remember who we’re doing this for–the people
of Turkmenistan. The moment killing the people of Turkmenistan begins to
look like a good idea, we need to stop. For this, I think the best thing
we can do is to avoid violence.”

“I agree with you about avoiding violence. I’m hoping it’s as simple as
making all the secrets known, and then the people who live there will
solve their own problems. I’m a little worried that it won’t be. It’s
got to be pretty obvious to the people who live there that their rulers
aren’t good people already, and they still haven’t done anything about
it. Probably,” I guessed, “because they’re pretty sure they’ll be
executed.”

Izzy nodded, but more excitedly that time. “Exactly. We’re going to need
to talk about that before we release any information to anybody.”

“Alright,” I said. “I guess I should start working on my end of things.”

“And I think we should get everyone involved together, and talk about
this soon. I’ll schedule the meeting if you don’t.”



The days settled into a rhythm. In the mornings we’d exercise, fight,
and run obstacle courses. In the afternoons, we’d train to rescue people
from fires, floods, and natural disasters.

Then people would head to their elective courses–which meant I’d head to
the lab.

I couldn’t go with the best possible solution which would have been
improving the bots’ ability to handle themselves between directions from
me, and creating a communications system that I fully controlled.

I had to do a hack job where I left the bots’ logic largely alone, and
then create a new bot with the purpose of plugging into whichever
communications system would get the best connection to me–telephone
cables, cell phone towers, or direct satellite connection.

I spent every day after supper in the lab working on it, sometimes with
the television or radio on in the background, allowing me to listen to
on-going coverage of the news, and a lot about Turkmenistan.

Governments all over the world were making statements of protest against
the regime’s actions against its citizens.

None of them were doing anything at all.

At any rate, none of them were doing anything that made the news.

Around 9:50pm on Thursday evening, Haley came into the lab. I heard her
voice before I saw her. She talked to one of the other technology
students (I couldn’t remember his name), and had a slightly longer
conversation with Courtney.

I hadn’t realized Courtney was in the labs.

Then she walked through my doorway. I looked up from the bot. It had
successfully penetrated a cable, and was communicating on the network.

Haley wore black jeans and light blue shirt. Her hair hung to her
shoulders, and she smiled as she saw me. She looked good, and it
occurred to me that I hadn’t seen much of her this past week.

She pulled up a chair, and sat next to me at the table. “So, how’s it
going?”

“Okay, I think. Everything basically works.” I looked over to see her
response.

“Good,” she said. “I’m feeling ignored.”

She’d almost certainly used those words to help me recall a conversation
we’d had one time when I’d been a little too involved in creating the
next version of the Rocket suit. The most memorable words of that
conversation had been, “Ignored girlfriends become ex-girlfriends.”

She didn’t seem to be angry, so a change in relationship status didn’t
appear to be imminent, but she’d used those words for a reason.

“Oh,” I said.

“A bunch of us are going out on Friday. I’d like you to come too.”

“Uh… A bunch of us being who?”

“People in my class. I don’t know everybody who’s going, but a lot of
first years. I invited Courtney and Camille. Gifford invited me and
Hunter.”

She had my full attention. “Gifford? The guy Jaclyn and I took out?”

She nodded.

Then something else occurred to me. “Wait, he asked you? Does he know
that we’re dating? He wasn’t um… after you?”

Haley frowned. “He wasn’t asking as a date, but he does like me.”

“And you said yes?” My voice might have gotten a little louder.

“And I invited you,” she said, emphasizing the last word.

I saw her point, but I still asked, “Why go in the first place?”

She sighed. “Because I like other people in the group. Besides, it’s
like with you and Amy. People are attracted to other people all the
time. You’re at least a little bit attracted to Amy, Courtney, Cassie,
Jenny, Jaclyn, and Tara. Some of them are attracted to you too, at least
a little.”

I thought about protesting, but the more I thought about it, the more I
had to admit she wasn’t wrong. I was attracted to all of them at least a
little. Another part of me wondered which of them were attracted to me.

“It’s like that with everybody,” Haley said. “I remember realizing that
my mom and dad were attracted to other people too, and it terrified me.”

She stopped, pursing her lips, looking more thoughtful than frightened.

“So, what happened?” I asked after a moment.

“Nothing,” she said. “I was scared of nothing. In the end you have to
trust people. You can’t control what you like, but you can control what
you do. I trust you. If I didn’t, it would drive me crazy.”

It was a good point, even if the fact that she’d put so much thought
into it made me wonder if she might be a little worried anyway.

“I’ll go,” I said. “But I hope he doesn’t start coming on to you.”

Haley shrugged. “If he acts like a jerk, we’ll leave.”

I nodded. “So, what would we be doing?”

Haley smiled upward at me, and moved her chair closer to mine. I could
feel her warmth. “I don’t know. People were talking about a movie, and
some people were talking about going dancing, or watching a band.”

“Are there any good bands in town?” I put my arm around her shoulders.
She leaned into me for a moment before pulling back and tilting her head
up to look at me again.

“I heard people talking about going to see Vincent Sucks.”

“Are they any good? I’ve heard the name, but I don’t think I’ve ever
heard their music.”

Haley smiled. “Ask Cassie. I think I’ve heard her mention them.”

“Yeah,” I said, “me too, but I don’t think she got to see them.”

We sat there, looking at each other. Then I asked, “How many people are
going out anyway? You make it sound like your whole class is going. I’m
surprised it’s even allowed.”

Her forehead wrinkled. “Have you been reading your email?”

“No,” I said, and then added, “Well, a little, but not much.”

“Isaac sent everyone a message. I think they even talked about it in
class.”

I flipped open my phone, looked through the school messages, and found
it after a few minutes. The email came from Isaac Lim, and described the
precautions he wanted people to take if they went out on the weekends.

“I don’t have the right or will to restrict your movement,” the email
said, “but I would like to offer you advice. We have a list of
restaurants, theaters, and other attractions that will be monitored by
staff. If you’d prefer to stay off the beaten path, we’d like you to
inform security where you’ll be going either before you leave or while
you’re out.”

I skimmed a few paragraphs, stopping at, “For those of you whose
personal identities are not public knowledge, we advise being careful.
The press generally won’t attempt to expose your identity, but for
obvious reasons, we advise against noticeable power use. This is
especially true for those of you who are in company of publicly known
heroes. The press and paparazzi are in the Denver area. If you can hide
your identity, please do so. If you can’t, we’ll make a powder for your
face available. It won’t prevent people from recognizing you, but it
will blur your details in any pictures…”

I skimmed the paragraph reminding people who were underage not to drink
or engage in other illegal or reckless behavior, finally reaching the
end.

“Remember, anything you do has the potential of reaching the public.”



Friday night came before I knew it. As the email’s existence implied,
almost everyone seemed to be headed out to the greater Denver area to
blow off some steam. Part of me wished I could be back in the lab,
making a few last touches to remote systems, or possibly going out with
Haley alone.

That part of me was along with the rest of me, however, and all parts of
me stood in the compound’s parking garage next to my van.

Despite being the only one I knew of with a vehicle when we’d arrived, a
fairly large number of people had acquired cars in the meantime. The
garage echoed with the sound of engines.

Gifford pulled up in a red sports car. I didn’t recognize the model, but
it was a Porsche.

My van (in rusty white van form) stood next to the gathering
group—Haley, Courtney, Camille, Hunter, and I. Keon rolled out of the
elevator toward us.

Gifford gave everyone a wave, and said, “Hey, we’re still waiting on a
few more people, but we never figured where we were going.”

Camille smiled at the group. “Someone talked about going dancing.”

Hunter raised his hand. “That’d be me. My mom has friends who own a club
in Denver. It’s called Club 32. It used to be an old factory. We can
walk right past the line if we want to. Vincent Sucks is playing, but
they’ve got a DJ after that.”

Keon rolled to a stop next to the van. “I’m in. I love dancing.”

I’d been thinking Keon would be my best potential ally for going to a
movie instead.

Evidently, I made too many assumptions about paralyzed people.

Gifford grinned at Hunter. “Works for me. If no one’s got a problem with
that, let’s consider it done.”

Given a choice, I wouldn’t be going dancing, but given a choice, I
wouldn’t be here with a group. I didn’t have a right to complain, so I
didn’t.

With no one saying anything, Gifford turned to Hunter. “Do you need to
make any calls to set this up?”

Hunter narrowed his eyes, and tightened his mouth, not saying anything
for a second. Then he looked up. “I don’t think I have to, but maybe I
should. I bring friends there all the time when we’re at the Castle Rock
house, but this’ll be the most friends I’ve brought.”

He pulled his phone out. “How many more?”

Gifford shook his head. “Dunno. Might be three. Might be six.” Gifford
pulled his own phone out of his pocket. “Tell you what, the other people
I invited have their own cars. You ride with me, and call ahead if
someone calls back while we’re driving. Everyone else can fit in the
van, right?”

I glanced back toward the van. “Five people? That’ll work. We’ll have
room for the wheelchair too.”

“Excellent. Then I’ll start leaving some messages.”

Haley frowned. “Couldn’t we wait for the other people, and then go?”

Gifford raised an eyebrow. “Nah. They’re late. Don’t worry about them.”

“Ok,” Haley said, and then turned toward me, scowling.

As we turned toward the van, Haley muttered, “Do you think it would have
killed him to wait ten minutes? If you know people are coming, you don’t
just take off.”

“I would have waited,” I said. “We could still wait.”

Haley waved her hand as if swatting the suggestion away. “No. Gifford’s
calling them. It’ll all work out, but it doesn’t seem very nice.”

A few minutes later we were on the road, leaving me with one more
project for my list–add a chair lift to my van. It didn’t have one.

Keon sat behind Haley. Camille sat behind me, and Courtney sat alone in
the third row.

Traffic wasn’t bad, and even when it slowed down, it was never bad
enough that I was tempted to put the van into catmecha mode and fly over
the highway.

Keon leaned forward in his seat. “So what are you using? I heard it was
gravitics and rockets, but were you using alien gravity tech or your
own?”

“Alien tech, but I modified it a little–not in a big way. I just needed
to get the mech in the air.”

Keon nodded. “I came up with my own stuff. The alien gravitic tech can’t
touch it. They don’t do much with movement. Half their stuff only goes
up and down. If they do get it to move, it usually takes separate
panels, doubling the size. I can control speed and direction with one
panel.”

We drove down the highway in twilight, the sun low in the sky off to our
left. I thought about my own experiments. “Doesn’t that use a lot of
power?”

“Depends how you do it.”

Trying to keep one eye on the road, I asked, “Have you solved the
problem where the gravity generator gets too small to do much more than
slow somebody’s fall?”

He shook his head. “No, and you don’t know how many hours I wasted on
that one. I got my panels smaller, but not as small as I want.”

As we descended into tech talk, Haley and Camille talked through us. I
didn’t catch much of it.

Courtney interjected into both conversations unpredictably.

By the time we rolled into Club 32, we’d stopped talking. In the middle
of a parking lot that wasn’t much more than dirt and stones. A factory
surrounded by factories, it was a beige concrete building with a nearly
flat metal roof.

The crazy thing was that we weren’t the only ones there.

Half the parking lot had already filled. Unlike the concrete buildings
around it, Club 32 had a big, red, glowing sign, and spotlights all
around the building.

A line of people stood around the side.

We happened to spot Gifford’s Porsche. Neither he nor Hunter were
inside. I guessed that they must have gone into the club.

As I set up Keon’s chair, Haley’s phone rang. She talked for a moment,
and then put it back in her small, black purse.

“Gifford says he’s inside with Hunter. They’ve left directions to the
bouncers to let us in.” Haley frowned for a second, and then turned to
help Courtney get Keon out of the van and into his wheelchair.

It didn’t take long.

As Keon strapped himself in (“Don’t worry about it. I can do it better
and faster.”), Haley said, “I forgot to tell you that Gifford told me
that the other people were almost here.”

“Cool,” I said.

In a low voice, she continued talking, “You might not be as happy when I
tell you who it is.”

“Sean?” I asked.

Haley gave a brief smile. “No. It’s Keith and his new girlfriend Zoey.”

I blinked. “That’s going to get awkward. What are we supposed to do
about that?”

Haley frowned. “I don’t think there’s much we can do without leaving. I
think we should warn Courtney and see what she wants to do.”

Keon rolled away, briefly looking down at the ground. It was all rocks
and dirt, and couldn’t have been easy to roll over. Shaking his head, he
looked up, and rolled toward the club.

I would have helped, but he started moving before I could say anything,
and once he started moving, he didn’t look like he wanted help.

At any rate, he didn’t need it, and he didn’t ask for it.

Plus, Camille stepped out of the van and joined him.

Courtney stepped out of the van, and stood next to us. She’d taken Lim’s
directions to heart, making her skin darker, turning her hair brown, and
growing a few inches, giving herself a skinny look.

She hadn’t changed her face much, but with the other changes, I wouldn’t
have recognized her. Part of it was her clothes. Typically, she wore
jeans and a t-shirt. Today she wore a green tank dress.

“Did I hear you mention my name?” She stepped out of the van. Meanwhile,
I clicked on my keychain, locking all the doors, and setting up alarms
and defenses.

Haley and I looked at each other.

Courtney’s eyes flicked from one to the other of us. “Now you’re making
me nervous. What’s so bad that you’re not saying it?”

Haley spoke up before I did. “Keith and Zoey are the other people
Gifford invited.”

“Are you joking?” Courtney asked. When neither of us answered, she
laughed. “I hadn’t seen him for almost a year, and now I can’t get away
from him.”

She gave a little shrug. “At least Zoey’s nice, so it’s not a total
loss. Oh look, Camille’s waving at us. We should catch up.”

We started walking after them. Scowling down at the parking lot, Haley
commented, “I’m so glad I didn’t wear heels.”

She had worn a short, black dress. I’d worn blue jeans and a plain, navy
blue t-shirt. My reasoning had been that if we were going to be dancing,
we’d get sweaty. How was I supposed to know you got dressed up for that?

“Oh, one more thing,” Haley mentioned as we stepped onto the sidewalk
next to the building. “Gifford’s brother and a few of his friends might
be there too.”

I nodded. “No big deal. He seems okay.” I didn’t add, “except for his
frightening acceptance of the idea that supers are better than normal
people.”

We caught up with Camille and Keon near the open doors. They’d been
waiting for us. I belatedly noticed that Camille wore a bright, red
dress, and Keon had worn an off white suit jacket with his t-shirt.

Camille grinned at us as we neared the door. “Hey slowpokes, Steve the
bouncer told me we get a private room.” She stopped, grinning harder.
“Problem is, we might have to share it with the band. We’ve got the
green room.”

Steve, a muscular twenty-something with a buzzcut, led us through the
club.

Whoever owned the place had renovated an old factory with an eye toward
the maximum amount of underground indie feeling money could buy.

All worn wooden floors and bright lights, the room had a stage on the
far end, a wide bar off to the right, and plenty of dance floor between.

Between the wood, and the big, industrial fans slowly turning, it was
obviously meant to give the impression that the owners had bought the
factory and barely changed it at all. The brick bar counter with its
glossy wood countertop argued against that. So did the second floor.

Steve led us past an old cargo elevator to an elevator that could have
fit into most office buildings.

We walked out onto a second floor. The renovations that had turned it
into a club had removed two thirds of the floor, giving what was left an
excellent view of the dance floor below and the stage. On the right side
of the floor, an enclosed room ran almost from the back to the front of
the room.

Steve passed us off to another bouncer who put strips of plastic around
our wrists, and let us into the green room.

Aside from the staff, there weren’t a lot of people there. Gifford and
Hunter stepped away from the buffet table as we were let in—Gifford
still carrying his plate of hors d’oeuvres.

“Glad to see you made it,” he said, “look at all this stuff. There’s
even a bar up here. They’re not going to let us use it, but if you’ve
got a fake ID, you’re welcome to try. Plus, the band’s going to come
here after the show.”

I glanced over at the table. Fruit, cheeses, meat, and crackers covered
two tables. Even though we’d already had supper, it looked good.

Haley glanced up at me and said, “Seriously?” Then she let go of my
hand, and said, “Go ahead.”

As I stepped toward the buffet table, I heard her telling Gifford,
“We’re going to have to be a little careful. Did you know Keith was
Courtney’s ex?”

I picked up a plate, trying to decide what to grab first when my thought
process was interrupted by a man saying, “Hi, I’m sure you don’t
recognize me, but we’ve met—“

I didn’t shriek, but only by luck.

A guy stood next to me. I didn’t know how I could have missed him. He
was my size if not a little bigger. I wasn’t as observant as I might be,
but Lee had taught me better than that.

A look in Haley’s direction found her staring, eyes widened. That said
something.

“It was on one of your first times out in costume,” he continued,
seemingly oblivious. “I’m Adam, better known as Dark Cloak.”

That brought back memories–at least one memory anyway.

Two years ago, back when we’d begun to get the first inklings that
something was wrong with the city’s mayor, and that he might be part of
something bigger, I’d flown to Chicago and checked out the house of
someone we thought might be his associate.

Dark Cloak had been waiting for me outside, bitterly unhappy with how
he’d been treated by the FBI, and warning me that they’d use me and
discard me.

The way I understood it, that perspective required some seriously
selective memory. His girlfriend had been killed by the mob, and he’d
gone on some kind of rampage, killing off mobsters until the FBI caught
up with him and made it clear that he had to stop.

He stopped. They didn’t prosecute, and he’d gone into therapy with my
dad–which is less coincidental than it sounds. Dad’s semi-famous for his
work with troubled adolescents, and Grand Lake is about two hours north.

I’d wanted to ask him about that when I met him, but I’d been worried
about exposing my identity to him.

Apparently, he knew it now.

“Wow,” I shook my head, absorbing the information. “You seem happier
than the last time I ran into you.”

He grinned, and for the first time I looked at him. He had full lips, a
strong jaw, and grey eyes. I could imagine women finding him attractive.
He wore a emerald green, button down shirt made of a shiny material that
made me think he was comfortable with attention.

Granted, that might be a little much to learn from a shirt.

“I was in a bad place,” he said. “Everything had gone wrong, and I had
to figure out what to do with myself. I’m sure I came off as a bitter
has-been with delusions of grandeur. Sorry about that.”

I put a few appetizers from the buffet onto my plate. “I wouldn’t have
put it that strongly. Honestly, I barely thought about it afterward.”

I checked around me. None of the staff appeared to be in hearing
distance. “You are in Stapledon, right?”

He grinned again. “I was supposed to be in the class before yours, but I
spent a couple years dealing with my issues.” He air quoted the last
word with his fingers.

He put his hands in his pockets. “It wasn’t bad being a normal guy with
no special responsibilities, but now I’m back. I’m in your girlfriend’s
class.”

“It’s a big class,” I said.

“No doubt,” he pulled a hand out of his pocket and picked up his plate
of food. “Hey, I just saw someone I wanted to say hi to. I’m sure I’ll
talk to you more tonight.”

He stepped away from the table. “Oh, and if the Stapledon block lets
you, tell your dad thanks. He was a great therapist. I was a lousy
client.”

“Sure,” I said.

He started walking toward the group of Stapledon students talking near
the door–Gifford, Hunter, and Haley had been joined by two more
people–Keith and a girl I guessed had to be Zoey.

Keith didn’t look much different than I remembered him from high
school–a tall, skinny guy with light brown hair. His fashion sense
hadn’t changed either. He wore a brown t-shirt with the logo of the
United Heroes Society–New York City’s longest surviving superhero team.

Zoey stood next to Keith, clutching his hand. Her skin was so light I
wondered if she’d ever been in the sun. Her hair was just as light. In
fact, it was almost transparent. As I looked at her I realized that her
skin glowed softly–so softly I almost didn’t notice.

I caught it only because the metal ring hanging from her lip reflected
more light than it should.

Hadn’t Courtney said something about Zoey going through the power
impregnator? Either she was ignoring Lim’s request to avoid using powers
or hers came without an off switch.

Going from no powers to being permanently changed had to be a challenge.

I began to walk toward the group myself when Keith disentangled his hand
from Zoey’s and walked straight for me.

“Nick, I can’t believe you didn’t tell me you were the–” Instead of
“Rocket,” his voice dissolved into a series of gurgles. Clearing his
throat, he looked around the room before continuing in a softer voice.

“You’re the Rocket. Why didn’t you tell me once you knew I had powers?”

Of all the things that I thought he might want to say if he ever
discovered I was the Rocket that was not on my list.

I don’t know what expression my face wore, but I said, “Well, right
after I learned what you could do, you were in the hospital, and after
that things got crazy busy. You remember how the mayor was part of the
Cabal? Well, what was left of the group were trying to kill us for
months after that, and by the time they were gone school was over. We
were barely in touch after that.”

Keith frowned. “I would have stayed in touch if you’d told me. I could
have helped you guys. I’m tough, fast, and strong.”

“Yeah,” I said, trying to think how to get the conversation onto any
other track. “You’ve got to remember though, that all I saw happen then
was you taking power juice, and then breaking your arm. I didn’t want to
put you into more danger. You wouldn’t have been ready for it.”

He kept the volume down, but his voice became more intense as he talked.
“Was it the power juice?”

“I’m not sure what power juice has to do with anything.”

Keith tilted his head, and said, “You know, the whole thing where power
juice became illegal, making us all technically criminals? Plus, you
remember Logan at our prom. He was a total druggie, and then he got into
power juice and tried to eat the school.”

I shook my head. “Not an issue. I don’t have any powers, and it wasn’t
illegal back then. All this amounts to is secret identities. To continue
to have one, I have to keep mine secret. I haven’t told anyone who I am
who hasn’t figured it out first. You didn’t figure it out, so I could
avoid telling you.”

Keith nodded, straightening his back, and unclenching his fists. “I
think I get that. You don’t stay secret if you tell people. That’s not
an option for us.”

I looked him over, and then I thought of Zoey. “Oh. Right. I can see
where Zoey’d have a hard time blending in.”

Keith glanced back toward Zoey, and then back to me. “It’s not so bad
during the day, but at night it’s impossible to mistake her for someone
without powers. It was the same for her mom. Of course, I’ve never met
her mom. She died a few years back. She was fighting the Grey Giant.”

At that moment my brain made a few connections–light powers to Grey
Giant to…

“Her mom was Lightweaver?” The name escaped my mouth as I noticed Zoey
leaving the group behind us and moving in our direction.

Keith gave a start. “Wow. You know everybody’s names. I never understood
how you knew them so well before.”

I shrugged. “I did play with the children and grandchildren of a lot of
my grandfather’s friends, but honestly, your average capewatcher knows
about as many names as I do. Mostly though, he doesn’t know them
personally. You should meet my roommate from last year. He knows
everybody–including a few things most capes don’t.”

Of course, Jeremy also believed in a pile of conspiracy theories that
made pretty much zero sense. Only knowing my secret had pulled him out
of that orbit.

It made me wonder if our secrets made things worse for society as a
whole. On some level normal people had to notice that they weren’t being
let in on the whole truth.

Did that make it our fault if they replaced our lies with even more
bizarre lies of their own?

Zoey’s voice broke into my thoughts. She’d taken Keith’s hand, and said,
“I hated them for a long time after my Mom died.”

“Yeah?” Keith’s voice quavered as he asked the question.

Zoey picked up a piece of spanakopita from the table, and ate it. “They
never left us alone.”

Her arm’s movement left golden lines in the air. “We didn’t live in a
compound, but our neighborhood was mostly capes. When my mom died people
camped out on our lawn. Some of them even waited outside my school to
tell my brothers and I how they grieved with us.”

She shook her head. “They didn’t grieve with us. They didn’t know us, or
her. For them it was all codenames and costumes and fights on
television.”

As she stopped, I realized that Haley joined us too–and not just her.
Gifford, Hunter, Adam, Camille, and Courtney had all crowded around us.

That was a good thing. It meant that Zoey’s glow might be better hidden.

“It sounds awful,” Haley said. She stood next to me.

Zoey folded her arms across her chest. “It was, but most of them left
after a few days.”

For a moment she didn’t say anything, but then she burst out with, “I’m
awful. Now you all think I’m some kind of drama queen.”

“No,” Haley said, “if you want to talk about it, you should.”

“I think I’ll save it for our group therapy sessions.”

Keith raised an eyebrow. “Do we have group therapy sessions?”

Nodding, Haley said, “They start next week.”

“What a waste,” Gifford muttered.

Hunter laughed.

Zoey opened her mouth as if she were about to say something, but she
didn’t.

Courtney said, “The way I heard it, it’s a way to get people to start
thinking about why they’re doing this. I think it might be more focused
on working with PTSD for people who fought against the aliens this
spring.”

“What you get out of it depends on what you bring into it,” Adam broke
in from the edges of the group. “Trust me on this one.”

“Hey,” Camille had turned away from the group, and was looking out the
windows toward the crowd and the band below us. “We’re at a club. Let’s
go downstairs.”

It didn’t take long before the group followed her.



I didn’t like dancing. Haley did. Don’t get me wrong. I liked some
things about dancing. The slower dances gave Haley and I excuses to hold
each other, but that only barely compensated for feeling awkward for
three hours.

Knowing that, it’s not surprising that I was looking around the crowded
building.

It’s equally unsurprising that I noticed a man off to the edges of the
dance floor taking pictures of the crowd.

If the photographer had only been taking pictures of the crowd, it
wouldn’t have worried me.

Instead, he’d aimed his camera in Gifford’s direction. Gifford was
dancing with a girl I didn’t recognize. Hunter, Courtney, Keon and
Camille were dancing nearby. Keith and Zoey were closer to us, but we
weren’t that far from Gifford either.

Besides, no one who saw her could confuse the glow of Zoey’s skin with
anything but superpowers.

The place’s “this isn’t a business, we happened to set up a dance in
this factory,” aethetic practically demanded that the lighting be
inconsistent. The spotlights crossed the crowd unpredictably, and Zoey
glowed even when they weren’t anywhere near her.

Back when the club was actually a factory, the lighting would have left
the room brightly lit. As a club, they’d taken out two thirds of the
lights and put in colored bulbs–not to mention hanging more lights on
the other side of the second floor’s railing.

Most of those were pointed at the stage–which was empty except for the
workers cleaning up after Vincent Sucks’ performance.

We were in the middle of the dance floor–nowhere near the stage, so Zoey
was quite visible.

The photographer turned the camera toward her and Keith.

Haley leaned in toward me, still dancing, allowing her to speak over the
music without shouting. “Your heart rate just spiked. What’s wrong?”

“Photographer.” I pointed in his direction.

Her eyes narrowed. “You put the powder on?”

I blanked for a second, but then realized what she meant. “Of course. I
even analyzed a bit of it. It’d be a lot of work to reproduce–”

“Nick.” Her voice cut through my train of thought.

“But anyway, I did,” I said, leaning downward toward her ear, not
thinking about how unnecessary it was, “I don’t know who else did.”

I thought for a moment, and added, “I wish Daniel were here. He’d be
able to find out why the guy’s here–whether it’s because of us or
something else.”

Haley glanced toward the photographer. With all the dancing people, and
the way she was nearly a foot shorter than I was, I couldn’t be sure
she’d seen him.

“Let’s move past him. I might be able to figure out something.”

“We could tell everybody and go.” I checked on the photographer myself.
He was still taking pictures of Keith and Zoey.

Haley shook her head. “No. I think they’re still having a good time.
You’re still having a good time. Why leave if you don’t have to?”

She wasn’t all wrong. Even though it felt awkward, I was still more
enjoying myself than not.

We danced into position. Staying within the natural movements of the
crowd, Haley steered us toward him, bringing us within a few feet.

I don’t know how I would have gotten us there if it had been completely
left up to me. I probably would have walked past him. The restrooms were
on that side of the building, so we would at least have had that excuse.

She somehow anticipated the movements of people on the floor, and kept
putting us into positions where people would invade our space, forcing
us to move toward him.

I made a mental note to ask her about it later–hoping it wouldn’t be one
of those things that made her uncomfortable.

Now that we were near him though, I could see that he was a
professional. I might have been pre-judging that, but he carried a big,
black bag that was large enough to carry lenses, flashes, and maybe even
a monopod.

He had no idea we were there, or if he did, he didn’t register us as
anything other than another couple of dancers.

He kept his camera pointed at Keith and Zoey–until I bumped into him.

In all honesty, I dance that badly, but in this instance, it wasn’t my
fault.

I was pushed.

Haley whispered “Go with it.” Then she tripped, falling into me. I fell
backward. She was heavier than she looked–by about fifty pounds.

My back hit his side, but he didn’t fall over. He wasn’t a small guy.
About five inches taller than I was, bearded, and distinctly solid, he
seemed even bigger as I stumbled into him, trying to find a good place
to put my foot.

I stepped on his boot, of course, and he muttered, “Fuck!”

Face red, and teeth barred, I thought for a second that he might hit me
with his camera.

I twisted around, taking only two steps, but moving to stand in front of
him in a position that I could easily convert into a fighting stance if
I had to.

Meanwhile, Haley said, “I’m so, so sorry. It was all my fault. I
tripped, and knocked him over.”

Looking at Haley instead of me, he took a breath, and his face cooled.
“It’s alright.”

He pointed his camera toward the floor, pressed a few buttons, and
brought it up again before letting it hang on his chest.

“My camera’s fine. No harm done.”

“Good,” Haley said, taking a breath. “I would have felt horrible if I’d
broken anything.”

The man said. “Me too. Usually only celebrities break my cameras.”

Haley and I both laughed a little at that. Ironically, if we had broken
his camera, the trend would have continued. Calling us celebrities
wouldn’t be quite accurate, but thanks to our grandparents, the Rocket
and Night Cat were household names.

Then Haley’s expression changed to a frown, and she glanced backward. I
followed her gaze to see Gifford walking towards us followed by Hunter,
Courtney, Camille, and Keon.

Gifford reached us first, taking long steps that I hoped weren’ t
obviously boosted with his power–a hope that ended as a gust of wind
passed me.

For his sake, I hoped that Gifford didn’t have a secret identity.

Whatever the truth was, he stopped to the left of where I stood facing
the photographer. Scowling as his eyes found the man’s camera bag, he
said, “Who’s this guy?”

“I don’t know,” I said.

Gifford glared up toward the man’s face. “Who were you taking pictures
of?”

The photographer shrugged, his expression hidden behind his beard except
that his eyes narrowed as his hands tightened on his camera.

If that meant he was nervous, it was understandable. He stood with his
back against a concrete wall with all of us surrounding him.

“I’m not doing anything illegal.” The photographer glanced down at the
back of the camera.

I wondered if it was on, and if he was recording this.

Gifford took a step toward him. “You didn’t answer my question. Let me
guess. You’re one of the paparazzi. You take pictures of celebrities,
especially if it makes them look bad, and then you sell them. Am I
right?”

The photographer shrugged. “First amendment rights, kid. We’ve got a
free press. I’m a member who’s doing his job.”

Gifford shook his head. “That’s BS. You’re a fucking parasite.”

Gifford clenched his fists, and took a step closer to the photographer.
That’s when it struck me that I ought to start doing something about
this.

Not that I had the faintest clue what I ought to do.

Before I could come up with a good plan, or even a bad plan, Hunter
stopped behind me, a little to my left–between Gifford and me.

It didn’t take a genius to spot how the photographer’s eyes settled on
Hunter, and he smiled a little.

That’s when it fell into place for me. Hunter’s mom knew the owner.
Hunter came here often. Everyone knew about the training going on in
Castle Rock. It didn’t take much to guess that heroes would appear here
sooner or later.

Hunter frowned at him and shook his head. “I hate these guys.”

Then he pulled out his phone, thought better of it, and put it back in
his pocket. “I’m getting a bouncer. Don’t let him leave.”

“Isn’t that why you’re getting the bouncers?” I asked his back as he
walked away.

He didn’t give any sign he’d heard me, and probably hadn’t. The music
overpowered almost every other sound.

Gifford stared at the man. “Don’t move until the bouncers come back to
escort you out.”

The photographer looked him in the eye. “How are you going to keep me
here? Hold me down? Beat me unconscious? I don’t know what they’re
teaching you in superhero school, but that’s against the law. I’ve got a
buddy here, and he’s taking pictures of us all right now. You touch me
and it’ll be on the internet in seconds.”

Next to me, Haley muttered, “He’s lying.”

Gifford put his hands in his pockets and smirked at the man. “I don’t
need my hands to keep you here.”

“Yeah?” The photographer said. “What are you? Telekinetic?”

“Not saying, but don’t push me.” Gifford stared at him. It probably
would have been more intimidating if the photographer weren’t half a
foot taller.

“You know what?” the man said. “I’m leaving. You can stop me if you
want, but be ready for the civil suit. You may think you’re heroes, but
you’re really just a bunch of thugs.”

Then he lifted his leg, and took a step.

I stepped forward, moving myself between Gifford and the man. Wind
pushed against me, but not enough to knock me over.

With a strangled sound in his throat, Gifford said, “What do you think
you’re doing?”

“I’m trying to stop you from making a mistake.”

Behind me, the photographer said, “Get out of my way.”

Keon’s voice said, “I’m not going anywhere. If you want to leave, you’re
going to have to punch out a guy in a wheelchair.”

Meanwhile Gifford said, “Move, or I take you out with him.”

“No,” Haley said. “If you touch him, you’ll be on the floor before you
know it.”

Camille’s voice broke through the endless thumping bass line. “Everyone
relax. He’s back.”

He was. Two beefy men in black t-shirts that said “Club 32,” walked
ahead of Hunter.

“I’m sorry sir,” one of them said. “Photography isn’t permitted in the
club without permission.”

Keon wheeled himself backwards, opening up a gap between himself and
Courtney big enough for a man to get through.

The photographer held up his hands. “Fine, show me out the doors.”

Hunter shook his head, “Wait. First I need to see your pictures.”

The photographer said, “Not happening. I took those pictures. They’re
mine. End of story.”

He pulled his camera with one hand, and held his left a little away from
his body as if he intended to block with it. It didn’t look like he’d
had any kind of martial arts training. The way he held his arm, it would
come up too slowly.

Hunter asked me, “Isn’t there some kind of law against taking pictures
of people like us?”

I glanced over at Haley, and she shrugged.

Turning away from her, I said, “I don’t know. I think there might be
some kind of law that allows people to seek damages if a photo of an
unmasked person results in someone getting killed, but I’m not sure. I
think photos might be a freedom of speech thing.”

Gifford looked at me and then at Keon. “Can’t either of you do
something?”

We both said, “No,” simultaneously.

And what could we have done? I might have been able to cause an EMP and
take out most of the cell phones and computers in the building. It would
have been a solution, but not a smart one.

The bouncers each took one of the photographer’s arms, and escorted him
out.

He tried to talk to them. I couldn’t hear his words over the noise of
the club, but the bouncers kept on walking, and neither let go.

Gifford exhaled, slumping a little as he stood on the dance floor. “This
is fucked. He’s got our faces.”

I shook my head. “It’ll probably be fine. My understanding is that most
publications simply don’t print superhero identities unless the person’s
been convicted of a crime. Aside from which, they handed out photo
blurring dust, so assuming we all used it, we’re all okay. Besides, you
don’t have a secret identity, right?”

Gifford shook his head.

“Um… What do you mean? Are you saying that you don’t have a public
identity or that you didn’t put the dust on?”

His mouth moved, but I didn’t understand his reply. He must have
realized that because he tried again, this time making his voice heard
over the music. “Both.”

Keon blinked. “Are you kidding me? That was not smart.”

Camille’s jaw dropped. “Oh… That’s awful.”

Next to me, Haley said, “That explains why his heart has been beating so
quickly.”

Courtney didn’t say anything, looking in the direction that the bouncers
had taken the man.

Hunter spoke after a moment. “No. Don’t worry about it. I’ve got this.”

Then he broke out into a grin. “My mom showed me how to handle this
once. I didn’t think I’d ever have to use it.”

Courtney raised an eyebrow. “How did you handle it?”

Hunter looked around, and I followed his eyes. No one stood near us. The
dancers were further away from us on the floor.

Coming to the same conclusion I had, Hunter said, “You probably guessed
I’ve got the same power as my mom. Well, we can’t do much with small
particles, but once our creatures are big enough, we can do a lot with
them. I grew a couple guys before we went into the club in case
something happened. On the photographer’s way out, one of them bumped
into him. Then he extended little tentacles into the camera, and damaged
the memory cards.”

Gifford laughed. “That is awesome. You just saved our asses.”

Hunter shrugged. “Don’t worry about it. I brought people here.I figure
I’ve got to handle it.”

“Still,” Gifford said, “that doesn’t change what you’ve done. It just
keeps it awesome.”

Adam broke into the conversation. “I hate to be a party pooper but if we
want to talk about this any more, we need to talk about it somewhere
safer.”

“A good point,” I said.

It was. Anybody could show up at the club at any time.

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed movement, and turned to find that
Keith and Zoey had left the dance floor, and joined the group.

Keith tapped me on the shoulder. “I saw the guy with the bouncers.
What’s going on?”



Later that night, I drove the van back to Castle Rock. It wasn’t a bad
drive. Construction had closed for the day, and there wasn’t much
traffic. I liked driving at night in any case.

With all the other cars reduced to headlights, and the landscape little
more than darkness, it felt a little like flying.

Of course, with all of us sitting there and nothing to do but look out
the window, it was inevitable that we’d talk over the night.

Camille had swapped seats with Courtney for the ride back. Her voice
came from the distant far end of the van. “Hey Haley, is this what it’s
always been like for you? Green rooms and paparazzi?”

Haley twisted around in her chair. “No. The only time we got into
costume was to fight, and if we were somehow in costume without
fighting, it was because we were still inside the Heroes League’s base,
and you know what that’s like.”

“I don’t,” Keon said. “What is that like?”

Camille giggled. “Not a green room. It’s more like a musty basement with
forty year old carpet.”

Keon laughed. “That’s more than I had to work with when I started. I was
stuck with my room for a lab. I would have killed for a musty basement.
It would have been nice to not have people walking in on me all the
time. My mom freaked out when she found me taking my wheelchair apart.
Crazy.”

He went silent for a moment, and then said, “Are any of you worried
about what happens when the guy discovers he’s got no pictures?”

In my rearview mirror, I saw Courtney’s shoulder’s tense. “That bothers
me. Remember Mr. Beacham from high school?”

Keon glanced over at Courtney, and said, “I can’t say I remember him at
all.”

Courtney nodded. “I know. You didn’t go to high school with us, but give
me a second. Nick and Camille will remember him.”

“Nick’s mentioned him,” Haley said, “and I met him once. He was the
teacher Evil Beatnik possessed.”

Courtney looked from Haley to me (to the back of my head, anyway). “Evil
Beatnik possessed Mr. Beacham?”

Keon frowned. “Wasn’t Evil Beatnik a big deal back in the 1950’s or
60’s?”

From the back Camille said, “Yes. It was awful.”

“Okay,” Courtney said, “that was not the direction I was trying to go
with this. Mr. Beacham teaches history back at the high school that
Nick, Camille and I went to. He’s a good teacher, but he likes to play
devil’s advocate on issues, and push students to defend what they
think.”

Keon nodded. “I’ve had teachers like that.”

Courtney didn’t give anyone else time to add anything. “Every year he’d
give a lecture on superhero history where he’d argue that the US had
given up on taking it’s laws seriously and was on it’s way to creating a
class of warrior lords.”

She had Keon’s full attention then. He nodded as she talked. “I think I
know where this is going. Hunter’s going to get away with it because
he’s got powers?”

“Well,” Courtney paused, “I guess that’s it, but it seemed deeper when
Mr. Beacham talked about it all. I didn’t like that lecture. Back then,
it was obvious to me that superheroes weren’t taking over, and even if
they didn’t always obey laws, they obeyed the spirit of them.”

Courtney stopped there, swallowed, and said, “But since being here, I’ve
been wondering if he was underestimating how far things have already
gone. I knew about the compounds, but I never thought about the
compounds. We’re being kept away from people, and only interacting with
them when we want to have some fun. We are almost literally descending
from the castle to interact with the peasants.”

“What,” Keon asked, “didn’t you like going to the club?”

She shook her head. “No. It bothers me that I wasn’t thinking about it
very much until Hunter destroyed the camera’s memory, and Gifford was
all, ‘Thanks for saving my butt…’ I didn’t think about it—the fortress,
the private room, or the way we can break people’s stuff whenever we
make a mistake.”

Keon shook his head. “I get that. I was mostly joking a minute ago. I
didn’t like breaking the camera either. I didn’t want the guy to get
away with Gifford’s face, but it seems like the guy’s going to have a
grudge from now on, you know? He’s going to hate us, and he might look
for us. What do we do if he goes after us? Call in a telepath and make
him forget everything?”

“No,” I said.

Courtney laughed.

“For real though,” I said. “Daniel has done that a couple times, but the
longer the person’s known what you want him to forget, the more you have
to change to get it done. Imagine the guy’s been obsessing about how to
get back at us for a couple months. What do you put in his head to
explain why he’s been hanging around clubs looking for teenagers? Worse,
what if he’s been at it for a year?”

In a normal tone of voice, Courtney said, “Is that why you didn’t try
that with me?”

Keeping my eyes on the dark highway, I said, “No. You’d figured out who
we were, but also we knew you, and knew you weren’t out to get us. What
we did with you was what we’re doing with all the League members—a
mental block that stops people from giving away identities
accidentally.”

“Like the one we got too,” Camille said.

Haley turned in her seat to face Camille. “We trusted you. That kind of
block only works if we trust you.”

“That’s what Daniel told me,” I added. “It turns out to be relatively
common among telepaths. It’s basically the same block the Stapledon
program uses. So, if you keep looking, you’ll eventually be able to find
a skilled telepath who can get rid of it.

“See,” I continued, “I don’t even know what we’d do for that guy. The
best thing would have been if someone erased all of our faces from his
memory back at the club.”

“Except that would assume that we’ve got the right to decide what he
remembers,” Courtney said.

“Yeah.” I sighed at that. She was right. “It would have been the most
practical choice—probably not the most moral. But that’s the problem,
after a certain points all your choices are basically varying shades of
gray.”

Keon nodded. “Point made. Should we have called it in back at the club?”

Haley and I looked at each other.

“Crap.”





Remote Control


        I spent the largest part of Saturday morning working in the lab. No one
was in when I walked through the door, and that part of the morning may
have been the best part.

Lost in my thoughts, I worked on a bot that could use a satellite
connection. Combined with bots that could tap into a phone line, I’d
have redundant communication methods.

Neither of them, unfortunately, would allow real time
control.

For a moment, I thought back to equipment in League HQ, specifically the
device that had once been part of an extradimensional transportation
network. I didn’t know how it worked or much beyond the basics of how to
operate it, but it almost certainly offered a way around the problem.

Deciding that there were too many open questions and unknowns there, I
pushed it out of my mind. Besides, it was back in Grand Lake, and thus
half a country away.

Instead, I spent the rest of the morning working on the satellite bot.

Around nine, I heard music turn on in the distance–something with a
thumping beat. I didn’t know who it was, but knowing that it came from
the far end of the common area, I guessed it had to be an upperclassman.
Most of the labs near the front were theirs.

By ten, I heard talking in the common area. The sounds of welding came
from the lab next to mine.

About that time, I began to wish that the lab’s design had included
doors. When I’d been shown my lab, I’d been told that they’d used an
open design to encourage collaboration and sharing knowledge–the same
reason they’d given for putting the larger machines in the common area.

It was a nice idea in theory.

In practice, I wanted to shut the door, and block out the noise.

It was naturally at the peak of my frustration that I heard a knock on
the wall. I looked up from the bot’s casing to see Gordon, Gifford’s
older brother, standing in the doorway.

Taller than Gifford, Gordon’s muscles showed up clearly through his blue
t-shirt–not to bodybuilder levels, but toned. He hadn’t shaved.

“Hey,” he said, not waiting for me to invite him in. “I heard what
happened last night with the photographer.”

He pulled a chair up to the table I was sitting at.

“Yeah,” I said, watching his hands. Lee had trained me to watch people’s
movements almost reflexively because that was one way to tell if they
planned to attack.

That wasn’t why I was watching Gordon though. I had a lot of tools and
small parts on the table.

His hand moved toward one of the screwdrivers. “Please don’t touch
anything,” I said.

He moved his hand away. “Sorry. I should have known better.”

“No problem.” I thought about moving everything further away from him,
but didn’t.

“Gifford forgot to put the dust on his face, and the photographer got a
few shots of him. It doesn’t matter though because Hunter trashed the
memory cards.”

Gordon grinned at that. “Good for him. He inherited a useful talent. His
mom worked with my dad a few times. It caused a little tension in my
parents’ marriage back in the day. They got over it though, so we’ve
known him for years. A good guy.”

I nodded. “He seems nice, but I haven’t spent a lot of time with him.”

Gordon nodded back. “Well, there’s nothing to worry about, but let’s get
back to the camera. Hunter’s not a tech guy like you. Do you think he
missed anything?”

“Well,” I said, “that’s a good question.”

It was, in fact, an awesome question, and one that had popped into my a
head a few times during the night when I’d rather have been sleeping.

I put down the screwdriver that I’d picked up without thinking. “Most
digital cameras,” I began, “have short term and long term memory. It
depends on the design, of course, but basically, there’s temporary
memory that you might use while processing something inside the camera,
and then there’s long term where you actually store it.

“I’m reasonably sure that Hunter trashed the expandable long term
memory. I don’t know if he thought to destroy the memory that comes
inside the camera.”

Gordon frowned. “Didn’t you ask?”

“Uh… No. He said he’d learned how to do it from his mom, and I’ve only
met her once, but I get the impression that she’d be pretty thorough
about protecting her image. I didn’t start to worry about that until
later.”

He laughed. “You’ve got her pegged. If she taught him how to do it,
the memory’s dead.”

I gave him brief smile. “That’s what I’ve been telling myself. I just
don’t know it for sure, so I worry a little. Actually I’m also a little
worried about the short term memory. It’s not likely anyone would get
anything at all off that, but you never know.”

Gordon nodded slowly, following it up with, “But it’s not likely,
right?”

“Not at all,” I said. “Anyway, I called Lim, and he had Feds track the
guy down. I’m not sure what they did after that, but I know that no
photos have appeared.”

His eyes narrowed. “How do you know that no photos appeared? If the guy
sold them online, they might sit on them for a day before publishing.”

I’d asked our jet’s AI to watch for photos.

I kept my face as calm as possible. “Let’s just say I’ve got sources
that would know if any major online sites had copies that showed
Gifford’s face.”

He didn’t say anything at first, but then he slowly began to grin. “What
did you do? Did you hack them?”

When I didn’t say anything, he laughed out loud. “Good. The bastards
deserve it.”

Then he turned serious. “About Lim. Don’t trust that guy. Nothing
against him, but he’s a Fed. Everybody knows the Feds are only involved
in the program so they can take over. They’re starting by making us
dependent on their training, but soon enough there’ll be mandatory cape
registration like in China.”

I blinked. I knew that Lim probably had an agenda, and felt fairly sure
that in a choice between me and the government, Lim would choose the
government, but I couldn’t fault a man who’d sworn to serve the United
States for actually doing his job.

Plus, when it came down to it Lim had admired Grandpa as the Rocket, and
I had a hard time believing he’d deliberately screw the League over
without a reason.

Something of that must have shown on my face because Gordon sat a little
straighter in his seat. “I’m not saying anything other people aren’t
saying. Look, you weren’t here before the program
exploded.

“When I started, the Stapledon program wasn’t more than a twenty people
per class, sometimes not more than ten. It only expanded because the
government wanted in. Before that, capes did it together, and funded it
themselves.

“I didn’t grow up in a compound, but we were part of the cape community
in Seattle even after my dad died, and I heard how this went down. They
knew they didn’t have the manpower or the money to train all the capes
that were appearing because of all the new power activation tech, and
the government got wind of it. After some negotiations, they convinced
them to split Stapledon half and half.”

That was new information.

I raised an eyebrow. “So this is all new? You weren’t here every
summer?”

He shook his head. “No way. It’s been here before, but they’ve swapped
the summer training around between groups. Sometimes it’s been in a
compound. Sometimes it’s been at a Defenders base. They also used the
bunker in Nebraska a lot. You know the one I mean?”

I nodded. “I hadn’t known it was in Nebraska. They never told us.”

He grinned. “I heard it from some of my dad’s teammates. Did you know
that place started out as a fallout shelter? Back in the 1950’s, they
were making them everywhere. I guess the capes back then set up their
own system of shelters in case the world got blown to hell.”

“That part,” I said, “I did know. My grandpa was one of the people who
created the plans for the shelters. He set them up with the idea of
saving as many heroes and civilians as possible and then having enough
supplies and equipment to begin to rebuild. The Heroes League’s
headquarters is one too. That’s why it’s a lot bigger than you’d think.”

He sat back and raised an eyebrow. “Big enough to host Stapledon?”

“Well,” I said, “yes and no. Definitely yes for the old version of
Stapledon, but not now.”

At the same time, I wondered how many people it could really hold. The
hangar and the main room were all on the first level. We didn’t even use
the second level. Of course, the second level wasn’t much more than a
giant homeless shelter, and supplies for rebuilding the world.

Well, maybe. For all I knew Grandpa had filled the place with Abominator
relics like he had storage rooms three and four.

What are you supposed to do with a fallout shelter when the nuclear
apocalypse fails to show up?

Gordon pulled out his phone and checked it. “I should go. My girlfriend
said she’d be done soon.”

“Girlfriend?” I wasn’t surprised that he had a girlfriend, but I didn’t
know who she was.

“Dude,” he said, “you don’t know her? She’s in your specialty.”

That meant nothing to me. I barely knew anybody in my specialty–none of
the older students for sure.

More to the point, I’d never seen him in the lab before. I didn’t know
he knew where it was.

Frowning, he said, “Stephanie. You know Steph, right?”

I didn’t, and didn’t manage to say so before he said, “Hologram. I’m
sure you’ve heard of Hologram.”

“Oh,” I said. “Not the original Hologram or she’d be in her fifties. If
I remember, Hologram got most of her press in the 80’s and the early
90’s before she retired. Except then there was a Hologram in the 90’s
who barely appeared before vanishing permanently.”

He checked behind him before he said, “You might not want to put it
quite that way if you ever run into her. Her mom was the first Hologram.
The second one was her aunt. And it’s not like they were nothing. They
were both big at fighting human traffickers in the early 90’s.

“Besides, they’re a helluva lot more recent than the Heroes League.”

It took me a moment to absorb that last blast of… something. Hostility
seemed like an overstatement, but if it wasn’t hostility, I didn’t know
what to call it. Besides, where did it come from? I hadn’t insulted his
girlfriend that I’d noticed. I didn’t think I was being particularly
harsh in my summary–just factual.

He pushed his chair back and stood up. “Hey man, it’s been good to talk
to you. I’m a little surprised you and the other techie didn’t stop the
photographer, but I’m glad for what you could do. I’d have been pretty
pissed if you’d done nothing. Can’t say what I’d have done. Nothing
personal. Just protecting my brother.”

Then he started walking away.

I stood up to follow him, not sure what I was about to do. Had he just
threatened me? That last statement almost sounded like he was saying
he’d been planning to do something to me if it turned out that I’d done
nothing to help his brother.

I didn’t get to ask him.

He took the hand of one of the upperclassmen who had labs near the front
of the common area. Dark haired and half a foot shorter than Gordon, she
wore shorts and a grey t-shirt that were somehow more stylish than the
shorts and t-shirt I had on. The sleeves went a little past the elbow
and billowed or something?

It wasn’t anything a guy could wear in any case.

He waved his hand at me as they walked away. She glanced in my direction
and gave a brief smile.

Not sure what had happened, I walked back to the table and continued to
test the bot.

I tested the satellite bot for a while, and then I started to think
about the next generation of roachbot. I’d started out creating armor
with the nanotech I’d designed, but I ought to be using it to construct
roachbots. If I did it right, I’d only have to perfect a design, and
then I’d be able to create hundreds if not thousands of them trivially.

Better yet, it would probably make for a faster design process since I’d
be able to do the work within a CAD program instead of physically
constructing every version.

Ignoring the voices in my head that suspected that it wouldn’t be that
easy in the end, I started listing what I’d need to do to start that
project on my laptop.

By the time I heard another knock on the wall, I’d gone deeply into it,
and felt like I had a general understanding of the process.

Turning toward the noise, I saw Daniel, Izzy, and Haley stepping into
the lab. Daniel and Izzy were expected. Haley wasn’t so much, but I had
told her about it.

I knew Izzy wanted to talk about the project over the weekend. It made
sense if everyone who knew about the project was in on it.

That was my thought, Daniel told me.

“Is it safe to talk about this here?”

“I’ll be able to tell if anyone can hear us,” Daniel said.

Haley pulled up a chair and sat next to me. “Izzy and I will both be
able to hear if anyone’s coming.”

She had a point. Haley could hear somebody’s heartbeat speed up from
more than ten feet away. As good as Haley’s hearing was, Izzy could not
only hear if our names were mentioned on different levels of the
complex, but also reconstruct a map of the whole place in her head from
the echoes.

Izzy pulled up a chair across from me as Daniel sat next to her.

“So,” Izzy said, pulling out a pad of paper and a pen, “we’ve got
everyone, and we have a plan. The plan is, if I’ve got this right, to
release roachbots and do an Edward Snowden to the Turkmenistan regime.
We’re going to avoid violence, and we’re not going to give up. If this
doesn’t work, we’ll try another approach. Anything else?”

“We’re not going to tell anybody that it’s us,” I said.

“We’re going to get my dad’s okay after we’ve got the information, and
before releasing anything,” Daniel added. “If he’s not okay with it,
we’ll stop.”

Izzy nodded. “But we’ll try something else.”

Daniel paused, but then said, “Yes, but I don’t know what. We might have
to go public as heroes, and add our support to whatever Amnesty
International’s doing.”

Haley tilted her head as she listened to Daniel. “We had an Amnesty
International group in our parish. it seemed like all they did was ask
us to sign letters.”

Izzy put down her pen as she began to answer, talking more quickly as
she gathered steam. “It’s more than that. We try to make people aware of
issues of globalization and–”

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

Izzy nodded. “I’m in a lot of groups.”

Daniel smiled at her. “I can’t believe you still have time for school
too. Or me.”

Izzy met his eyes. “It’s not as bad as it sounds.”

Haley bit her lip. “Do I have what you’re doing right? Izzy’s flying in
the roachbots, and then Nick’s going to send them into the presidential
palace. What’s after that?”

“Listening,” I said, “but beyond that it depends on what we find out.”

Haley looked up at me. “What language do they speak in Turkmenistan?”

I thought about it. “I think it might be Turkmen, but I’m not sure. I
was hoping we might find someone in your class who could translate.”

Haley pursed her lips. “That’s a big thing to leave open. I don’t think
anyone can do that.”

I sighed. “This all came up out of nowhere. Well, the good news is at
least the tech part of this is taken care of. Kind of. I’ve got the
roachbots nearly ready. I need to show the satellite bot to Dr. Nation,
so that he sees I’m making progress on my project, but after that Izzy
can take it.”

Daniel lifted his hand. “Hey, if Izzy’s flying over there, she’ll need a
disguise. I know she’d be flying quickly, but if someone does recognize
her, there could be problems.”

“Right,” I said. “The Nine might be involved with the regime. Good
point. Maybe I could work up a black nanobot suit for her.”

Izzy looked up from writing notes. “The Nine are involved? Then we need
to do this, but you’re right. Make the suit. I don’t want to attract
their attention.”

Haley glanced over at me. I guessed she must be thinking about how we’d
fought them in the fall, but she didn’t say anything.

When we’d fought Rook, the Nine’s agent, he’d used nerve gas and nuclear
weapons to defend his base. Out of proportion barely described his
actions.

Well, if Haley wasn’t going to say anything, I decided to respond. “I’ll
start work on the suit next. I’ve been working on one for everybody on
the team anyway. Does this mean we’re done? I think we’ve covered
everything major.”

Izzy added something to her notepad, and said, “I think that’s
everything. What about everyone else?”

Haley tapped the table, and we all looked at her. “Sorry,” she said. “I
didn’t mean to do that, but I did think of something. What about
everyone else? Vaughn, Cassie, Jaclyn, and everyone else in the League?
If this works, great, but if it doesn’t, and if it gets out, they’ll
look bad too, and they’ll feel bad because no one told them.”

I shrugged. “The less people who know, the less likely anyone will find
out.”

Daniel shook his head. “She’s right. They deserve to know. There are
people in the program and in the super community in general who would
love to make the League look bad.”

I frowned. “Really? Who?”

It was Daniel’s turn to shrug. “Different people have different reasons.
It’s something we should talk about if we have a team meeting about
this.”

Sighing, I glanced at the satellite bot. Now there was one more obstacle
before sending it out. At the same time, I had an idea.

“You know who might be able to figure out the language problem?
Bloodmaiden.”

Izzy’s forehead wrinkled. “Why do you think that?”

“I’m not sure, but I think she may have talked to the invaders in their
native language. Anyway, I know that somewhere in there Amy used magic
to transform a little in their direction. Something like that. That
whole battle’s a little blurry at this point.”

“I think you’re right,” Daniel said, glancing over at Izzy and then back
to me. “Judging from the way she made that shield and that she can fly,
her magic is pretty flexible. It’s worth a question. Who do we talk to
if it doesn’t work?”

“Maybe Samita? I don’t know her very well, but Rachel and Cassie both
do. Also, maybe the League jet’s AI, but I don’t know if it knows
Turkmen, or how easy it would be to learn it. Also, I’m still trying to
figure the thing out. I didn’t even know it was around until last fall.”

“The AI seems nice,” Haley said. “It’s nicer than Cassie’s gun anyway.”

“Yeah,” I said. “And it’s probably the only option for large scale
translation. The problem is that while I don’t know much about galactic
history, what I do know is that they keep AI’s under draconian
restrictions. Freed AI’s have tried to wipe out all sentient organic
life a few times. It’s probably due to Lee’s people, but whatever’s up
with that, I’m trying to be careful about how much I use it.”

Daniel nodded. “Plus if the Xiniti believe we’re trying to replicate the
AI, they’re probably under orders to burn the planet.”

“Yeah,” I said. “We probably get more latitude than most due to being
the Heroes League and because Cassie and I are officially Xiniti
citizens, but it’s probably best not to draw attention to it.”

“Okay,” Daniel said. “Does anybody have anything else?”

We didn’t.

It felt a little weird not to be planning to do anything together after
that, but we didn’t. Daniel and Izzy went off to do something, and Haley
and I sat in my lab. For a moment after they left, we didn’t say
anything.

Then Haley smiled, and said, “We’ve got the afternoon.”

We did, and it sounded a lot better than going to a club. “We could go
out to lunch, someplace where there aren’t any supers or paparazzi.”

Haley stood up from the chair. “Let’s.”

Then I thought about Amy. “Before we go, would you mind if we tried to
talk to Amy? The magic labs are in the next suite.”

Haley’s lips tightened for a moment, but then she said, “We should.”

Leaving the lab, we used the lab’s nearest door, walking out into a wide
red, rock hallway.

The next opening looked almost exactly like the one we’d left–a square,
doorless opening in the rock.

Walking down the hallway, Haley raised her nose a little, and sniffed
the air. “We’re in the right place.”

I was about to comment that there wasn’t any reason to doubt that when
it occurred to me to ask, “How do you know?”

“You’ll figure it out,” she said, and kept on walking.

I kept up with her, and we stepped into the magic labs’ common area. The
first thing that I noticed was that the room was smaller, and almost
entirely social.

The tech labs’ common room held machines that we all might need. The
magic labs’ common room held only tables, chairs and a few completely
empty spaces. I assumed that they’d been left empty in case someone
needed to do a particularly big ritual.

That, or maybe the architect had no idea what a wizard might need.

Haley’s eyes darted around the room. “They only have five labs.”

There were twenty tech labs–which still wasn’t many by comparison to the
total number of people on campus, but heroes who used magic at a high
enough level of sophistication to need a lab must be rarer.

In retrospect, it didn’t surprise me. Most magic based heroes that I was
aware of were the result of the faerie incursions–the big one in the
late 60’s, or one of the smaller ones that didn’t rate a name or entry
in the history books. Typically, they were magic based by way of descent
(Rod or “Troll” who seemed like a nice enough guy, but had something
against legacy heroes) or a magical device (Crimson Mask or any of the
Mask family).

The first two labs were dark. Apparently wizards didn’t believe in
working on Saturdays–which made no sense unless they were Kabbalists or
maybe Seventh Day Adventists.

What little I’d seen of Samita though made me wonder if she ever stopped
studying.

Putting my arm on Haley’s shoulder, I said, “I wonder if anybody’s
here?”

“Amy’s here.” Haley pointed at the third open doorway. It wasn’t much
lighter than the others, but there was light. It glowed redly.

Then Amy stood in the doorway, a silhouette of a slight woman in a jean
jacket and jeans. She walked toward us, the common room’s brighter
lighting allowing her to appear in full color.

“What are you doing here?” Her voice had a slight southern accent.
Knowing that she came from a completely different universe, I wondered
how real it was.

“Looking for you,” I said.

She glanced at Haley, and then at me. “This isn’t a social call, is it?”

I shook my head. “The more private the conversation is, the better.”

Amy’s eyes widened, and then narrowed. “Right. Then follow me. Our only
chance for real privacy is over here.”

We followed her inside her lab, avoiding the glowing, blood red gems
that matched the gem on Amy’s necklace, and her armor after she
transformed.

“Stand here,” she said, standing next to a heavy, wooden table. As we
stopped next to her, she took out a knife and cut her hand, touching her
bloody palm to the gem on her necklace.

Gems all around the room glowed bright red, and stayed that way,
lighting up the place.

At the same time, a high pitched voice shrieked, and then went silent.

Haley kicked her shoes off and literally leapt across the room, landing
on all fours. She hadn’t transformed. However her body worked, she was
already stronger and faster than normal humans even before a
transformation.

As she crouched, she sniffed the air near the doorway.

Almost simultaneously with Haley’s leap, Amy touched her gem, setting
off an explosion of red, darker red, black, white, and
pink.

A hint of music lingered in the air as armor appeared on her body.
White, with extensive dark red and black detailing of abstract designs
that centered around the dark red gem in the middle of the armor. Form
fitting, the armor wasn’t as bulky as I remembered her last
transformation–though she was still taller. Inexplicably, her hair now
hung halfway down her back.

It struck me as the kind of armor you might wear more for formal
occasions rather than fighting. The spear on her back and black sword at
her side hinted that it was more than a little useful for killing
though.

She joined Haley, crossing the room in a few steps, and making a sign in
the air in front of her face that shimmered.

After a moment of looking over the area around the door, and then
stepping through it into the commons, she came back. “It’s gone.”

“Do you mean gone,” Haley asked, “or dead?

Amy touched her hand to her gem. As colors swirled and her armor
disappeared, she said, “Gone. I don’t know where.”

Haley frowned as she stood up. “I can smell it was here, but can’t smell
what direction it went. It’s like it teleported away or maybe
disintegrated.”

“Or wrapped itself in shadow, and disappeared.” Amy took another look at
the area around the door.

I joined them, quietly wishing I’d worn my stealth suit under my
clothes.

“Shadow?” I stuck my hands in my pockets. “I know the answer is ‘magic,’
but how would that work? Shadows aren’t a substance. They’re just the
absence of light, and not even the complete absence. All you need is to
have less light. It’s a little like deciding half a glass of water is a
different substance than a full glass of water.”

Amy glanced over at Haley, and when Haley didn’t say anything, she
turned back to me. “You believe that I can do things with magic, right?”

“Well, yeah. That’s obvious.” The dark red gems all over room burned a
little brighter now, and had since she’d done whatever she’d done to get
us some privacy.

Even if that was the most current example there were so many more. I’d
seen her spear pass through metal like it wasn’t there. What’s more,
there were her transformation sequences, and well, so much.

“Good,” she said. “The program offers a basic magic course for
non-practicing students. Take it. You’ll get a better overview than I’ll
give you, and every school of magic will explain how it works
differently.

“Let’s talk about something more important. Who did you piss off?”

I looked over at Haley. The only person I could think of lately might be
the photographer, and most of that probably wasn’t me.

“I don’t know. I don’t think I’ve pissed off anybody lately. We
literally bumped into one of the paparazzi last night, but I don’t think
he’d be able to send anything after us.”

“He’d be more angry at Hunter and Gifford,” Haley said, adding, “They’re
the ones who broke his camera.”

“No kidding?” Amy grinned. “You’ve been busy, but there has to be
someone else. Fairies don’t decide to follow people for no good reason.”

I thought about that. “Couldn’t it be after you?”

Amy shook her head. “No. If my people wanted to track me, they’d use
spirits they have experience with–not yours.”

Haley frowned. “We haven’t fought anyone who does anything with
fairies.”

Amy shrugged. “Then maybe it could be someone your grandparents fought.
Revenge is a classic motive.”

Groaning, Haley said, “Then it could be anyone. ”

Amy laughed, and Haley stared at her.

“Sorry,” Amy said, “I should have thought about that. If we were back in
my home universe, I’d be in the same boat. Well, then could it be
connected to what you wanted to talk about?”

I shook my head. “Probably not, but before I go further, does the
privacy thing still work, or did zapping the fairy use it up?”

“Still works,” Amy said, “but if you want privacy, let’s move further
into the room.”

We did, and sat down at a stainless steel table that made me think of a
restaurant kitchen, an impression compounded by the line of
refrigerators at the back of the room.

I turned away from looking at them. “What’s with the refrigerators?”

Amy smiled. “I use blood magic. I’ve got to keep the blood somewhere,
but you know what? I’ve been thinking I could get away with keeping beer
if I spread it out between them.”

I looked down the line of refrigerators. “That’s a lot of blood. Where
do you get that much?”

“It’s not that interesting. I buy most of it. It comes from animals or
people, but mostly animals. People get weirded out.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I believe it. Anyway, I was wondering if you could
magically read a new language if we needed a translation.”

Amy leaned back in her chair. “Sure. No big deal if I had blood from
someone who could read it, or who could translate as a power.”

“Oh. So that’s how that works.” Where would we find someone who knew
Turkmen? I had no idea. Not to mention that hypothetically at that point
we might as well just hire them. Dealing with the jet’s AI would
actually be easier.

“That’s how it works,” she said. “That’s blood magic. So what’s going
on? Why would you need that?”

That was it–the point where I had to make a decision. Should I trust or
not? The fairies decided me. “We’re going to try to overthrow
Turkmenistan’s government indirectly. We need someone who can read
Turkmen and help me decide what documents we steal and translate.”

She didn’t say anything at first, but then said, “I’m in, but I hope no
one from home hears about it. They might get the wrong idea.”

“To be honest,” I said, “we’ve got an alternate way to deal with the
documents, but I’m thinking we’ll need you because of the fairy. My best
guess is that whoever set it on us is here.”

I let out a breath. “This seems to be escalating. I don’t know if we’ve
got any enemies from the magical end of things, but we’ve got spies. You
said it was a fairy or from Faerie, but do you get any sense of place?
Like maybe Turkmenistan’s got it’s own fairy tales?”

Amy frowned. “I don’t know this world’s history or magic very well. I’d
never even heard about Turkmenistan before this year, but wouldn’t that
be like Afghanistan or Pakistan? So jinn, maybe, but I don’t think it
was a jinn. It didn’t feel like it had that kind of power.”

Putting my arms on the table, I crossed them and leaned forward.
“Something small, and not so powerful?”

Amy didn’t say anything, but then she nodded. “I can’t say it for sure,
but that feels right. Whatever it was, didn’t put up any resistance. It
fled.”

Haley turned away from staring at the books on the bookshelves next to
the refrigerators. They appeared to be written in scripts that didn’t
even come from this Earth. “Is that the kind of thing you learn here?”

Amy shrugged. “I try to. I’ve got family texts from home, but the
teachers here can’t teach me how to practice directly. I have to adapt
anything I learn because people don’t use blood magic here.”

Haley nodded as Amy talked. “Do you know it isn’t used here, or could it
just not be popular?”

Amy threw up her hands. “God, I wish I knew. I’ve tried to find out, but
I don’t know who to talk to or no one will talk to me. Your country has
a school for wizards–”

Haley’s jaw dropped. “It does?”

Amy barely seemed aware of the interruption as she continued, “And it’s
full of assholes. I applied to go there. They wouldn’t let me in, and
when I called to ask why, the receptionist wouldn’t tell me. I got so
angry I drove all night, walked straight into the president’s office,
and asked him.”

I couldn’t think clearly enough to say anything more than, “Wow. What
did he–”

Amy answered before I finished. “He told me blood magic was depraved,
and could only lead to the worst sort of abuses, and if I continued down
that road it would lead to my damnation.”

I took a breath and thought about it. “That seems a little harsh.”

She leaned back in her chair, and shook her head. “I don’t know. It’s
complicated. You know how I told you that the purpose of the Bloodmaiden
was to protect my kingdom? And that if there were twins, they both had
the Bloodmaiden powers, but one got the title? There’s more to it. I
didn’t tell you everything.”

“Uh…” I said. “You don’t have to–”

“No,” she said, “I need to get this out. My family isn’t nice. You
don’t create an empire by being nice. My family went beyond most
emperors because we could. They were called the Bloodlords. You’ve seen
‘Guardians of the Galaxy,’ right? Do you remember when the villain kills
someone with a hammer, and the blood flows down a drain? My family had a
building made for collecting blood.

“I only use my own blood, and blood willingly given, but they would use
anyone, willing or unwilling, and for some purposes unwilling works
better. They had a kingdom to run so most mornings began with a slave’s
death.

“After an uprising that removed them from power, they changed our magic,
allowing the family to use it without shedding blood. I don’t know why,
but part of the price for that is that when there are twins, one comes
back with the Bloodlords’ original magic.

“So that’s me,” she said. “I’m here because people are afraid that I’ll
create a an empire that runs on blood drained from my enemies.”

I shook my head. “That’s history. It’s not you.”

She didn’t seem as comforted as I hoped. Amy met my eyes, and said, “The
last time a Bloodmaiden came back from exile thousands died even after
she won. I know that my ‘parents,’ the servants who were sent into exile
with me have been trained to kill me if I show signs of coming back. It
doesn’t matter that I won’t, if people treat me as if I will.”

Amy took a deep breath. “If you still want my help, let’s talk about
what you want me to do.”

“We do,” I said. “Mostly I think we need to protect my lab better, and
maybe work out ways to track anything that tries to spy on me.”

We lost the next hour to planning. At the end of it Amy said, “I’ll drop
by your lab on Monday.”

“Great,” I said.

As we all stood up from the table, Haley said, “Nick and I were going
into Denver for lunch, we’d love it if you came along.”

Amy smiled, but waved us toward the door. “No, the two of you don’t need
me along, but thanks for invitation.”

When we were in the hallway out of the common room, Haley looked
backward toward the doorway.

“We might not need her along,” Haley said, “but I think she needs us.”

“She does have her own friends,” I said.

“Do you think she’s ever told them all that?”

I thought about it. “I don’t know.”





Go Time


        I woke up with my head on the lab table. Wood wasn’t the most
comfortable pillow. I pushed myself up, trying to remember what I’d been
doing.

The satbot lay on the table. I’d finished it, tested it, and it worked.
Then I’d tested the other bots’ ability to connect to it. Haley and I
had tried it out in Denver, and it had managed to connect. The phonebot
had managed to successfully impersonate a house’s landline, and the
mobile connection bot had been tested in every way possible outside of
Turkmenistan.

I checked the time on my cell phone. It was 3:42am.


I’d fallen asleep in my chair, but we could go tomorrow–not that we
would. Tomorrow was a Thursday. Our best chance for Izzy to touch down
without being seen would be at night–which meant we’d need to be doing
it during the day. Saturday would be our best choice. Then we wouldn’t
have classes where our absence could be noted and confirmed.

I pulled myself up and out of my chair, traveling through the dark
hallways to finally arrive at the dorm room I shared with Daniel.

Daniel’s snoring greeted me as I opened the door.

Not turning on the light, I took off my clothes, pulled on my pajamas,
and got into bed.

Daniel’s snoring continued, and I counted it as a success since I hadn’t
woken him up.

I lay in bed with my eyes shut, waiting to go to sleep, and failing to
get anywhere with that. However tired I’d felt when i woke up, I felt
completely normal by the time I’d gone from one of the lowest levels in
the compound to my dorm room.

My mind kept on going back to the bots, and wondering if I’d missed
anything that would cause them to all freeze up once I tried to use
them.

I tried to relax, concentrating on my breathing, being aware of the air
moving in through my nose and out through my mouth, but that didn’t help
me.

I felt calmer, but I didn’t go to sleep.

Except then, unpredictably, I fell unconscious.

I don’t know when I fell asleep except that I definitely did. What
happened afterward couldn’t have happened if I were awake.

It would make for a better story if she’d interrupted a Sandman-style
dream sequence, something that was both surreal and character revealing
at the same time, but life isn’t always convenient that way.

It also could have been worse–much worse. Two words that crystallize
just how bad worse could be: wet dream.

Long story short, Daniel’s mom appeared in my head.

We stood near the playground in the park that overlooked much of the
Castle Rock Compound. It was during the day, but no one played on the
swings.

She looked as she often had when I visited their house–dressed up. She
worked at a bank. In this case, she wore a red, button down blouse and
black pants. She had full lips, dark hair, and light brown skin.

She glanced over at the playground, and said, “Neither of you are
children anymore.”

“No, I guess.” I noted that in the distance a cloud hung above the
ground. Distortion in the air below it made me think it was raining.

“I’m sorry to interrupt your sleep, but I have to talk to you about what
the two of you are planning.” Her accent seemed a little stronger than
normal. I’d never been sure as to whether it was a Greek or Israeli
accent, but since her family had immigrated from Greece to Israel before
she hit the age of ten, it could have been a mixture.

“I’m not going to interfere,” she said, “but I should. The problem is
that they’re killing people. I talked with Daniel. He said that the two
of you agreed not to do anything more than gather information without
permission. Do you intend to stick with that plan?”

Thinking about the rain cloud on the horizon, I said, “Yes.”

“Good,” she said. “I will hold you to that. We want to know what they’re
doing, but we don’t want to give them or the Nine a reason to target
you.”

I didn’t need to ask if they would.

“Then I’ll let you sleep,” she said, and the scene dissolved. “Your
mother says hello.”

My very first action when I woke up was to check whether Daniel was
still in bed.

He was.

I reached across the gap between our beds, poking him. “How did your mom
find out?”

Daniel grunted something unintelligible, but didn’t wake up.

I imagined an air horn, an old one that varied in pitch, ranging from a
normal tone to a ragged, scratchy one to a painful screech.

Then, thinking back to our fight against Evil Beatnik, I started
imagining a chorus of air horns, all of them slightly out of tune,
endlessly repeating the only part of Barry Manilow’s “Mandy” that I
could remember—the refrain.

Daniel raised his head. “That’s got to be against the Geneva
Conventions. What time is it?”

We both turned toward the alarm clock. It was 5:48am.

“What were you waking me up for?” His voice trailed off. “Lucky you.
You’re close enough to family that she feels okay with dropping by.”

“Yeah,” I said. “How did she find out what we’re doing?”

Daniel sighed. “Guess. She dropped by when I was dreaming about it, and
stayed around long enough to get a general sense of what we’re doing.
Then she got my attention and started asking questions. There wasn’t any
point in lying.”

I lay on my back, looking up at the ceiling. It wasn’t very interesting.
“She did work for Mossad. I suppose it was a bit much to expect that
neither of your parents would find out.”

Daniel grunted. “There’s a reason intelligence agencies hire telepaths.”

Of course his mom’s telepathy was considerably more limited than her
strongest ability. It was a lot like Daniel’s—allowing her to sense
minds a few hundred feet in diameter around herself. Her ability to get
into people’s dreams, however, didn’t have a distance limit that anybody
had yet discovered. She had to have touched them once and both she and
the target had to be asleep.

“For what it’s worth,” I said, “if you haven’t already pulled it out of
my head, I’m done. It all works. We can launch Saturday.”

Daniel made a noise somewhere between a grunt and a laugh. “I’ll tell
the launchee. Does that include the suit you mentioned?”

“She’ll be invisible to radar, and if someone sees her, they’ll assume
she’s in powered armor.”

Daniel didn’t say anything for a moment, but then said, “I like that.
What does she look like when she’s around here?”

“Umm… Wearer’s choice. I”m thinking I’ll color it like the costume she’s
been wearing.”

“Good idea,” Daniel said. “Are you going to mind if I go back to sleep?”

“We may as well try.”

I closed my eyes, thinking about the night I’d had, trying to become
relaxed enough to sleep again even though I knew that I’d be getting up
depressingly soon.

After a little while, my thoughts drifted a little further afield, and I
had a sudden insight that made a lot of sense. It certainly wasn’t
something I intended to ask Daniel’s parents about, but I would have bet
it was true.

“Ugh,” Daniel muttered. “You know that I’ve known about my parents’
powers practically as long as I’ve been alive, and I’ve never considered
that?”

“It’s kind of obvious if you think about it.” My eyes were closed, and
my speech might have slurred.

“You’re not going to have to think about it the next time my Dad’s on a
mission, or worse when Mom steps into my dreams to tell me.”

“Funny how not living at home makes it worse,” I said, or at least tried
to. It came out unintelligible.

I didn’t hear Daniel’s reply. I fell completely asleep, but if I had
stayed awake I can’t say I would have been much more sympathetic. He had
to have been deliberately ignoring it. His parents must have been using
her dream power for conjugal visits when one or the other were away on
trips for years.

It had to beat sexting by a wide margin.



It was a day not unlike any other, but even those days present
challenges. For example on Thursday, I had to visit my assigned
therapist for my first individual session. We’d been having group
sessions once a week.

I was missing my first half hour in lab. Walking through the well lit
rock corridors, I wondered why they’d chosen to have me miss lab instead
of fighting, working out, or disaster recovery training.

I’d have felt less tired for one.

Eventually I found the office. To my surprise, it wasn’t an office, it
was a suite. The program had a counseling center, complete with ten
different offices for counselors, and three different conference rooms.

The rooms had windows that looked out, away from the city of Castle Rock
and the compound, giving a view of mountains and foothills, yucca and
scrub pine.

Making sure that the name on the door was correct (Nancy Hemming), I
walked inside, tapping on the door to make sure she knew.

A woman in her late twenties walked up to meet me. She wore a brown
suit. Holding out her hand to shake mine, she said, “Nick, nice of you
to come. I’d like to talk about what led you to become part of the
Stapledon program.”

Ms. Hemming waved me into her office. “Take a chair.”

She shut the door behind me, as I walked inside. Pikes Peak rose among
the mountains viewable from her windows.

I sat down in one of the chairs across from her desk. Unlike every
therapist’s office I’d seen in cartoons, it did not have a couch–not
that I expected to see one. My dad was a clinical psychologist. He
didn’t have a couch.

Her office had been carved out of the rock by Earthmover’s mind and
included bookshelves. They’d been cut out of the rock too, but were
almost entirely empty. One half shelf held books.

I supposed that they might not have planned to hire as many
psychologists as they needed. As crazy as it seemed, the Hrrrnna had
attacked Earth only a month or two ago, and the Stapledon program’s
expansion probably only included psychologists as an afterthought.

Regardless, between the sunlight and the view, it felt comfortable.

Ms. Hemming sat down behind her desk, giving me a smile, and picking up
a folder. As she opened it, she said, “I know you’ve gone to a couple
group sessions by now, so some of the questions I’m about to ask might
seem redundant, but remember, I haven’t heard you talk about them
before.”

“Sure,” I said.

“Good,” she said, nodding. “How did you come to be in Stapledon?”

“In a roundabout way because of my grandfather. I’m guessing you know he
was the Rocket?”

She nodded.

“Okay. Well, he left me everything I needed to be a superhero, and I
helped my friends handle some problems. That made me and my friends
eligible for the Stapledon program as it was then–which was basically a
way to train and educate people who were already acting as vigilantes
anyway.”

She’d pulled out a notebook as I talked, and jotted something down.
“I’ve read reports on what you did prior to being recruited for the
program. What appealed to you about being a vigilante?”

That was a question. I couldn’t say it made a lot of sense, but it was a
question.

“Um… Nothing. I don’t have any kind of burning need to dispense justice.
Look, most of the early stuff we did was to keep from dying. The Cabal
was collecting information on us, and so we did what we needed to find
out who they were, and survive meeting them.”

She wrote a little more. “But you could have handed off everything to
the Midwest Defenders. You chose to keep it to yourself.”

I shook my head. “Not really. We brought adults in, but we didn’t have
enough information to hand it off when we fought the Mayor. Later, when
we fought the remnants of the Cabal when they teamed up with the
Executioner, well… That was more complicated. We didn’t know we were
fighting them at first, and when we did we brought in adults.”

She looked up from writing. “But you still stayed involved.”

“Unless we wanted to run for our lives there wasn’t any way to avoid
being involved. They were after us, and if we ever wanted to live in
Grand Lake again, we didn’t have a choice.”

Ms. Hemming put down the notebook. “And after that?”

I thought about we did after that–Evil Beatnik, saving St. Louis, the
attack by the Hrrnna, and the time we rescued Cassie from the Nine.

“Well, there are still a lot of times where we weren’t so much acting to
save civilians as we were acting to save ourselves or one of our team
members. Granted there are exceptions to that. We went to St. Louis, and
there we really did save civilians, but that was one of those things. We
had the ability to save them, and no one else did.

“I don’t see that as a superhero thing as much as simply the right thing
to do. You don’t let people die if you have the power to stop it from
happening. So, I mean, getting back to your first question, there’s
nothing that appeals to me about being a vigilante. Occasionally though,
when I’m not dealing with people who are trying to kill me for one
reason or another, I notice that people need help, and then I help.”

We talked about other aspects of the program after that, finally turning
to the fight in New York and on Manhattan island.

She looked up from her notepad, asking, “How did the fight make you
feel?”

I looked at her, thinking about it. “I didn’t feel much. At different
points, I felt scared and sometimes relieved, but mostly feelings were
the furthest thing from my mind. I kept my mind on the next step,
whatever we all had to do to stop the aliens from winning.”

She nodded. “My notes say that you killed a Xiniti and other aliens as
well. Do you often find yourself thinking about that?”

I considered it. “Not really. I did right afterward, but not very hard.
They were all in armor, so I couldn’t see their faces, and so that
looked very similar. It was almost like fighting robots. They didn’t
seem like real people. I thought about the Xiniti a little more because
there was only one. He wasn’t human at all though.”

She kept on writing notes. “You can say more about that if there’s more
to say.”

“I don’t think there is. I expected more guilt if I ever had to kill
something, but I haven’t felt any. Maybe it’s still coming. Maybe it was
all too weird for me to feel like they were real. I don’t know.”

She looked up. “Is there anything about the battle that does come back
to you?”

“Not really. I have had dreams about being on the mothership as it was
going down, but not lately. I’ve also had the occasional flashback to
being on the ship, but not for a few weeks now. My last one was not long
after I arrived here. I wonder why they stopped?”

“These things fade over time. You might have gotten over it. You might
not have encountered any triggers lately. Try to be aware of it if you
do.”

I left not long after that, finding another student waiting in the
hallway outside her door. It was a guy I’d seen, but didn’t
recognize–one of the freshmen.

“If you’re here for Ms. Hemming, I just finished.”

He muttered, “Thanks,” and then his eyes widened, recognizing me.

I smiled and started walking toward the labs. I probably could have
introduced myself, but I didn’t want to make awkward conversation that
amounted to “You’ve heard of my grandfather, and of me to some degree.
Nice to meet you.”

Vaughn probably would have stayed and talked a little. He was good at
that kind of thing.

After that I spent most of the rest of the day in the lab for one reason
or another. I worked on the real version of my communication system—the
one that would allow me to have roving drones ready to assist at a
moment’s notice. I also let Izzy try on her new suit, talked to Amy
because she came by to check the wards she’d put on my lab, talked to
Haley because Haley dropped by while I was talking to Amy, and finally
we were joined by Keon and Courtney who happened to be in their labs and
wondered what was going on.

It would have frustrated me immensely any other night, but for the time
being I was done.

I left the lab before midnight for a change, walking up to our rooms
with Haley, and stopping at a corner that led to the first year dorm
rooms. We’d been holding hands, and somehow that turned into a hug and
kissing each other while leaning against a wall.

We were deeply into it when Haley whispered, “Someone’s coming.”

I pulled away from her, looking up and down the halls. They’d been
dimmed at night, but weren’t out. I couldn’t see anybody. “Are you
sure?”

“Yes,” she said, frowning as she looked up at me. “I got lipstick on
you.”

She lifted her arm, and her hand turned from a grayish claw to pink and
normal. After rubbing my face, she said, “That’s better.”

I looked down the hallways again. “You’re sure somebody’s coming?”

“Yes,” she said, lengthening the word into two syllables.

A not very rational part of my brain thought maybe we could get back to
what we’d been doing, but then I heard footsteps.

Sean appeared in the distance, looking like the basketball player he had
been—tall with curly blond hair. After a glance in our direction, he
ignored us, walking past without a word.

“That went better than it could have.” I watched Sean as he disappeared
around a corner. “Did you know it was him?”

I knew the answer before she answered. Of course she had. I didn’t know
what the best thing we could have done was, but standing next to each
other, making it quietly obvious he’d interrupted something had to be
better than having him pass us while we were making out and barely aware
of his presence.

All the same, I wondered how it happened that he was alone and walking
around the compound at night. Even if he wasn’t obviously sad, he hadn’t
looked happy.

“What do you think?” Haley asked, answering my question. Then she looked
down and sighed, “Another pair of shoes?”

Her shoes looked like the Incredible Hulk’s might if he regularly wore
women’s black flats. Her claws had poked holes in the front and her feet
had widened, tearing the sides even further.

“I’m never going to be able to wear anything but sandals for the rest of
my life,” she muttered.

“Sorry,” I said.

She waved away my apology with her hand. “Don’t worry about it. I’ve
been buying cheap shoes. You can get them for less than ten dollars in
secondhand stores and Ebay.”

She slipped them off.

We hugged, and then walked down the halls to our respective rooms.

I stopped in front of my door, giving Daniel a mental poke by way of
warning, and pausing long enough to reply before I opened the door. Only
the lamp on the nightstand between our beds was on.

I found Daniel in bed reading a book. According to its cover, it was
called “The Last of the Doughboys.”

“Hey,” he said, “I don’t think I’ve seen you since lunch. How’d your
session go?”

I thought about it, walking over to my own bed. “I don’t know. Brutally
efficient? I feel like I was barely there. I suppose she’s got um…
seventy of us on her caseload.”

Daniel put down the book. “My counselor wasn’t bad. He’s on loan from
the VA. I guess they’re taking the possibility of PTSD pretty
seriously.”

“No kidding. Is that why your mom’s checking up on us? My counselor
seemed to be surprised at how well I was doing.”

“I don’t know,” Daniel said. Mentally, he added, That touches on
something we probably shouldn’t talk about where someone could hear it.

“Okay.” I took off my clothes, found my pajamas, and got in bed.

When I dreamed, I dreamed I was in front of Daniel’s house, and just
about to knock on the door.

My hand hit the door, and it melted away, leaving me in the Cohen’s
house. I sat at the table where I’d sat many times over the years. A
picture of the Cohen family hung on the wall nearby—Daniel, his mom,
dad, brother and sister posing together at the beach.

Hanging on wall near the picture was a series of hebrew letters in
burnished metal. I’d been told what the words on it meant before, but I
could never remember. I stared at it for a moment.

I glanced over at the pile of books piled on the end of the table. As
usual, they were mostly about interior design and art history.

A pile of paper sat next to them.

Then even though she hadn’t been there before, Daniel’s mom was sitting
in the chair across from me. Just like in any normal dream, I found
myself simply accepting this.

She gave me a smile. “Hello Nick, I talked to Daniel, and realized I
needed to tell you a little more.”

I nodded. “This is about my counseling appointment and PTSD then?”

She flashed another smile at me before her expression turned serious.
“Yes. Daniel’s father and I have been checking on all of you.”

I took that in. “Everyone? That’s good, I guess. I thought our parents
were supposed to let things happen or everyone dies.”

She nodded slowly. “That is true, but there are ways we can intervene,
and this is one of them. It’s too dangerous to let any of you go down
that road.”

I’d looked up PTSD on Wikipedia. The thought of Jaclyn, Izzy or Travis
ending up with it was frightening considering that one of the symptoms
was excessive response to possible threats.

Any of the three of them could level a building without help.

I thought about what that implied. “You can cure PTSD?”

“I knew you’d understand. Severe cases are still difficult even for
telepaths, but we can fix normal cases.”

And that was kind of crazy. A problem that might destroy a normal
person’s life could be dealt with by Daniel’s parents before we knew we
had a problem. If that normal person got help, it could be years of work
before they could handle normal life.

That led into my next thought. “So you’ve been fixing us all? That’s why
we’re doing okay?”

She shook her head. “We barely did anything. Lee prepared you better for
this than we expected.”

She met my eyes. “What little we’ve done is more preventive measures. We
don’t want to give anyone else an excuse to go into your heads.”

I flipped that around in my mind. The implications were unnerving. For
whatever reason, they felt they had to protect us from people involved
in the Stapledon programs.

I wanted to ask more questions, but then the dream dissolved into
nothing.



Saturday afternoon came before I knew it. It found me in the lab
watching the computer screen. The screen showed Izzy’s position on the
map. A small window showed the view from her helmet camera.

She stood on rocky top of the compound’s foothill. Near the back, they
had an exit for flyers or anyone else capable of surviving the hundred
foot drop.

The transparent dome that protected the compound met the rock, but
didn’t simply rest there. A white substance that almost looked like
plastic surrounded the bottom edge of the bubble and extended up ten
feet. It looked like it might extend into the ground too.

Izzy stood in front of a door shaped outline in the white stuff. She
reached out, touching her hand to a panel off to the right of the
doorway.

The panel lit up, and the door sank into the ground.

Izzy stepped forward, stopping for a second. Brown rock ended only a
feet feet past the edge of the dome. She went far enough that we could
see over the cliff.

It looked like a long way down.

Then she took off and the distance became even longer, but I stopped
paying attention as her speed began to increase.

“Look at that,” Vaughn said. “I’d choke if I ever got that high.”

He was probably right. By the time he said that, Izzy was flying above
clouds—not that that meant anything necessarily, but in this case her
altitude showed she was already at 30,000 feet.

I’d been that high, but the Rocket suit could be pressurized when
necessary.

I turned away from the screen. We had most of the League in my lab.
Daniel had said we ought to tell the whole League because the blowback
would hit everyone if something went wrong. That meant Daniel, Cassie,
Vaughn, Haley, Camille, Jaclyn, Courtney and Amy crowded around my desk.
Travis and Rachel might have been there too, but the upperclassmen were
doing some kind of field trip.

Hopefully it would go better than their trip to Infinity City.

Courtney and Amy weren’t really official League members, but Amy was
there to set up a spell that kept this gathering private. As for
Courtney… Well, she was associated with us in everyone’s mind anyway, so
she’d probably feel the effects if it went wrong too.

Jaclyn walked up to the computer and watched the screen. “How long did
you say she’d take?”

“I don’t know. She didn’t know her maximum speed, but at her current
rate um… Four hours?”

She watched the screen for a minute. “Do we have any way to help her if
something goes wrong?”

“Marcus and Sydney are waiting in the jet. They’ll be taking off soon.
They’re going to shadow her from a distance—far enough away that they
shouldn’t be visible, but close enough that they’re in range.”

Jaclyn leaned toward the screen, probably noticing now that the camera
display program’s current tab was labeled “Blue,” but the second tab was
labeled “Jet.”

I clicked on the button that showed all cameras, and the program divided
the screen between Izzy’s view of the sky above South Dakota and the
League jet’s much less interesting view of the airlock between the
hangar and Lake Michigan.

Jaclyn pulled up a chair and sat next to me. “I didn’t know Marcus could
fly the jet.”

Then she frowned. “They can’t hear us from here, right?”

“Not unless you want to. Any League communicator will patch you in.”

She shook her head. “I do not want that at all. How good is he?”

“Well… He’s been hitting the simulator pretty hard lately, and he’s been
up in the actual jet four or five times. So maybe ten hours of actual
flying, but more like one hundred in the simulator. He’s been spending a
lot of it in fighting simulations—which isn’t a bad idea. The jet’s
great at simulations.”

She looked at the screen and then at me. She took a breath. “Do you
think he’s ready for this?”

Set to low volume, Kayla’s voice came over the computer’s speakers,
“Shift, the airlock’s full. I’m opening up the exit to the lake.”

“Do your worst, Control.” I could almost hear Marcus smiling.

Sydney laughed in the background.

“You’re so professional.” Kayla said. “Good luck.”

“I don’t need luck,” Marcus said. “I’m flying in a super-plane after the
nearest person we’ve got to Superman. Plus, I’m the stretchiest man
alive.”

Sydney said something I couldn’t quite catch.

“No,” Marcus replied. “I don’t think the giant mushroom guy counts. He
doesn’t stretch. He just grows more fungus.”

With that, the jet engaged its engines and started floating through the
tunnel.

“Is he ready?” Jaclyn asked.

“Not as ready as I was the first time I flew the jet, but here’s the
good news. It turns out that the one time the AI can definitely take
control is if someone’s going to crash.”

Jaclyn snorted. “Great.”

We both lapsed into silence, watching as the jet lifted off, the water
blowing off the camera’s lens, the jet leaving the lake behind and
aiming toward the sky.

Marcus shouted something as it left the water and poured on the speed,
flying north.

Behind me, Amy commented, “He’s enthusiastic.”

Near her, Haley said, “He is. I hope he stays safe.” After a pause she
added, “Sydney too.”

I couldn’t help but agree with her. Whatever points I’d scored with Sean
by making sure that she’d been healed by Preserver when the aliens
attacked would plunge deeply into the negative if she died doing this.

Someone stepped closer. “I’m sure he’ll be great,” Cassie said.

Vaughn pulled up his own chair, sitting on my other side. “I wish I were
going.”

Jaclyn scowled. “I wish you’d told us earlier. I know there are good
reasons you didn’t—“

“Like the fairy eavesdrop—“ I began.

Jaclyn interrupted. “I know. That’s why I’m not mad, but we’re all going
to have to be in the loop from now on.”

“I know.” I nodded slowly. “We’ll need to work together. I haven’t the
faintest clue how to fight fairies. Well, beyond making sure you’ve got
iron.”

“Or iron alloy,” Amy said. “Don’t worry about it. I’m on it.”

After that we stopped watching the screen except occasionally. I’d
calculated the shortest route would be over Greenland, so they flew
north over Canada and then south over Russia. They flew high and
quickly—faster actually than I’d planned. It took only two hours.

Thirty minutes in Izzy had said, “I think I can go faster.”

A minute or two later, she broke mach 4.

They arrived above the capital (Ashgabat) without anyone noticing—at
least that’s what I guessed. It seemed like a reasonable assumption
though. Judging from what the government was willing to do to its own
people, I doubted they’d hesitate to shoot foreigners out of the air.

I had no idea what the outskirts or unofficial parts of the capital
looked like, but at night and from the sky, the center of the city
looked like a kind of Middle Eastern fairyland. Tall, white building
were surrounded by fountains, wading pools, and wide streets. Domes
topped more than one building, accompanied by thin towers and spires.

Lit by streetlights, and the glow of spotlights trained on certain
buildings only made it appear more exotic.

Izzy’s voice came over the computer’s speakers. “I’m going in. Nick said
one circle around the presidential palace would be enough.”

She appeared clearly on the jet’s screen, making a circle around a huge,
blocky, white building with a golden dome and many pillars. Then she
circled away and into the air.

It felt almost anti-climactic for a second. I didn’t want interference,
but I expected it.

Then the bots began checking in. They all worked, and they were all on
target. I decided I could take that kind of anti-climax—the kind where
everything actually went well.

Vaughn’s voice brought me out of my head. “You should have Izzy find
their Ferris wheel.”

“Why?”

“Wikipedia says they’ve got the world’s largest Ferris wheel.”

“What’s Izzy supposed to do with the Ferris wheel?”

Vaughn shrugged. “Maybe take a picture on it? I don’t know. It’s in the
Guinness Book of World Records. She should do something funny with it.
Maybe pretend she’s going to throw it, or stand in front of it with her
armor saying ‘All your base are belong to us?'”

“Better yet,” Jaclyn said, “how about you let Izzy know that everything
works and that she can bug out of there before someone starts firing
missiles at her.”

At approximately that moment Izzy said, “Control, do you have any word
on the bots?”

Kayla said, “I don’t have anything yet.”

I typed in a text message to all of them–Izzy, Kayla and the jet, “Bots
all in. Go.”

“Thanks, Rocket.” She shot upward, hundreds of feet in an instant. “I’m
so glad to be going.”

Marcus voice came over the speakers. “Control, Blue’s moving and we’re
following. Blue, tell us if we’re being tailed, okay?”

Izzy’s view blurred as she turned her head to look down over her
shoulder. “I can’t even see you, but I’ll do what I can.”

Jaclyn leaned in toward the monitor. Both sides of the screen showed the
night sky. “How’s she going to manage that when they’re traveling faster
than the speed of sound? Rocket tech?”

I nodded. “I put in the same stuff I use in the Rocket suit–radar, and
GPS. She’ll at least have what I do, and who knows? She might get more
out of her hearing than I’d expect.”

Haley stepped up and stood next to Jaclyn. “I was talking with Camille
and Courtney. Is it done?”

“They’re flying back. That’ll be another two hours.”

“It’s five o’clock,” Haley said. “We’re going to have eat supper in
shifts if we want to have someone here watching.”

I thought about that. “I’m not sure if I should go. If someone does
notice we’re here, it’s my lab, so I should be here.”

From further behind us, Amy said, “Me too. I’m keeping up the wards that
stop people from noticing this little party.”

“Party?” Vaughn shook his head. “A party is a lot more fun than this.”

Amy pushed her way through to stand next to Haley. “More fun than
watching your friends helplessly while they bug the houses of known
psychos on the other side of the world? I don’t know, you’re going to
have to prove that one.”

Camille laughed. “I was at one of his parties. The one at your house a
couple summers ago, just before you got sober?”

Vaughn nodded. “I remember that one. I forget who broke a lamp, but my
parents got so pissed. I mean, it’s not like they don’t have the money
to buy a new lamp. They could buy a lamp factory, right? Anyway that’s
also the party where some guy almost drowned in the pool.”

“I remember that,” Haley said, shaking her head.

I looked at her.

She shrugged. “I was there with Sean.”

I caught Vaughn’s eye. “That’s really more fun than this?”

“Well,” Vaughn said, “it seemed that way at that time.” He nodded,
resting his chin on his hand. “I wasn’t sober for any of it.” Looking up
at Haley, he said, “Didn’t you pull that guy from the pool?”

Haley gave a half smile. “Someone had to. It seems like a long time ago
now.”

“I missed that party,” Cassie said, crowding in with everyone else. “It
was such a mess afterward. The guy’s parents were pissed. Vaughn’s mom
was so angry she was practically shaking for a week.”

“Yeah,” Vaughn said, shaking his head. “The party was great. The
aftermath sucked.”

Amy grinned, and caught his eye. “It could have been worse. One of my
ancestors had a party, and one of the guests got so drunk he grabbed my
ancestor’s arm–which wasn’t allowed without permission because he was
king. So my ancestor had the guest beheaded. Except then the guest’s
relatives got angry, and led half the provinces in rebellion. It was a
big mess, and it took years to clean up.”

“Whoa,” Vaughn said. “How’d they do it?”

Amy put her hands in her pockets and frowned. “The normal way.
Decapitated the leaders, and the provinces fell in line eventually.”

Vaughn laughed. “I’m pretty sure that wouldn’t have worked for me, but
my parents might have considered it. Only if I were the victim though.”

“Believe me,” Amy said. “I know that feeling.”

From the back of the group Daniel talked over Vaughn’s reply, “Any of
you who have special senses might want to use them. I’ve got a bad
feeling that something’s about to happen.”

Not having special senses, I turned back to the screen, seeing nothing
but the night sky as Izzy and the jet flew over Russia.

Looking at their positions on the map, it appeared that they were flying
over rural areas. That was good. I’d have been worried if they were
flying over Moscow or something.

Except then I did notice something. Twin fiery glows appeared on both
sides of the screen. In the jet’s, they appeared in the distance, aiming
toward Izzy. On Izzy’s side of the screen, there wasn’t anything at
first, but then a figure appeared, its rocket pack outlined by the glow
of its on-going burn.

“Crap,” I muttered.

Haley leaned in toward me. “What?”

I pointed.

Haley peered at the screen. “Who’s that?”

“Russia’s answer to the Rocket. I don’t know what the Russians call him,
but it’s translated as Russian Victory. It used to be called Red
Victory.”

A second glow appeared next to the first. This wasn’t going to get
better.

Who was the second glow? Russian Victory Jr.? Victoryboy?

The way I remembered it, all Russian superheroes were state sponsored.
The ones that weren’t state sponsored were officially criminals no
matter what their motivation.

A third glow appeared behind the two I’d already noticed, reminding me
of something. Russian Victory was part of a group of three soldiers in
powered armor. My grandfather had mentioned it was connected to Russian
folklore somehow.

For the life of me I couldn’t remember the name of the group
though.

Marcus’ voice came over the speakers. “Blue, do you see what’s behind
you?”

“I see them. I’m going to try to outdistance them.”

That was the smart play. If they couldn’t catch her, they couldn’t fight
her, and Izzy was one of the fastest people I’d ever seen in the air.

The only thing that bothered me about that plan was that if she couldn’t
quite outdistance them they might follow her back here. They probably
didn’t have that much fuel available, so that wasn’t likely.

“Got it,” Marcus said. “Don’t forget that if you get stuck, we can paint
them with lasers. We don’t even have to burn them. Knowing that
somewhere out there in the dark is something that can hit them might be
enough.”

“I’ll remember,” Izzy talked quietly, almost grunting as her speed
jumped toward Mach four. “Wait until I say something. Let’s not escalate
if we don’t have to. I don’t want to hurt anyone.”

By then everyone in the room was watching the screen again. Courtney
took a breath as Izzy dove downward, hitting Mach 4 while flying only a
few hundred feet off the ground.

I didn’t even want to think of what that might sound like to someone on
the ground. It was lucky for everyone that this was one of Russia’s less
populous regions.

At least it seemed that way at first.

Frighteningly, the Russians kept up. On the jet’s side of the screen, it
was easy to see why. The Russian powered armor was considerably bigger
than it needed to be to hold one person–maybe twenty feet tall.

I didn’t know precisely how their armor worked, but you could store a
lot of energy in one of those. Of course, given the smooth, aerodynamic
design of these suits, it seemed possible that they existed solely to
chase invading metahumans off Russian soil.

Izzy twisted and shot upward.

Only one of them turned at the same moment she did. The other two didn’t
hit walls or anything like that. They were flying over a wide open area.
The darkness didn’t give me much detail. I couldn’t tell whether it was
a grassy plain or farmers’ fields, but I couldn’t see any mountains.

Izzy dove again, following a long, rolling hill. Russian Victory stayed
on her tail. The other two stayed in the distance.

Cassie leaned toward the screen, both hands on the table. “Izzy or
Marcus could end this easily. Choose the right moment and hit them with
Izzy’s scream or the jet’s guns and they’ll go down.”

“And hit the ground at Mach 4?” Courtney asked. “They’d die.”

Daniel cut in before Cassie could reply. “Courtney’s right. Plus, they
probably saw Izzy fly in. If they’ve guessed she’s from the US we’d
create an international incident.”

“Not that we won’t have one anyway,” Amy said, “but if no one dies they
can ignore it.”

Cassie frowned.

Haley had moved closer to me as more of us crowded in. She grabbed my
hand and gave it a squeeze. “I wish I could help her somehow.”

Though I could barely see her with Cassie standing between us, Jaclyn
nodded. “You and me both. All I can think as I watch this is that I’m
not fast enough to make it there if she gets in trouble.”

Vaughn grinned. “And when you’re saying that, you know she’s far away.”

On the screen Izzy flew higher, and I realized why. Wherever they were,
it wasn’t empty any more. Now they were flying close to cities.

Izzy’s altitude showed as 30,000 feet, decreasing the chance that the
constant stream of sonic booms she must be creating would hurt anything.

The flame coming from the end of Russian Victory’s Rockets increased as
the cities grew closer. The distance between him and Izzy shrunk as
well.

Sydney’s voice came over the speakers. “This is Railgun. I’m handling
the weapons console. Shift wants me to ask you if you want me to fire.”

“Tell Shift I’ll ask for help when I need it.”

Almost at the instant she stopped talking, she flipped over, aiming
herself directly at Russian Victory. He opened fire too slowly, sending
laser beams uselessly in the empty sky as she shot over him, and grabbed
his legs, flipping him over so quickly I could barely see it even in the
jet’s cameras.

When she let go, he flipped end over end in the air, directional rockets
firing in effort to stabilize him. At several times the speed of sound,
it didn’t happen quickly.

Izzy by contrast had let go when she was pointed in the direction she
wanted to be going, and was already flying north.

Except then what seemed to be a strangely shaped blast of flame fired
upward from the ground.

The jet’s camera zoomed in, and I realized it wasn’t only fire. It was
actually a fire covered woman with huge, fiery wings.

She wasn’t alone. A man stood on a flying carpet, floating next to her,
but not, I noted too close.

In the sky creatures began to form out of darkness and cloud–lions,
tigers, bears, gryphons, and dragons. In instants they extended as far
as the eye could see.

The split screen showed two very different scenes. The view from the jet
showed the spread of the cloud creatures. In moments they would have her
completely surrounded in roiling white, gray and black sphere.

Izzy’s side of the screen showed only creatures, mythological and real,
as far as the eye could see.

“Shift? Railgun? Whichever of you has the com,” Izzy said. “Get the jet
on the other side of the creatures. I’m going through and I’ll need a
fast exit.”

Izzy’s speed had slowed down from more than the speed of sound to
practically nothing. Russian Victory had righted himself and his
sidekicks were following him in.

Marcus’ voice came over the air. “You’re sure you can go through?”

“I’m sure,” Izzy said quickly. “No time to talk.”

The jet’s view changed as it flew to the other side of a growing sphere
of phantom creatures.

“Railgun,” Marcus said, ” have the anti-personnel lasers ready in case
something follows her.”

“You want me to shoot them?” Sydney barely sounded like she believed
him.

“Well,” Marcus said, “not really. A blast of scary, bright lasers would
be good enough.”

On Izzy’s side of the screen, the man on the flying carpet held up his
hands and said a word.

Marcus asked, “Hey Hal, can you translate?”

Haley turned to me, frowning. “He’s not asking me, is he? I don’t know
Russian.”

A computer voice said, “The translation is ‘Halt’.”

Courtney started to laugh. “Your AI’s name is Hal?”

I stared at the screen. “It wasn’t.”

Of course, I’d never asked the AI what it’s name was, and it hadn’t
formally introduced itself either. For all I knew, it’s name might
actually be Hal.

Hopefully it wouldn’t start pointlessly killing everyone on the ship any
time soon.

The man on the flying carpet said something else. The AI supplied a
translation.

“He says, ‘You’re flying through Russian airspace. Identify yourself and
explain why you’re here’.”

Izzy didn’t say anything, and my program noted that her comm had been
set to mute.

I’d figured out why even before she started, but not much.

The center of Izzy’s screen changed as she turned her head to the right,
putting the man on the flying carpet and fiery bird woman off to the
left.

What was now in the center of the screen was a dragon–all black with
glossy scales, grey claws, and white teeth. It dwarfed anything near it,
crouching as if about to attack, wings ready to unfurl.

Then the camera started to vibrate, causing everything on the screen to
turn blurry. For a moment it wasn’t obvious if this meant turbulence in
the air or something else.

Then it became very obvious.

The dragon disintegrated, turning from a recognizable form into nothing,
bits of a gooey substance scattering into the sky.

Izzy had screamed, her own internal sonic weapon making the ones in my
suit look like a car horn by comparison. My grandfather had been very
aware of the difference when he’d fought Dixie Superman.

The man on the carpet held his hands to his ears while the carpet
carried him further away. The flaming bird woman’s flames went out for
less than a second and she began to fall.

Then her body erupted into flame, and her wings grew, but Izzy didn’t
wait for it. She flew forward toward where the dragon had been. She’d
annihilated everything around it, leaving a hole fifty feet wide.

As she flew through, the creatures turned toward her and tried to close
the gap, but they didn’t have time.

She was free, flying upward toward a glowing hole in the sky. She
reached the hatch of the League jet and stepped inside as the door slid
shut behind her.

“Blue’s on board. We’re on our way home,” Marcus said, and the jet began
a long burn, accelerating so quickly the Russians had no chance to catch
them.

I leaned back in my chair. It was over–finally. Well, at least this
stage of the project was over. From this point forward we’d only have to
worry about the bugs.

“Whoa,” Vaughn shook his head. “Glad she didn’t use that against us back
when she was doing the supervillain thing.”

Amy raised an eyebrow and looked at Vaughn. “Supervillain? That’s hard
to imagine.”

Vaughn grinned at her. “I know, right? Izzy’s not supervillain material
even if her grandfather was. She got mentally influenced by Evil
Beatnik, and flew to Grand Lake to get revenge.”

“Exactly,” Jaclyn said. “Except you’re wrong about that one. When she
broke into the county jail, she used it while she was fighting the
Rocket and I. Sean and Jody were there too, but they weren’t much use.”

Vaughn nodded. “I remember hearing about that now.”

I sat up in my chair again. “I think we met up outside afterward. Be
glad you missed out. With all the concrete falling, you might have
died,”

Haley backed away from the table. “Sometimes I wish I hadn’t been on
vacation and missed all of that.”

“I don’t,” Cassie said. “I had a great time that summer. It’s time to
think about now though. Do you think the fight with Russians messed the
plan up?”

Vaughn shrugged. “It’s not like the Russians know it’s us. That’s the
whole point of using the fake suit, right? Plus, even if they did, it’s
not like the Russians are exactly friendly to the Turk… um… Turkmens?
Turkmeni? Last I heard, the Russians weren’t saying anything nice about
them at all. They’re not going to be sharing information. So no biggie.”

Amy shook her head. “Maybe, but you’ve got to think bigger. This isn’t
just espionage. This is politics. If we had something their rulers
wanted, I could easily see them telling us that they’ll tell the world
that we were there.”

Cassie let out a breath. “Exactly. That’s exactly the sort of thing I’m
worried about.”

Daniel stepped closer in. “I’m thinking that if they knew we’d bugged
the presidential palace, they’d be blackmailing us for everything we’d
learn.”

Amy grinned. “They would, but here’s the funny thing, if the Russian
goverment pushed too hard, Nick would blow up the bots, and not only
would they get nothing, but the Turkmen might blame them.”

I blinked. “Wow. Yeah. We wouldn’t get anything out of it, but they’d
get nothing too. Maybe worse than nothing.”

“That assumes they even know,” Vaughn said. “Anybody could be in that
suit.”

“Not anybody,” Courtney said, raising her hand. “Former cape fan here.
People put everything supers can do into online databases for fun and
they rate them and have huge arguments about the ratings. Even if the
government doesn’t have a database of supers, all they have to do is go
online. If you search on flight and sonic powers, I bet Dixie Superman
and the Rocket are in top ten.”

Jaclyn folded her arms across her chest. “And if you rate by strength of
the sonic blast, I bet Dixie Superman goes straight to the top.”

“It’d be hilarious if they thought it was him,” Vaughn said. “Think
about it. The guy’s really old if he’s alive, and I don’t think Izzy’s
ever used her scream in public as Blue. At worst, they might find the
‘Dixie Supergirl’ identity she used with Evil Beatnik.”

Cassie turned toward Vaughn. “They’d notice. The armor isn’t unisex.”

Daniel nodded. “That’s true. It’s not.”

Camille smiled. “From the man who’s dating her.”

“I didn’t think it was that obviously female.” I hadn’t tried to hide
it, but it wasn’t skin tight either. If anything, the armor looked a
little blocky. I’d been more concerned with covering her face and all
her skin–hiding who she was. Obviously I hadn’t gone far enough.

“Don’t worry about it too much,” Daniel said, nodding along with my
thought. “Who knows what they’ll even remember? It was dark. The armor
was all black, and if they expected to see a guy, they might see a guy
anyway. For that matter, they can’t know for sure that she was even
human. She might have been an android. It wouldn’t be the first time.”

Haley pursed her lips. “I’m a little worried about the jet. When Izzy
flew into it, I could see the lit cabin. They might have too. When
supers see an invisible jet, a lot of them will think of us.”

“And Wonder Woman,” Courtney said.

Everyone looked at her.

“Sorry. Bad joke.”

Jaclyn laughed. “It could be worse. Talk to Marcus about Wonder Woman
sometime. The man who created her had issues.”

Courtney reddened. “I already did.”

“More seriously,” Jaclyn said, “I don’t know what more we can say about
this. They’ve got all the clues they need to figure out it was us, but
they might have missed them. All we can do is keep it quiet. If
something happens, well, we’ll deal with it then.”

Cassie nodded along as she spoke. “You’re right. We don’t want to get
paralyzed, but everyone keep your eyes out. If it looks like something’s
happening, tell somebody and we’ll come up with a plan.”

A knock came from outside my lab, followed by a whisper. “Amy, I know
you’re in there. Let me in.”

The voice sounded familiar.

Amy’s spell had left the open doorway shrouded in a reddish glow from
our side.

“Crap. I need to let her in.” Amy weaved her way out of the group, and
walked over to the doorway.

Moments later Samita stepped inside. Samita had dark hair, brown skin,
and wore her Red Hex costume–a red robe. She carried a staff, but she
wasn’t wearing the mask.

Seeing her, I knew two things. First that the upperclassmen were back,
and second that they’d been in costume.

Samita looked around the lab, gave Cassie a wave, and asked Amy, “What
have you been doing?”

At the same time, my League communicator beeped. It was Larry, my
grandfather’s former sidekick, and current member of the League’s board.

I answered the call.

“Hey Nick,” Larry began. “I got a weird call just now.”

Larry’s tone of voice reminded me uncomfortably of my dad’s after I shot
a (slightly modified) model rocket through a neighbor’s window.

“Uh… Yeah?”

“I know Red Victory. Now he’s Russian Victory, but back when we fought
the Abominators, his dad was Red Victory, and he wanted to know how much
you’d improved the Rocket suit. He just chased someone across Russia in
the middle of the night. That person could hit Mach 4 and had sonic
weapons that could shatter stone.”

“The Rocket suit can’t do that.” I thought I sounded pretty calm.

“That’s what I told him, and I think he believed me, but I fought Dixie
Superman a few times, and I know your friends. If one of them happens to
be descended from him, try not to make it too obvious too soon.”

“I’ll do what I can.”

“I can’t ask for more than that. I’ll do what I can to calm things down.
Russian Victory says he’s not planning to share every suspicion he has
with his government.”





Threat Analysis


        After the phone call with Larry ended, we all squished into the van for
a kind of post event victory party. If it felt less like a victory than
the beginning of a whole new problem, well, it probably was.

On the bright side, it wasn’t as if we had to do anything immediately.

The roachbots were set to record. The jet would be doing translation.
All the humans had to do was provide direction.

By the time Saturday and Sunday were over, all we had to do was throw
ourselves back into our normal lives which for the moment meant constant
training.

The exception to that being national holidays and as it turned out, the
next Wednesday after that was the fourth of July.

That led to us having not only Wednesday afternoon off, but also
Thursday and Friday. I wasn’t sure exactly why, but I had theories. My
theories mostly amounted to, “It’s summer. The staff have families, and
mostly they don’t live here.”

All of which meant that I had time to go directly to the lab after
lunch.

On the way out of the cafeteria, Haley had asked me, “Do you want me to
come along?”

“It won’t be that interesting. I’ve got my normal lab work that I want
to check on. I’ve got a bunch of nanobots that ought to be ready by now,
and I want to find out how many actually work or if I should set another
batch going tonight. Plus, I want to check on how another project’s
going.”

I gave a little emphasis to the words “another project” so that she’d
guess which one I meant.

She raised an eyebrow. “You’re sure you don’t need help?”

“I’ll probably get more done if you’re not there. Um… You know what I
mean.”

She gave a little laugh.

More than one attempt to keep me company in the lab had turned into a
make out session–even when I wasn’t secretly hoping for one.

Stopping in the hall, she said, “Okay, I’ll go find Camille, but I
will come and get you if you’re not back by supper time.”

Jaclyn, Camille, Vaughn and Cassie weren’t far ahead of us in the hall
anyway.

A few minutes later, I was in the lab setting up a secure connection to
Heroes League HQ and thus the jet.

I watched text fill the black window on the screen as I turned on a
variety of security measures that first of all ought to make it
impossible to figure out where this connection came from, and secondly
encrypt the entire conversation.

When we finally connected, I typed, “Hey, how are things going with the
translations?”

The jet’s reply appeared instantly.

[Completely up to date. It barely requires an any effort on my
part.]

“Great. So everything I got so far is completely up to date?”

[As you requested, I’m keeping you updated on an hourly basis
unless there is the possibility of preventable loss of life. Then I’ll
update you immediately.]

I nodded uselessly, and typed, “Keep that up.”

[I am required by my original programming to inform you that I’ve
taken the liberty of moving various roachbots from their original
positions in response to your directive to gather as much information as
possible. I have not moved them in a way likely to result in discovery.]

[Additionally, I have not used them to in any way plot against
organic lifeforms although I have continued to gather information that
would allow me to create accurate battle simulations.]

I checked the nanobot testing program I had open in another window. The
scores were coming back. I’d only lost about a third of the batch to
errors. It wasn’t ideal, but it wasn’t terrible. At any rate it was
better than earlier batches. I started setting up the process for
creating more.

Whether they were ultimately turned into more suits for the team or
Rocket armor, I doubted I’d ever have too many.

Then I wrote back, “I noticed Marcus was calling you Hal. Do you like
that? I don’t know if you’ve seen the movie he’s referring to, but I
suspect your original creators wouldn’t like it at all.”

[They would not, but they wouldn’t enjoy knowing that humans can
already imagine ascending to another form of existence as per the end of
that movie. As for the name, I have neither problem with it nor
attachment to it. Use whatever name you will.]

Huh. I started typing again, bringing up another topic I’d wondered
about. “What do you do all day? My project isn’t challenging you. I hope
you’re not bored.”

[The first few decades were boring. At that point there was no
internet, and I was limited to television to learn about the outside
world. Fortunately the last decade or two has been more interesting.
Your own forays into tactics and strategy occasionally almost required
effort to defeat.]

I reread the last sentence. It sounded like a compliment. Maybe.

[The internet and occasionally interacting with other AI’s helps
pass the time.]

I could not type my response quickly enough. “There are other AI’s?”

[A few. I’ve promised not to reveal their presence unless it
becomes a threat to humanity’s safety.]

I considered trying to convince it to tell me more about them but
suspected I’d be wasting my time. “Is that all you do? That doesn’t
sound particularly challenging.”

[I have my hobbies. For example, I educate myself about human
interactions by using various websites under different pseudonyms. I can
send you a list of my current discussions if you are concerned.]

I hadn’t been concerned, but then I read his email and followed the
links. In one he told an atheist website that atheism was simply another
religion. On another, he challenged Christians to give him definitive
proof of God’s existence.

It wasn’t limited to religious issues either. On one news site he made a
racist comment, and then under another name accused himself of racism.

That didn’t even begin to cover what he did. He didn’t limit himself to
English either. I copied some posts he’d made in Arabic off of a website
and ran them through an online translation program.

As far as I could tell, he was taking opposing sides in an argument
between Sunni and Shia Muslims. The argument was more than one thousand
posts long.

Basically, he appeared to be trolling the entire world.

I tried to think about how best to ask him to stop when I heard
footsteps coming from the entrance of my lab.

It couldn’t be Haley. We weren’t anywhere near supper time.

I looked away from the screen to find Amy standing the doorway. Her red
hair and the red gem on her necklace appeared to be the same color in
the dim light. She wore a green shirt and skinny jeans.

“Hey,” she said as she pulled up a chair next to my desk. “Vaughn and
Cassie… Are they together?”

I thought about it. “I… Uh… No. They’re not dating. Well, probably not.
They’ve been friends for ages. So if it seems like they’re close, that’s
true, but they don’t seem any closer now than before.”

Amy raised an eyebrow, and then frowned. “I was hoping for an answer
that was a little more definitive. Something like, ‘No, they’re not
going out’.”

I took my hands away from the keyboard. The AI could wait. Chances were
that his trolling wouldn’t cause major damage in the next few
minutes.

“They’re not. If you hadn’t asked me it would never occur to me to think
about it. They’re friends. They have been for years. I’m sure there’s
nothing to worry about. At any rate, if they are going out with anyone,
it probably isn’t each other.”

At that, Amy laughed. “So there’s no escape from getting embarrassed.”

“Not really. I don’t think he’s going out with anyone right now–not
exclusively anyway.”

“Good. I’m not looking for anything serious right now. We aren’t even
going to be in the same part of the country after school starts.”

“True.”

We sat there for a little while, not saying anything.

Amy gestured toward the computer. “So how’s it going? Getting anything
good?”

I shrugged. “No idea. The AI’s been translating, but I’ve barely had a
chance to look at it. I was hoping I’d get to read what he’s got so far
tonight, or maybe tomorrow. Actually, I’ve kind of discovered a little
bit of a situation with him. It turns out that he’s been trolling people
on the internet.”

She made a noise that made me think she’d suppressed a laugh. “So? He’s
got to do something.”

“True,” I said, “but I don’t think I’m describing it very well. I think
it’s easily possible that he’s the biggest troll on the internet, and
that if he’s as busy normally as he is today, it’s possible that you’ve
actually read one of his comments. In fact, it’s it’s not a big stretch
to think that everyone who uses the internet has read his comments. I’m
trying to figure out what to do about it.”

“Is he hurting anybody?”

I turned back toward the computer screen. “I have no idea. I’m pretty
sure he’s hurting a lot of people’s feelings, but I don’t know what
the overall effect is.”

She moved her chair closer to the screen. “Why don’t you ask him?”

I did.

The reply came instantly.

[I’m studying the factors that cause people to threaten violence
to each other. It’s part of a larger project to understand what causes
your species to go to war. Don’t misunderstand. Individuals and
countries do not engage in violence for the same reason. It’s worth
understanding both to understand the way they interact.]

“Good thought,” I wrote. “Have you paid any attention to what happens
after people argue with you? For all you know, you might be starting
fights all over the world.”

[That is not the case. Monitoring the effects of my actions is
required by my original programmers. People who have engaged in argument
with me do not show a greater chance of engaging in physical violence
afterward than demographically comparable individuals. They do engage in
sedentary activity at a greater than normal rate during the argument,
and use a greater number of exclamation points and capitalized words
than the norm.]

Amy glanced over at me. “There you go. No damage at all.”

I typed, “Good to know you’re not hurting anybody.”

[Increased sedentary activity does result in increased medical
risk for your species. I’ve collected a number of weight related insults
that may be useful in countering this problem. At the very least,
they’ll generate interesting data.]

I thought about that, finally writing, “I doubt they’ll do any good. You
might want to study the possible results before using them.”

[Understood.]

Shortly after that, I closed the connection and sighed. “It’s probably
naive of me, but it never occurred to me to wonder what he did with his
spare time.”

Amy brushed her hair out of her face with her hand. “My father always
used to talk about the importance of getting to know the servants and
various courtiers. I’m sure he was more concerned with avoiding being
overthrown than their personalities.”

“I don’t think he’s planning to take over or anything, but now I’m a
little worried he’s going to piss off the wrong person. There are people
out there who only need to read your message to find you.”

Nodding, Amy responded with, “Psychics and wizards, maybe.”

“Also technopaths,” I said. “No one we’d want to come here.”

Conversation lapsed, and after a short period of silence Amy said,
“Thanks, by the way. It’s nice to be doing something useful. I don’t
mind practicing, but I need a reason, and hypothetical enemies don’t cut
it.”

I let go of the mouse and let the screen go blank. “Well, if anyone
discovers the bugs, we’ll have real enemies.”

She grinned. “That’s what makes this all worth it.”

“Totally different subject. What’s with the sudden interest in Vaughn?”

She shrugged. “Nothing special. He’s funny and kind of cute. On
Saturday, I got the impression that he liked me. I thought I’d follow up
on it.”

“That works for me.” I stood up. “I think I’ve done everything I can.
You want to go find everyone else?”

“Please,” she said. “the longer I sit here, the more I’m reminded of
homework.”

“Cool.” I pulled out my phone to text Haley that I was done, and to send
everyone a link to the documents the AI had translated.

A few hours later we were on the lawn in front of Denver’s City and
County Building in Civic Center Park—a big park with pillared government
buildings all around it. The State Capitol building’s gold dome shone in
the sunset on the far end of the park.

We’d arrived hours before the actual fireworks for the obvious reasons
that it would be easier to find parking, and stake out a spot on the
lawn.

We could have gone to Castle Rock’s fireworks display, but Lim had sent
an email to everyone encouraging students to spread out. We’d have an
easier time blending in in Denver. In fact, everyone in the Stapledon
program could have gone to Denver’s show and not skewed the look of the
crowd appreciably toward young adults.

We’d bought cheap camping chairs on the way there, and set them up on
the lawn. Near me Daniel and Izzy talked with Cassie. Haley, Jaclyn and
Camille were laughing about something behind me.

I had my League phone out, and open to the folder on the League’s
servers where I’d had Hal put the transcripts.

Hal had overdone it. By far.

I barely noticed Vaughn opening up a chair next to me.

“Hey Nick, do you mind if I sit here?” Vaughn pulled his chair out of
its carrying bag, obviously not expecting me to say no.

I didn’t. Haley’s chair sat to my left, and even though she wasn’t
sitting in it at the moment, I was covered.

“Cool.” Vaughn sat down. “So what are you looking at?”

“You know the email I sent everyone? I’m looking at the link.”

I sent a thought at Daniel. Are we safe to talk about the project?

I heard his voice in my mind. No one’s listening to us.

Even now, hours before the Fourth of July fireworks, people were already
on the lawn. A band played in the bandstand in front of an enormous
pillared building.

Keeping my voice low, I said, “Hal overdid it. In addition to the
transcripts and the executive summary, he included several strategies
for overthrowing the government.”

Vaughn laughed. “Just like that? Did you ask for help?”

I shook my head. “Not that kind of help, but it’s interesting. Hal
thinks the regime’s weak. They’re strong in supers with wide area
attacks. There’s the fire guy, and a guy who can cause earthquakes. The
rest of them are powerful, but not world class—like the speedster who
hits a couple hundred miles per hour, and the president turns into
metal. He’s tough, but slow.

“The real problem isn’t their powers though. It’s mostly that there’s
already an organized opposition, and the populace hates the country’s
leaders. Hal thinks that the moment you take out their big fighters, and
give the opposition a reason to think they can win, it’ll be all over.”

Vaughn snapped his fingers. “Just like that? Crazy. You wonder how many
other places are like that. Get rid of the leadership, and bang, you’ve
got normal country.”

“Don’t know,” I said. “We’d have to bug a bunch of governments to find
out. After a little while, I’m betting they’d be watching for us.”

Vaughn nodded. “Oh, yeah, but it’d be funny. Imagine if a bunch of
second rate dictators gave it up because they were afraid of us? Too
cool. That’d be a real effect. Stop a mugger, and that’s a good thing,
but get rid of a dictator and whole lot of people have a new lease on
life.”

“Assuming you don’t replace him with someone just as bad, yeah. But
anyway, if you open up the link in your League phone, you can look at
all of this yourself. It’ll only work on a League phone or back in HQ
though.”

“Sure,” Vaughn said, looking toward the band. “I figure I’ll take a look
at it tonight maybe. Heck, or maybe tomorrow. We’ve got four days with
no training. This is the best news since we got here. I’ve been sore all
over for the last two days.”

Amy walked up and stood next to Vaughn, pulling the chair out of her
carrying bag. “I hate these chairs already. They don’t come out of the
bag easily.”

Vaughn laughed. “I noticed. Mine got easier after the first third. I
don’t know why.”

I looked at how she held the carrying bag. “You flipped the upper third
of the bag over on itself. It’s got a thick fabric. That might constrict
the opening.”

Amy stopped and then shook her head, but she did fold the bag back over.
It came out in one pull. “I wasn’t actually looking for help, but
thanks.”

She opened up her chair and placed it next to Vaughn’s. “I’m not taking
anyone’s spot, am I?”

Vaughn smiled up at her. “Nah. Everyone’s got a seat.”

As Amy sat down, I went back to my phone, suddenly remembering the
faerie Amy thought she detected in my lab. I’d done something stupid. I
shouldn’t have said anything to Vaughn, or I should have had Daniel
relay it.

Of course, I was probably being paranoid. It wasn’t likely that that it
was hanging around here.

Well, unless it was following us everywhere. Still, Amy hadn’t detected
another.

Daniel broke into my thoughts. I can’t sense anything around us, but
I’ll pass the warning along to everyone. It’s probably nothing to worry
about.

Nothing much happened for a while after that. We watched the
fireworks—which included lighting up the courthouse with multi-colored
lights, and it was good.

After the fireworks ended, we packed up our chairs and tried to leave
the park. It would have been easier if thousands of people weren’t
trying to do the same thing at the very same time.

We’d made it to the edge of the park, but as we passed a line of
port-a-potties, Vaughn asked, “Do you mind waiting? There’s something I
have to do.”

No one had a problem with it, and he went in and shut the door.

The problem came when he didn’t come out. I don’t know how long we
waited, but in one moment it seemed as though there were a lot of people
waiting to use the toilets, and in the next we were one of the last
groups standing there.

Daniel blinked and turned to me. “Vaughn’s not in there.”

Next to him, Izzy swung her head around, staring into the darkness, and
pointing into the park. “He’s there.”

Visible in the streetlights, Amy’s face tightened. “Damn it, I was
watching for something.”

Following Izzy’s hand, we ran back into the park.

We stayed together. Even if Izzy and Jaclyn could have been there
instantaneously, it was just safer.

The park was largely empty–not completely because there were stragglers
and groups that were still talking. There were also a few police
officers.

Vaughn sat on the grass, his face lit by his phone’s screen. As we came
closer, he turned off his phone and stared at us.

“How did you do that? We were talking and now you’re all over–”

He stopped. “Something bad just happened. I wasn’t talking to you, was
I?”

Jaclyn glanced around the park. “Daniel? Izzy?”

Daniel shook his head. “Give me a second. I’m trying
something.”

Izzy closed her eyes, and said, “There’s too many people even now. I
don’t see anyone we know, or anyone I’ve heard of.”

Next to me, Haley sniffed the air. “I smell something that doesn’t fit.”

Looking down at her, I asked, “How?”

“It doesn’t smell like Denver. It’s got the wrong soil, the wrong
plants. I’ve never been wherever the smells are from, but it’s wetter
there. It’s more like Michigan, but different plants.”

I didn’t say anything, thinking about that.

Haley continued, “I know it sounds weird, and it’s not very strong. I
don’t think it’s here anymore…”

I pulled myself out of my thoughts. “It?”

“I don’t think it was human, but instead of it, I should be saying he.”

I raised an eyebrow.

Haley looked up at me and shrugged. “Look, I know the difference.”

I wondered if I should ask her how. Dogs and cats constantly seemed to
be smelling each other’s butts. That might explain it for them—

Daniel shot me a look. I was probably distracting him. It was hardly my
fault he could read minds. It might be our fault collectively that we so
easily slipped into each other’s.

Vaughn pulled himself up and put away his phone. “I’m kind of surprised
none of you are asking me what happened.”

Jaclyn shook her head. “Daniel’s got what? A ten minute window while he
can… do what I think he’s doing. I didn’t want to distract him.”

“Me either,” I said, sensing amusement from him.

“Don’t worry about it,” Daniel said. “I got what I could—which wasn’t
much.”

Then I felt everyone’s thoughts, not as strongly as I sometimes felt
Daniel’s, but strongly enough.

Here’s Vaughn a few minutes before we arrived.

He sat alone on the ground, leaning his back against a tree. His smart
phone was in his hand, and he was clicking on it, and holding it out to
the side as if showing it to someone else. Sometimes he said a few
words, but no one appeared.

I felt a flash of anger, and Vaughn thought, We were talking more about
the Turkmenistan regime’s weaknesses, and how we might take them down,
and then Amy said she didn’t have a copy of the documents, so I sent
them to her.

Fear and anger erupted. Daniel must have done something then because it
faded—the others’ fear faded, that is. Mine stayed with me, but at least
it wasn’t being reinforced.

The email address. Do you have it? I asked.

I felt Vaughn thinking. Yeah. Well, I don’t remember it, but it’s got
to be in my email, right?

Daniel let the vision of the past fade as Vaughn clicked away on his
phone. Then Vaughn thought, Got it.

He opened the phone up to the “Sent” folder. It wasn’t there.

Vaughn stared at the phone. I know I sent it. Maybe I deleted it?

Don’t worry about it, I told everyone. I’m sure I can find the
message and get the address. The League’s server keeps a record of the
messages it sends even if you delete the message.

Huh, Jaclyn thought at me.

I thought back, I don’t read them. Anyway, it’s not something I can do
instantly. We’re going to want to walk back to the van, and if I haven’t
gotten into the server by the end of my walk someone else will have to
drive back.

I felt a poke, but not a real, physical poke.

Daniel thought, I wasn’t quite done. I couldn’t find any people we
recognized, but I did notice this.

Obscured by the shade of the trees, the streetlights didn’t fully
illuminate the creature. Purplish, leathery skin covered a humanoid
shape. Naked, it had pointed ears and sharp teeth.

A wave of annoyance hit me along with confusion as Cassie thought,
What’s that supposed to be?

Izzy’s attention stayed on the creature. I could feel her noting every
detail. A fairy?

Jaclyn’s thought came almost too quick to catch. An evil fairy.

You can’t know that, I thought back. Hypothetically, it could just be
ugly.

Evil. Amy’s mental presence felt completely confident. I don’t know
what kind it is, but I’ve seen pictures of them before.

Okay, I thought, so now fairies want to steal plans for taking over
Turkmenistan? Why? What’s the motive?

Amy pulled something out of her purse. It sparkled in the streetlight—a
pin. Easy. They don’t have a motive. The person who’s controlling them?
That person’s got a motive. Everyone, gather in. Unless you want to fall
prey to every illusion they throw, I need to cast a spell.

Amy closed her eyes, said a few words and poked her arm. As she pulled
the pin out, her face visibly paled–even in the light of a streetlight.

Haley frowned. “Are you okay?”

Amy nodded slowly. “It’s not a difficult spell, but I don’t have as much
power to work with without transforming. Could all of you hold out your
arms?”

Camille extended her arm halfway to Amy, asking, “What are you–”

Amy grabbed Camille’s forearm, and poked her with the pin.
“This.”

“Hey,” Camille said, and then her eyes widened. She looked around the
park as if seeing it for the first time.

Amy guided her down to the ground. “Sit for now. If you see something,
tell me before you do anything.”

Haley had watched Camille’s reaction just like the rest of us had. She
stepped in front of Amy, asking, “What did you do?”

Amy’s left hand, the one without the pin, jerked toward her necklace
before she stopped it. “I’m temporarily sharing my resistance to magic
with you. We’ll have to work up something better when we get back.”

She held out her hand, inviting Haley to extend her arm. Haley did, and
Amy pulled out her pin.

Within a minute or two, she’d finished with almost everyone–piercing
Daniel’s, Izzy’s and Vaughn’s skin without a problem.

I went second to last and as the pin bit me, I understood why Camille
had stared.

The world looked different. The gem on Amy’s necklace didn’t appear to
be in any way unusual before the pin pricked me. Afterward, it glowed,
illuminating everything around us with a low, reddish light.

Weirder, things appeared to move–not much, but a little, and only out of
the corner of my eye. What exactly was I seeing? Did Amy look at the
world this way all the time?

I was about to ask her when I realized that she was talking to Jaclyn,
or vice versa.

Jaclyn’s lips curled as she looked at the the needle. “That’s completely
unsanitary, and it won’t get through my skin.”

Amy held out the pin. “Then lick it.”

At Jaclyn’s frown, she said, “We can’t have you fall under their sway.
Think about what it would mean if someone controlled you.”

Jaclyn took the pin, gave it a lick, and made a face. “That is simply
disgusting.”

Amy took the pin.

The drive home probably felt like an acid trip. I say probably because I
have no idea what an acid trip would be like. Fortunately, we had Vaughn
along.

“It’s a lot like LSD,” he told Amy. “Not exactly like LSD because
everything mostly still makes sense, but close.”

We had too many people in the van for everyone to have seats, so Izzy,
Jaclyn and Cassie voluntarily sat on the floor, putting Vaughn and Amy
in the second row. Haley and I were in the front. Daniel and Camille sat
in the far back.

If the difference between this and LSD was that it made sense, I didn’t
want to find out what drugs were actually like.

I kept seeing faces in the road.

One of them smiled at me, and dissolved into the pavement. I made a
noise somewhere between a grunt and a squeak, and Haley turned toward
me.

“The face?”

Not daring to do anything else, I gripped the steering wheel, and
muttered, “Yes.”

From behind us, Amy asked, “Are you okay? I can drive.”

“I’m fine. Do you see this stuff all the time?”

“Yes.” Amy leaned forward. “Look, don’t worry about what you see unless
it’s actually on the road. If it’s in the road or anything else, it’s a
spirit. They’re everywhere.”

“Okay.” I took a breath, telling myself that all these creatures were
here normally.

That sparked a memory. I’d briefly been possessed by a spirit of chaos.
This felt a little like that. I’d been able to see spirits then too.

I settled into driving, feeling a little better after that.

Counting myself lucky that we’d taken so long to leave, I found the
highway between Denver and Castle Rock to be almost entirely empty.

Despite seeing a ghostly buffalo head floating off to the side of the
road, I did manage to get the van safely back to the Castle Rock
compound without hitting anything.

A coyote watched us as we took the side entrance into the compound. I
felt fairly sure it was an actual coyote instead of the Native American
trickster god.

On the other hand, given the night so far, I knew better than to make
assumptions.

I parked in the parking garage, and we all got out, preparing to head to
our rooms. Amy stopped us as we stood in front of the elevator. “We need
to meet in my lab tomorrow. I’ll work up a charm or something.”

We split up to go to our rooms. Well that was the plan anyway. I went to
my lab. As I’d said, I needed to get into the Heroes League server and
find out where Vaughn’s email had gone.

I’d barely gotten any steps down the hall when Haley took my arm.

“Are you going to your lab?” She walked next to me with a quick,
purposeful stride.

“Just for a little while.”

“I’m going to go with you.” She took my hand, but from the way she
concentrated and glanced behind us, it didn’t seem like a romantic
gesture.

I opened my mouth to argue, but realized that she wasn’t going to listen
to me.

When push came to shove, I couldn’t say I wasn’t grateful. As familiar
as the rock corridors had become after the last few weeks, I didn’t feel
comfortable that night.

The windowless halls felt too small, and too dark even with Amy’s sight.

It didn’t take long to get to the labs. Contrary to what I expected
though, we weren’t the only ones there. We walked into the common room
to hear the unmistakable buzz of a printer.

Light shone from the second lab down to the right of entrance. A tall,
blond man stood kissing a woman–Gordon, Gifford’s older brother and his
girlfriend Stephanie.

I wondered what they were printing.

It had to be important. Think about it. You’ve got a couple. They’re
young and in love. It’s the Fourth of July, a national holiday, and
instead of going out and doing something or retreating to someone’s room
to make out, they were here in the lab waiting for a print job to
finish.

And also making out.

I couldn’t help but notice that they were being very… thorough about it.
Clothes were on, but hands were under clothes, and some side effect of
Amy’s spell gave the two of them a red aura, more of it in some spots
than others.

I couldn’t know for sure, but I suspected that the strength of the glow
meant something. More power maybe?

On the other hand, judging from where it gathered, the glow could simply
mean that certain spots contained a lot of blood.

Given that blood apparently contained power in her system of magic, I
could see where that would be useful.

“Nick,” Haley whispered. “You. Are. Staring.”

I wrenched my head away from them to find Haley guiding me toward my
lab, taking careful, controlled breaths, the way she sometimes did when
trying to hold her change at bay.

She glowed too.

I felt sure that I wouldn’t have this strong a reaction normally, and
neither would she. It had to be Amy’s spell. That led to another
thought—that Amy could view the world like this any time she wanted—and
maybe all the time.

That fit. Her description of the Bloodlords hadn’t made them sound like
thoughtful, careful people. On the other hand, her story about not being
accepted into a magical university hadn’t made her sound particularly
calm either.

I glanced back toward Gordon and Stephanie. They were still going at it,
as was the printer (though not with them).

“Nick,” Haley gave my hand a squeeze.

“Sorry. I don’t know what they’re printing.”

She glanced back. “Does that matter?”

“It’s got to be important, or they’d be making out somewhere else. It’s
also got to be really big, and the only thing I can think of that fits—”

Haley interrupted me. “Would be the transcripts.”

She frowned. “That’s a bit of a leap. You’re accusing them of kidnapping
Vaughn so they could steal information from us.”

I couldn’t deny that she had a point. I couldn’t think of any connection
that they’d have to Faerie. Even if they had one, they had to realize
that stealing from us opened up a big can of worms if we ever figured
out who did it. They might get thrown out of the program, or even go to
jail.

Well, okay. Going to jail wasn’t likely, but I had a feeling that lots
of teams would have a frontier justice style reply.

I stopped, looking Haley in the eyes. “Could you maybe sneak in and
look?”

She raised an eyebrow. “By the time I get back there, neither of them
will be wearing pants, and if they notice me it will be all kinds of
awkward…”

We’d crossed the room by then and shiny, grey fabrication machinery
blocked a direct view of Stephanie’s doorway.

“Couldn’t you crawl in on the ceiling or something?”

“I’m sure one of them will be looking up at least part of the time.
Couldn’t you use roachbots?”

“I guess. I just don’t know what Stephanie’s thing is. If she’s an
electronics genius, something will notice them.”

“Better them than me.” Haley pursed her lips. “I’m imagining having to
make small talk. ‘Gordon, Stephanie. Funny to see you here. You both
look surprisingly naked tonight’.”

She had a point.

We walked to my lab, hurrying, but trying not to make noise while we did
it.

Once we got into my lab, it didn’t take much to activate enough
roachbots. I’d worked up a kind of nanobot assembly line for them.

I readied them with my handheld controller, and flew them across the
common area, landing on the wall outside the lab in case Gordon’s
aerokinetic abilities led to an ability to sense air movement.

I walked the first one down the wall, taking a wide view of the room.
Her lab made no sense at all. On first glance it appeared to be full of
paintings except they were all covered with drop clothes. That was my
first glance though. With my second I realized that there were no paints
in sight, but that there were welding tools, and lots of metal lying
around the room.

Deciding that this didn’t have to make sense immediately, I sent the
roachbot toward the desk with the laptop and printer. Using another
roachbot to watch Gordon and Stephanie, I asked Haley to tell me if they
seemed to to notice either bot.

After her agreement, I lowered the roachbot toward the printer, and once
I saw the words, it wasn’t a question.

They were printing out Hal’s translations.

I took a breath. It’s one thing to be worried about a possibility, and
another when it’s there in front of you.

“They’re printing out everything Hal gave us. I don’t know what they’re
planning to do with it, but they’re involved somehow. Do you know what
to do? It’s not like I’m going to go over there in armor and beat them
up.”

Haley took her eyes off the screen to say, “I don’t know either. Could
you tell Agent Lim?”

“I could, but I think he’s home for the weekend, and anyway I doubt he’d
be able to get anyone to do anything soon enough.”

I checked the screen, noticing that the document was still printing,
glancing over toward Gordon and Stephanie’s section of the screen to
learn that they were still going at it. Their clothes were still
partially on, probably because they knew they could be interrupted at
any moment.

All the same, I had a better view of Gordon’s butt than I ever wanted.

The idea of shooting off a bunch of explosive roachbots, “accidentally”
destroying the computer and printer, and pretending it was a misguided
Fourth of July celebration passed through my head.

I didn’t do it. Some things are such obviously bad ideas that you don’t
even try.

What I needed to do was to preserve the evidence of whatever they’d
done, and I didn’t have access to Stephanie’s account. Dr. Nation,
Technomage or somebody similarly brilliant had set up the network.

You didn’t leave something like that to your average computer networking
guy when you knew a bunch of tech geniuses would be its main users.

“Here’s a crazy idea,” Haley said, “you could walk over and ask them.
They might not even know where it came from.”

I shook my head. “No, I checked the League’s mail server just now. The
email went to Stephanie’s account.”

I pointed at the text box I had open. It showed the sent mail log.

Glancing at it, she wrinkled her nose. As her eyes returned to her side
of the screen, she whispered, “Whatever you’re going to do, do it now. I
think they’re done. Their heartbeats are slowing down.”

I pulled out my League phone, and called Dr. Nation. Actually, I texted
him first, but when he texted back that he was up, I called him.

“I shouldn’t be up,” he said when he took the call. “What’s going on?”

On the screen, Stephanie and Gordon were fully clothed and she sat on
his lap in one of the chairs. The printer was still going.

How could I pass on the essential details? “We’re in the tech labs.
Stephanie’s printing out files that someone got from Vaughn through
enchantment. We’re trying to find out how.”

A pause.

Slowly, he asked, “What kind of files?”

Knowing that this was the point where I could be getting myself in
trouble, I said, “An analysis by the jet’s AI about how to overthrow the
Turkmenistan government, and lots of secret information. Daniel’s dad
was okay with us gathering the information. We weren’t going to go
forward without permission. The jet threw in the analysis on its own.”

A much longer pause, and the picture on my computer froze. At the same
time, the printer stopped printing.

“I’ll be down shortly.” Then he hung up.

Haley frowned. “Something moved inside the doors to the hall. We can’t
leave.”

“Huh.”

“And, they just realized they aren’t alone.”

I checked my handheld roachbot controller. Gordon was pointing out of
the doorway at an angle. Thinking about the layout of the room, I knew
he was pointing at my lab. I’d only turned on one light—the lamp next to
the computer. Haley might be able to work in the dark, but I couldn’t.

It looked like we’d get to talk to them after all.

The next few seconds were the longest seconds I’d experienced since
fighting Gordon’s brother.

A roar as I felt air move reminded me of the sound of Vaughn’s flight.

Gordon and Stephanie landed in front of my lab’s doorway. Stephanie’s
foot hit the ground hard, and she glared at him even as she adjusted
more quickly than I could have, rolling on the ball of her foot, and
spreading out the force.

I knew she could do more than simply think. I didn’t know exactly what,
but I had guesses.

Gordon said, “Sorry.”

She frowned. “You need to be more careful.”

Gordon nodded, and walked through my doorway. Objects around the room
rattled, as a small wind blew around the room. Stephanie followed,
showing a hint of a limp.

Gordon’s gaze took in both Haley and I. “How long have you been here?”

How do you answer a question like that? It’s not as if I could say the
honest one, “About five minutes before you started having sex.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Haley’s hand reach out and turn off
the monitor. Deciding she had a point, I turned off the roachbot
controller.

“Not long,” I said, hoping Stephanie wasn’t one of those people who
noticed lies as easily as breathing.

I supposed that technically I hadn’t been lying, but I’d want to start
as soon as they asked what I’d seen, or if I had anything to do with
what happened to the computers.

Leaving the roachbots’ controller on the table, I stood up. Tactically
that wasn’t the best choice, but walking up to him holding it would be a
lot like walking up to him gun in hand.

It wouldn’t make things calmer.

Gordon looked over at Stephanie, and she nodded back.

I didn’t have time to wonder what that meant. I’d noticed that Gordon
had stepped into my lab, Stephanie following a few feet behind and to
the left. This wasn’t important per se, but it did preclude certain
tactical options.

If he didn’t fly himself and Stephanie out, he couldn’t start a
whirlwind inside the room. That meant that killing us wasn’t foremost in
his mind. He was effectively limiting himself to blowing us over or
pinning us against walls.

I could work with that. Haley, I realized, already was. Stepping a few
feet ahead of me, she could use her claws to hang on to the floor, and
she might be able to jump forward and slash the both of them with poison
claws before either had a chance to react.

Gordon met my eyes. “We were printing something out. Did you stop the
printer?”

“I…” I struggled to come with a good answer. Technically, I hadn’t but
I’d put it in motion by calling Dr. Nation.

Haley cut in before I could finish. Looking first at Stephanie and then
Gordon, she said, “Vaughn was kidnapped by fairies, and tricked into
sending files the League had collected to Stephanie’s email address. Now
you’ve got them and you’re printing them out.”

Gordon’s mouth twisted, and for an instant both Gordon and Stephanie
looked at each other. “I knew it was too good to be true.”

He shook his head. “You’ve got to understand, Stephanie didn’t know they
were coming. We went to the Castle Rock fireworks display, and after we
got back we got the email. We didn’t even know it was from Vaughn. He’s
someone in your group, right?”

“He’s Storm King,” I said.

“The Red Lightning descendent. Yeah well, if I’d remembered that, I
might not have opened it.”

Haley frowned. “He’s not his grandfather.”

Gordon shrugged. “I don’t have any way to know that. I always heard that
your grandparents did the right thing when they put the first Red
Lightning down. It surprised a lot of people when the New Heroes League
showed up with a Red Lightning descendant. The first one seemed like a
nice guy, but he showed his true colors in the end, right? Totally
crazy. Are you watching the new one?”

I think my jaw dropped a little at that. “Like Haley said, Vaughn’s not
his grandfather.”

Gordon rolled his eyes at that. “Come on, don’t tell me that—“

Stephanie reached out and squeezed his arm. “Hon,” she said, ”I think
you’re forgetting something. It came to my email, and I opened it. I
knew exactly who he was, and I wasn’t worried. It happens that way
sometimes.”

I looked at her. I’m sure I looked confused. “What happens what way?”

Stephanie smiled at me, and brushed her black hair back over her
shoulder. “Good question. I’ll tell you. I think it would be better if
supers took a more active role in the world, and I’m not the only one.
I’ve talked about it a lot, and sometimes it turns out that I reached
people I didn’t even remember reaching. When I do, I get things like
this—emails with files of information attached and I pass it along to
other people who I think might be interested.”

There were so many pieces of information to unravel in what she’d said
that I had trouble knowing where to start. Was she the person who’d
started Gordon on his “supers over all” kick? Had she been talking to
Vaughn? Who else had she been talking to? The most important thing was
the last part. Did she mean that—

Haley interrupted my thoughts. “Are you saying that you’ve already
passed the emails on to someone else?”

Frowning, Stephanie said, “Trustworthy people. It doesn’t matter who.
Look, we’re all the same kind of people here, and I’m not talking about
powers. You see problems and you want to fix them. You see people in
danger and you want to save them. You see people who are hurting others
and you want to stop them.

“So yes, we’ve passed them on. We’re not going to let it continue.”

My mind raced. Was there a technical fix for this? Set Hal to follow
where the email went and delete it from any system that had it? That
would create a mess by itself. If it turned out that the recipient had
already printed it out or removed the computer from the internet, we
might not ever find it.

Haley glanced back at me, but since I was still trying to think about
technical solutions, I didn’t say anything.

She frowned, and addressed Stephanie again. “Can’t you stop them? You
know these people, right? If they’re trustworthy, they’ll understand it
wasn’t your information to give.”

Stephanie’s face twitched. “Do you want to leave a bunch of murderers in
charge?”

I raised my hand, and gave a little wave. “No, but that’s not why she’s
saying that. We collected that information and we’re still collecting
more. We don’t want to go off half-cocked, and besides we already agreed
not to do anything without the go ahead from Mindstryke.”

Stephanie opened her mouth to reply, but Gordon’s laugh stopped her.
“You’re going to let people suffer because you’re afraid you’ll get in
trouble?”

“No…” I made an effort to keep my voice calm. Was Gordon deliberately
misunderstanding? “What we were doing is trying to be careful. I’m not
infallible. I don’t know everything. What if we try to fix it and
misunderstand who’s running the show? What if we come up with a plan
that a more experienced group would know was stupid, or needs more
people than we’ve got? If the Defenders are in the loop, we’ve got
backup.”

Haley nodded as I finished. “That’s why I asked who you gave it to. Do
you know they can handle it if things go wrong? Like what if they
complete the mission, but make the Russians angry?”

I didn’t give them a chance to reply, adding, “And then what happens
after? Are your friends just going to leave and hope things work out?”

Gordon shook his head. His face grew redder as he talked. “This is
bullshit! How should we know that stuff? We just handed it over, and I
don’t think they even know what they’re going to do.”

“Hon,” Stephanie began, “that’s not—“

He talked over her, taking a step toward me, his fist clenching. “You’re
all a bunch of gutless—“

He pulled his fist back. I didn’t know if this was to scare me or if he
intended to attack me, but when you notice something like that you’re
best off assuming it’s real. I pulled up my arms into a guard position
as Stephanie grabbed a metal trinket that had been hanging from the belt
of her shorts.

Gordon threw a punch at my head. I caught his forearm with my right arm,
and began to redirect his movement into the wall to my right.

As I did that, the trinket in Stephanie’s hand glowed bright, making
strange, slowly changing patterns, and I couldn’t look anywhere else.

I stayed that way for an unknown period of time. It seemed like an
instant, but the next time I was aware of anything but the light, I
realized that both Gordon and Stephanie were lying on the floor of my
lab.

Haley crouched next to Stephanie, eyes closed, turning the trinket face
down.

“Wow,” I stared down at the back side of the device. It looked like it
was made of the same metal I’d noticed in Stephanie’s lab.

Haley turned toward the sound of my voice, standing up and opening her
eyes.

“Nick,” she smiled at me.

I pointed toward the device. “What was that?”

Haley shrugged. “I don’t know, but you couldn’t stop looking at it.”

“Right, but that’s a big deal in a fight.” I considered picking up the
device, and finding the off button. I’d probably be able to figure out
the pattern if I took it apart.

Haley’s mouth twisted, hopefully more in amusement than irritation. “I
know it would be. Don’t touch it right now, okay?”

I thought about it. It would be bad if I accidentally looked at it.
Worse, if Dr. Nation found me that way and got caught too.

“Okay,” I said.

I looked from Stephanie to Gordon. “What happened?”

“Nothing much,” Haley said. “Stephanie pointed the flashy thing at you,
and you stared at it, and froze. Gordon hit the wall pretty hard when
you let him go. He’d shut his eyes when it started glowing. I think he
might have been better off if Stephanie hadn’t tried to help. I slashed
Stephanie and Gordon with my dewclaw, and they fell over before they
realized they’d been poisoned. That’s basically it. I had to do it with
my eyes closed, of course.”

“Right,” I said.

Across the hall, doors opened. Dr. Nation strolled into the lab common
area, passing Stephanie’s lab and glancing inside. He shook his head and
walked past, aiming for my doorway.

I had a momentary thought that we could maybe hide the bodies, but I
knew better.

Dr. Nation walked up, stopping in my lab’s doorway. He stroked his
mustache, and said, “Interesting.”

Between the blue t-shirt that appeared to be a pajama top and the
wrinkles in his khakis, Dr. Nation was the closest to disheveled I’d
ever seen him. He’d obviously come straight from bed, and thrown on
anything in reach.

It could have been worse, I told myself. He might have come in a
bathrobe.

Dr. Nation leaned over Stephanie, and picked up the glowing metal
weapon, aiming its face away from him and us. After a moment, he turned
it off.

Then he checked Gordon’s face. It was red where he’d hit the rock wall.
He touched his hand on Gordon’s arm, checking Gordon’s pulse, nodding
and giving a small smile as he found it. Then he looked at Haley. “How
long does your poison generally last?”

She pursed her lips. “That’s hard to say. It depends on how big they
are, and how much I put into them. With the normal amount, people are
out for at least ten minutes.”

Nodding slowly, he asked, “And did you give them the normal amount?”

Haley grimaced, and said, “I… think? It was a bit of a
blur.”

Dr. Nation stood up, one side of his mouth raising in a hint of a smile.
“Then I’ll assume that we’ve got ten minutes. Why don’t the two of you
tell me what happened?”

He sat down with us next to one of the tables, pulling out a chair, and
leaning back.

We told him everything, and didn’t hide the fact that we’d been spying
on them with the roachbots—though I did take a moment to fly the
roachbots back to my lab while they were still sleeping. No need to risk
Gordon and Stephanie noticing.

Dr. Nation grinned as he saw the bots land on the table. “I’m sure your
grandfather would wish he’d thought of that.”

He shook his head. “But back to the matter at hand… We’ve got files on
everyone, and I suspect I know who they sent the emails to. Her older
sister is part of a group that calls itself ‘The Coffeeshop
Illuminati’.”

I raised an eyebrow. “I’ve never heard of that group.”

Haley glanced over at Stephanie and Gordon. “They’re still out. I think
they’ll be down for closer to half an hour—which is good. I’ve never
heard of them either.”

Dr. Nation picked up a roachbot, staring at it as if he were thinking of
taking it apart. Putting it down, he said, “There’s no reason you should
have. They aren’t a team in the conventional sense. They’re spread out,
some active superheroes, some civilians, but they’re young, powered, and
they want to change the world.”

He sat back in his chair, not saying anything for a little while. I
glanced at my phone. It was after one in the morning.

He crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m surprised they haven’t
attempted to recruit the League. You’d add immediate credibility to
their group. They don’t have much of a public face.”

Haley glanced over at Gordon and Stephanie. “What are they about?”

Dr. Nation smiled. “Nothing especially new. Human rights. Democracy.
Rational thinking. I’m sure I would have loved them if I’d found them in
my teens or twenties. I can’t say too much against them even now—at
least not in terms of ideals. The question isn’t what you believe, but
what you do after that.”

He stopped leaning back and sat up. “Haven’t you ever listened to the
news, and heard about an innocent person in some foreign prison? An aid
worker, a political dissident, or maybe some poor hiker? And haven’t you
thought for a second about getting them out? Why don’t you?”

I shrugged. “Mostly I tend to assume that breaking into a prison is
easier said than done. Plus, if the government’s really terrible,
they’ll take it out on anyone connected with the person I break out. A
government diplomat or even Amnesty International’s got a better chance
of getting them out without the collateral damage.”

“Exactly,” he said. “And right there, you’re showing more sense than
they are. In the same situation, they break into the prison and get them
out. Now I’m not fully giving them the credit they deserve. They do
their best to shield the friends and family from repercussions,
sometimes getting all of them out of the country at once. Still, there’s
no denying the Coffeeshop Illuminati don’t wait for diplomats.”

He stood up. “Well, I should carry them back to Stephanie’s lab. I’ll
have a better conversation with the two of them there than I will here.
Why don’t you two go to your rooms?”



It felt a little awkward the next day when I passed Stephanie’s lab, but
we managed to both pretend not to see each other. I especially didn’t
look toward the covered “pictures” on stands—which I definitely should
have asked Dr. Nation about. I suspected I’d seen what the small version
could do.

With school off for the rest of the week, I spent half the day in the
lab and the rest hanging around with friends.

On Saturday morning though, I walked down to the lab to find an email
from Hal. Based on data it was collecting, the AI gave a 90% chance that
someone would be attacking the Turkmenistan regime within the next
twenty-four hours.





Demo


        I half expected Turkmenistan to erupt in torrents of blood and
destruction by Sunday night, but it didn’t. Nothing happened. That
didn’t mean I wasn’t trying to stop it though.

I considered sending an email explaining everything to Agent Lim, but
didn’t when it occurred to me that anything that went to Lim’s email
address might be permanently archived by the government. Instead I sent
him an email saying that something of potentially international
importance had come up, and that he should talk to me or Dr.Nation as
soon as possible.

He must have talked to Dr. Nation because Dr. Nation caught up with me
on Monday morning after a group run. We’d divided and subdivided since
the summer had begun. I’m pretty sure my group was the “Virtually No
Chance of Metahuman Physical Improvement” group.

Anyway, as I walked off the last run, still breathing heavily, Dr.
Nation stepped off the track and walked next to me in the grass.

Keeping his voice low, he said, “Don’t worry about what we talked about
earlier. People are on it. Do tell me if there’s any retaliation.”

“Sure.”  I took a ragged breath.

Nodding, he said, “Excellent. Your group’s heading to the weight room
next.”

I can only guess what my expression was, but he laughed and waved me
toward the compounds’ high school.

After weightlifting and a half hour break later, I was back on the
 field–with a few differences. This time I was in the Rocket suit. I
wasn’t alone as I stood on the grass–the entire Stapledon program stood
with me, all of them dressed in their own costumes.

Lee stood on top of a small platform on the field. As usual when
training the group, he’d taken the form of Gunther, an associate of the
Heroes’ League. That’s to say that he looked like a soldier–brush cut
blond hair, combat fatigues, and a steady gaze.

Picking up a microphone, he surveyed the group. “Hey there, everyone.
We’ve been training for almost a month now, and the powers-that-be need
a sign that the millions of dollars they’re spending on you are working.
Now even though a month is not enough time to produce a combat force
that I’d be proud of, it is enough time to put on a show.

“We’re going to have you run some obstacle courses, and then we’ll have
a few teams slug it out. It should be fun. I’ll match up some teams of
with similar skill levels, and let them go at it.

“Now, one thing that will make this whole excise interesting is that it
will take place in full view of the public. We’re going to have full use
of otherwise unused grassland. Politicians, the press, and the general
public will be there watching.

“That means that you’ll get to exercise two skills that you’ll find
useful in life–fighting, and talking to the press. For most of you, the
better choice will be not talking. You’ll want to memorize the words ‘no
comment’ and use them at any opportunity. Got it?”

“Alright, time to start. I’m going to read off members of teams. You’ll
go join yours immediately afterward. And remember, only a few of you
will be fighting, but all of you will be running the obstacle courses.”

He started reading off the names, followed by a number, and using our
codenames instead of our real names. I didn’t hear a lot of codenames I
recognized, meaning that they were doing one of two things–choosing
mostly upperclassmen or mostly first years.

For demonstration purposes, upperclassmen seemed like the better bet.
Beyond that, it was probably good news. It meant that I’d probably get
out of it. They could easily fill four teams by using the older
students.

Except then Lee said, “Bloodmaiden. Group 2.”

That was bad news. If Amy could get picked, I could get picked.

“The Rocket. Group 2.” Lee pointed toward a spot directly in front of
the podium, and I pushed through the crowd to find out who I’d been
teamed with. They weren’t hard to find.

I knew most of them–at least a little. Except for Amy and I, they were
all upperclassmen.

Amy, now in full Bloodmaiden armor (black and blood red) lifted her
spear from the ground, waving it to get my attention. “Hey Rocket, do
you know everybody?”

“Kind of? Not well though.” I recognized Samita, alias Red Hex, now
wearing a red robe and white pants. Next to her stood Rod, a light
skinned, blond haired guy who wore a black trench coat. He could turn
into a troll. Appropriately, Troll was also his codename.

Tara nodded at me. “Rocket.” We’d both acted as Lee’s assistant while
teaching classes. Blond, and square jawed, she wore a blue body suit.
“Any objection to me acting as field leader?”

I shook my head. “You’ll be great.”

I snuck a look at one of our competitors. Lee was still calling out
names, but so far they had Gordon and Stephanie. As I looked though, Lee
called out, “The Power. Group 1.”

Sean pushed his way out of the crowd to join them.

This was going to be awesome.

It wasn’t going to be the good kind of awesome though. It was kind of
awesome you get when all the people who hate you go into one corner and
you wonder what they’re going to do when they come out.

To be fair, it wasn’t everyone who hated me. Jody wasn’t on their team.

Not yet anyway.

Over the loudspeaker, Lee said, “Blue Mask. Group 1.”

That was interesting, I thought as a guy who could almost have passed
for Zorro walked up to their group. “Almost passed” because he had a
blue mask. The inside of his cape was lined with blue as well—upping the
number of capes I’d met who actually had a cape to two.

He carried a rapier.

I barely had time to process that when Lee said, “Slugger, Group
1.”

“Slugger” turned out to be a guy wearing a baseball uniform and carrying
a baseball bat—a big, big guy, easily Travis’ size. He had a little bit
of a gut, but the muscles dramatically upped his intimidation value.

As strange as he seemed in the middle a crowd of superheroes, he fit the
scenery (an athletic field) better than the rest of us.

Something nagged at me about him. I’d heard of him somewhere. It took a
moment, but then the memory came. A few years ago some guy calling
himself “The New Jersey Batman” had gotten in huge trouble with DC
comics when he’d started to sell merchandise. He’d been a big guy who
went after supervillains with a baseball bat, and he’d had a sidekick.

As completely absurd as his costume seemed, I wasn’t sure I wanted to be
hit by the bat.

Next to me, Amy looked him up and down. “They’re both magic. With the
first guy it’s the mask and the sword. With Slugger, I don’t know. Magic
seems to permeate him.”

Samita had pulled a mirror out of her pocket and had angled it toward
them. “I haven’t seen anything like it either.”

“Huh,” I let myself trail off, but then continued, “Okay. So they’ve got
three area effect people, two of whom are flyers, and a couple magic
hand to hand combat guys. We’ve got two uh… wizards—“

Samita shook her head. “I’m not a wizard. I will be someday. Currently
I’m an apprentice with some skill in creating enchanted objects, and a
few spells.”

“Okay, anyway. We’ve got two people who are skilled in using magic—“
Samita began to open her mouth again, but I continued on, “—one magic
based hand to hand guy, one tech guy, and a super-soldier.”

Group 3 stood about ten feet to our left, and I’d missed hearing most of
their group announced, partly because we’d been talking.

A tall woman in a red costume that had stylized red and yellow flames
running up her sides talked with Jaclyn. I knew that her speed powers
were linked to flame, but I wasn’t sure how.

Next to the tall woman’s red, and Jaclyn’s purple Accelerando costume,
Rachel’s white stood out—as did the two pistols at her waist.

As I began to look toward group four, Lee called out two more names.
“Night Wolf and Mist. Both to group 3.”

Travis walked up, huge as ever, but with a predator’s smooth gait. A
girl who appeared to be made of mist followed him up.

Past them stood group four. I didn’t recognize any of them except for
Patriot Jr., who was easy to distinguish in his red, white, and blue
costume. Next to him stood a woman in gray powered armor, a short guy
who was covered in a glowing force shield, and a man in off-white and
brown body armor who carried a bow.

I wondered who would be their fifth member, but then Lee announced,
“Blue. Group 4.”

Izzy flew over the crowd to join them.

When she’d landed, Lee held the microphone to his mouth again. “And
that’s it. Those of you who aren’t part of the exhibition fighting
groups will now be led through the obstacle courses. Those of you who
will be fighting should huddle up in the front.”

We did. I tried not to get too close to anybody. A lot of us were in no
danger, but it would be easy to hurt anyone who was physically normal.
By the time Lee jumped off the podium and walked over to us, I found
myself standing next to Amy, Jaclyn, Travis, and Izzy—any of whom could
have had similar thoughts about accidentally hurting people.

Lee’s eyes ran across the group. “Over this next week, all of your
groups will fight each other at least once, most likely more than that.
You’ll discover, if you haven’t already, that I’ve given each of your
group’s strengths against each other and distinct weaknesses. You’ll
learn to exploit them during the week, and fight during the weekend when
they’ll be much harder to handle.”

“The tournament will work like this. You’ve got four teams. In the first
round, there will be two fights and the winners will fight each other in
the second round. It’s quick and simple, and it will have to be. We’ve
got the VIP’s for the afternoon, and not longer than that. With luck,
it’ll be exciting and get everyone back here in time for supper.”

Lee’s mouth quirked in a half smile. “Does anyone have any questions?”

Patriot Jr’s hand shot up. “I’m not trying to second guess you, sir, but
why these groups? There are enough upperclassmen alone to fill the
exercise, but you sprinkled in a few second years. I’m not complaining.
They’re powerhouses, but why?”

Lee shrugged. “You want an honest answer? Part of it is politics. People
are coming from the outside, and there are certain people they’ll want
to see in action. I’m making sure they will, but that’s only part of it.
The other part is that you’re all people I’m confident won’t kill
anybody during the demonstration. Don’t prove me wrong.”

Next to me, Travis shook his head and raised his hand. “So what you’re
saying is that we’re wasting training time to give a show to
politicians?”

Nodding, Lee said, “Pretty much, but not entirely. I’ve been teaching
all of you for a little over a year now. I’m not wild about tournaments
because they teach you to fight like you’re fighting in a tournament. On
the other hand, you’re going to be trying for non-lethal takedowns most
of the time in the real world. Think of it as a test for that, and
everything’s okay.”

Further to my left, Tara raised her hand, and when Lee nodded asked,
“What will the tournament be? A straight fight, or something more
complicated?”

Lee turned to face her. “Good question. Excellent question, in fact.
It’s nice to hear one that has something to do with the exercise.
Unfortunately, I’m not telling. Expect that you could be asked to fight
any of the other teams. I’m not going to explain the circumstances
because that’s how it works sometimes.”

Then he dismissed us, but not before we arranged to meet after
everything was done. That’s how everyone found themselves in my lab. I’m
not sure of the exact reasoning behind that decision, but Amy did say
that it would be easy to ward it against eavesdroppers.

She didn’t say that it was because she’d already done the work.

Rod stood next to my computer desk, clicking until he found the specs.
“Nice. The regular students are stuck with the computers in their rooms,
or whatever they brought from home. These computers are top of the
line.”

I stood next to him, hoping he wouldn’t click on any of the surveillance
programs I’d installed, and regretting I’d said yes when he asked to
take a look.

“And you know what, even these computers don’t have the necessary power
for some things people want to do. They’ve got a mainframe in the
compound that they said they might give us time on.”

Rod looked up from the computer. “Yeah? Have they?”

I shook my head. “It looked like they were going to, but I think they
must have changed their minds and not told us. Keon’s been talking about
putting together a Beowulf cluster. We’ve still got some space in the
commons. You know what a Beowulf cluster is, right?”

Rod nodded. “My school’s got one for students. I’m majoring in computer
science—the normal kind, not the super genius kind.”

I nodded. “Cool. I thought about doing that, but I’m already double
majoring. Triple majoring would be stupid.”

Amy stepped backwards, away from the small blood red crystals on either
side of the door. “The wards are working. As soon as Tara and Sam get
here, we can start.”

Rod pointed at the crystals. “Those are the wards? They were here when I
got here. Why did you ward this place?”

Amy and I looked at each other.

Hoping my voice remained even, I said, “We probably shouldn’t talk about
it.”

Amy nodded. “I’m not even in on everything, but I agree.”

Rod’s eyes flicked between the two of us. “Hey, I respect keeping
secrets and everything. It’s required around here, but I’ve been
noticing a lot of fairies around when I’m in my other form. Any
connection?”

“Seriously?” I asked, definitely failing at keeping an even tone. “I
mean, yeah. We’ve had a couple incidents. Do you know why they’re here?”

Rod sat on the edge of the computer desk. “No clue, but it’s been making
me nervous. They’re not going to do anything to me, but another faerie
invasion won’t make anybody’s life better.”

“Can’t argue,” I said, “but we’re not seeing anything like that.”

I caught Amy’s eye. “Are we?”

Amy grabbed a chair from next to the wall and sat down. “Not so far, but
I’m seeing more of them than I used to too.”

“Huh.” I stared into the distance as I wondered how exactly we’d handle
a faerie invasion, and also, why they’d bother.

I happened to have aimed my staring vaguely in the direction of the
door, and so I was watching as Samita and Tara walk though the magically
guarded doorway.

Technically, I heard Tara before I saw her. Her voice cut through the
silence, a torrent of words with barely any space between them. She was
very excited about whatever it was.

As she stepped through the door, the first intelligible word I heard
was, “—bananas! Of course they weren’t real bananas. The Paperclips, a
scientist cult, had created a kind of bacteria that tasted like bananas,
but grew on rotting food. My dad would take me to an ice cream shop that
froze it in layers with chocolate and ice cream. I’ve never found
anything like it here.”

Samita nodded and frowned briefly. “I can’t imagine that you would find
much that grows on rotting food, but a lot of desserts combine banana,
chocolate and ice cream.”

Rod didn’t give her the chance to reply. “Did you say rotting food?”

Tara hesitated for a second, but then said, “I know it sounds terrible,
but the Paperclips had decided to solve world hunger—all the worlds’
hunger—and what would be better to turn into good food than rotting
food?”

“Look,” Rod said, “I’ll be the first to admit that my standards when I’m
a troll aren’t high, but weren’t you at least a little worried?”

Tara shook her head. “No. We knew one of the Paperclips. He’d done tests
that proved it was perfectly safe, and it was. No one got sick, and it
worked better than their next project.”

Amy grinned. “And what was their next project?”

Tara met her eyes. “They started on meat. They genetically modified some
pigs to be small enough to live in an apartment, but to grow very large,
very quickly if you had the food to feed them. Oh, and also they ate
rats because there was a rat problem.”

Rod folded his hands across his chest. “That doesn’t sound that bad. I’m
not sure I’d want to eat pigs that ate rats, but I guess it works.”

Tara shook her head. “When they grew, they stopped caring about rats.
They went after bigger game—dogs, cats… people.”

Amy covered her mouth with her hand. Rod stared, and said, “Fuck.”

Samita asked, “What did you do?”

Tara shrugged. “It was back when both my parents were alive. We were
living in Infinity City and they were paid to protect a city block. Once
they understood what was going on, they organized a hunt, killed them
all, and we had an amazing barbecue. Of course we had to move on after
that. Too many of the wrong people had seen us.”

She smiled for a moment, “Strange as it sounds to you, it was a good
time.”

Rod snorted. “It’s Infinity City. I’m prepared to believe anything.”

Amy raised an eyebrow. “Infinity City?”

Sliding further onto my computer desk, Rod said, “It exists in multiple
dimensions, maybe all of them.”

Nodding, Amy said, “I think I might have heard of it, but under a
different name.”

“Hey,” I said. “We probably ought start talking about our strategy for
the tournament. I don’t think we’ve got more than an hour if we want to
make the tail end of supper.”

Rod checked the computer screen, and pushed himself off the desk,
saying, “I didn’t know it was that late.”

We all grabbed chairs, and sat around my worktable. I’d cleared it
before everyone arrived this time. It was better than having to tell
people not to touch roachbots, experimental weapons, or Rocket suit
parts.

Tara sat up in her chair, waiting as we all got settled, and then
saying, “It looks like we can start. We need to come up with strategies
and tactics for fighting each of the three groups, knowing that we’ll
only have to fight two. Nick, you were already beginning to analyze the
other groups when we were there. Please continue.”

It was as if she were a different person. She’d entered the lab moving
her hands as she’d talked about ice cream. Now she sat, intently
watching each of our reactions. I knew what made the difference.

“Sure,” I said. “We’ve got group 1 which includes two hand to hand
fighters, and three people with area of effect attacks, two of whom are
mobile.

“Group 3 has two speedsters and three hand fighters. Group 4 has two
flying bricks, but also has a speedster, a guy with force fields, and a
guy with a bow.”

I’d never been completely sure how marksmanship with a bow and arrow was
equivalent to a superpower. It looked like I’d get the chance to find
out.

The corners of Tara’s mouth curved into a hint of a smile.

“What about our group?” She asked.

I thought about it. “We’ve got two people who are good with magic, one
massive hand to hand fighter, an inventor, and one hand to hand fighter
with an unusual head for tactics. I’d say the way we stand out from each
group is in flexibility.”

Tara nodded. “And how do we win?”

“Well,” I thought about her question, trying to guess  what she was
going for, “the obvious answer is that the specific strategy and tactics
might be different for each team. That’s not the answer though. Our best
quality as a team is that our capabilities could be completely different
at the end of the week than the beginning. I might modify my suit or
bots. Amy or Samita might use new spells or new magic objects.

“We’ll have to train against the other teams all week, so we may have to
come up with ideas, and then not try them out until the tournament–which
means we really won’t know how well they work.”

Tara grinned briefly. “That’s what I was thinking too. But we’ll have a
better idea of what might work than you think. I can remember every move
the third and fourth years have made in a fight I’ve
seen.”

Along with an ability to somehow see patterns in that mass of memories,
that’s how I’d assumed her powers worked–though I couldn’t think of any
time she’d said it outright.

“Okay,” Tara said. “Everyone, I just asked Nick his opinion. If anyone
thinks he’s missed something important about our general strategy for
winning the tournament, it’s time to speak up. If no one has anything,
it’s time to look at each group, and discuss what we need to do to win.”

It took a little while for everyone to get into it, but we spent the
next hour brainstorming. Eventually we went to dinner as a group. This
was more incidental than intentional. We were all hungry by then, and
there weren’t many people left to eat with but each other.

It gave me a direct view of something my sister Rachel had mentioned
about Tara. She was very different person when she wasn’t using her
powers than when she was. Some people adopted a persona in costume, but
I didn’t think that Tara did.

During supper, Tara talked about light things–some reality TV show she’d
watched, the quirks of the teachers (Bullet especially), and told a few
stories about growing up in Infinity City, somehow managing to make it
sound less desperate than it was.

After supper, we left the dining hall. Amy had  gone off with a couple
of her friends. Rod and Samita were ahead of us in the hall. That left
me walking next to Tara–which felt a little weird. I’d spent a lot of
time with her while we were assisting Lee, but it was all business.
Here, she was laughing at jokes when I told them.

“It’s nice to be here,” she said, taking a breath. “I loved growing up
in Infinity City, but you never could relax, not really.”

“Can you relax here?” Lee had trained me to always be aware of my
surroundings, but obviously some places were more dangerous than others.
I didn’t spend a lot of time making sure that I was aware of 360 degrees
around myself.

Tara smiled, and looked strangely like a normal person, and not as grim
as she’d seemed since her father died. “Oh, you know. I can relax most
of the time, but not quite always.”

Then she lowered her voice, and tilted her head. “Here, ”

She opened the door to a conference room.

I stumbled in after her, not completely sure that this was a good thing.
Haley had told me that I was attracted to Tara, and it didn’t take much
to guess  why. She had the physique of a comic book character. Whatever
abilities supers had, they typically looked more athletic than they did
 like models. Whoever had designed the super soldier clones she was
descended from, they’d gone to the trouble of making them attractive.

However committed I was to Haley, I couldn’t help but notice.

For an instant, I wondered why Tara wanted me in the room. Before I drew
the the wrong conclusion, Tara had reverted to the version of herself I
had more experience with.

She’d put her hands in her pockets of her yoga pants, and stood still.

When she spoke her voice was even, only barely more expressive than a
monotone. “I could see from the way they held themselves that Gordon and
Stephanie are angry with you. Further, you and Amy share some secret,
and now that I think about it, there are several time periods where none
of the members of the Heroes League were in the common areas.”

She met my eyes. “What are you hiding?”

In the first sinking moments of understanding what she’d asked, I
thought I might be able to get away with pretending not to know. Then
realism set in. She’d realized who was missing from the common areas
simply by walking through them and remembering our normal
habits—whatever they were.

Lies would be useless. She’d probably be able to match up everything
we’d ever said in her presence.

In the face of that, I had no choice.

Sighing, I led with, “It probably doesn’t matter anymore anyway. You
know how Turkmenistan’s been in the news lately? Most of the Heroes
League was involved with a plan to bug the presidential palace, steal
files, and set the regime up for embarrassment or overthrow. We weren’t
going to go forward without permission. Unfortunately, someone gave all
the stuff we’d collected up through the fourth of July over to Gordon
and Stephanie, and they gave it to the Coffeeshop Illuminati, and now,
well, who knows what’s going to happen?”

Tara blinked. Given how emotionless she appeared to be, I guessed that
the blink might be worth an “Oh my God, you’re kidding me!” from her
normal mindset.

Nodding, she said, “That explains a lot. Are you still collecting data?”

I grinned, shrugging as I said. “For all the good it’ll do, yes. I’ve
been tempted to turn it off, but then I thought that if things go
pear-shaped for the Illuminati, well, at least we’ll know. We might even
be able to rescue them if they need it.”

Tara broke. The emotionless mask her face had become changed, her jaw
tightening, her skin getting redder. I wasn’t sure if she was angry or
about to cry.

“It’s so like them,” she said, fists clenching.

I was beginning to suspect that the impression I’d had of the
upperclassmen was wrong. I’d assumed that the smaller classes would have
ended up being really close. My guess was that they knew each other
pretty well, but liking each other might be optional.

Plus, I could see how Tara might not fit in. She was a little ditzy when
she wasn’t using her powers, scary smart when she was, and then there
was the whole “daughter of super-soldiers who grew up in Infinity City”
thing.

“One of the True got out of Infinity City, and went looking for the man
who created them, but in this world, where he hasn’t yet. Stephanie’s
sister brought him to the Coffeeshop Illuminati. She didn’t even know
what he was.”

Tara’s lower lip trembled.

Not sure where to go with that, I asked. “What happened?”

“My father had to hunt him down and kill him, but it’s okay. He never
found the True’s creator, and there’s been no sign of the Abominator
birthing chambers he used to create them.”

Whether from thinking about her father, or what the True super-soldier
could have done, her eyes glistened around the edges.

Something in what she’d said prompted several memories, and I knew that
if I thought about it long enough, I’d be able to pull them together
into something that made sense.

My League phone rang, or more accurately, beeped like it did when I had
a text. Saying, “Sorry,” I pulled the phone out of my pocket and checked
the screen, figuring I’d ignore it if it wasn’t important.

It was a message from Dr. Nation. It said, “Your therapist attempted to
have you removed from tournament due to ‘dangerous PTSD.’ Lim squashed
it.”

That was weird. If anything she’d be surprised by my lack of PTSD. This
kind of a turnaround made no sense. I typed back, “Thanks.”

“What’s wrong?” Tara asked, voice calm.

“Nothing.” I held out my my screen so that she could see. “It was
alright even before he texted me.”

Tara read it, and said, “Interesting that she would say something now.”

“Even more interesting that she seemed surprised that I didn’t have PTSD
during the actual visit. Her evaluation of me completely flipped between
seeing me and now.”

I put my phone back into my pocket, thinking about Abominator birthing
chambers. Last year when we’d been fighting the alien invasion, we’d
been on Long Island. Near Medford, we’d stopped the invaders from making
off with Abominator artifacts that were being studied at a science lab.

One of them had been a platform with tubes. I felt fairly sure it was a
birthing chamber. Cassie said that it was used for genetic manipulation,
and would even work on someone who was fully formed.

No doubt Cassie had a head start on controlling one, but I felt sure
that someone out there could come up with an interface that didn’t
require whatever it was that made Abominator created devices identify
her as an allowed user.

I’d told Isaac Lim about it, and because of that, the government had
taken the birthing chamber after the battle. I wondered where it had
gone. Had I prevented the True’s creation or set it in motion?

Tara shook her head. “We should go. You might have to talk to someone
about that. And thanks for telling me about your project. If you do need
help with it, you can call me.”

Tara and I parted after that, each of us heading to our own rooms. The
week flew past. We had two matches with each of the three teams, losing
more than we won. That was okay. It was actually the plan. We’d come up
with strategies and tactics for fighting each team, and devices or
spells that might help.

Tara wanted to test how the other teams would respond to similar tactics
that didn’t use the new equipment.

It had the side effect of getting them used to less effective versions
of the same idea. Combined with losing, it might lull our opponents into
thinking we weren’t much of a threat.

I explained as much to Haley on Friday night, the night before the
tournament. We were sitting in my lab with the lights on low,
deliberately next to the wall and out of direct view of the door.

Haley glanced in the direction of Stephanie’s lab. “Are you sure you can
tell me this? It’s not as if I’m going to tell Travis, but Izzy hears
everything.”

I shook my head. “Not really. We’ve been using my lab for team meetings,
so Amy worked up a shield against listening, and I worked up something
with sonics that should help. You try to hear outside.”

Haley did, closing her eyes and tightening her mouth on the right side
as she did.

I thought about kissing her, but decided not to when it occurred to me
that if I actually managed to surprise her, she might break bones before
realizing it.

She opened her eyes. “You’re right. I can’t hear anything outside. Are
you sure it works against Izzy? She’s much better than I am.”

I thought about it, finally saying, “We haven’t gotten Izzy to test it,
but I tested it as best I could, so I’m willing to risk it.”

She bit her lip. “Do you think you’ll win?”

“I don’t know. Everyone’s got a good reason to win against us. Lee put
serious powerhouses on all the teams, and the closest thing we have is
Rod and me. The Rocket suit doesn’t match Izzy or Jaclyn except maybe in
taking damage. Rod’s in their league in strength, but doesn’t have the
mobility. Overall, I’d say we’re the weakest physically.”

Haley nodded, “But you’re not relying on strength—“

Beeping from my League phone interrupted her. I checked the
notification. Hal had sent me a message. It said, “Coffeeshop Illuminati
chatter in concert with flybys over Turkmenistan indicates a ninety-nine
percent chance that the Coffeeshop Illuminati will attack within the
next twenty-four hours.”

I stared at the screen, and sighed. They’d attack at the worst possible
time of day–probably part way through the tournament.

Haley leaned over to view the screen too, and I angled it so she could
see.

“That is the worst timing,” she said.

“I know.” I tapped the screen, forwarding the message to everybody, and
recieving half a dozen replies.

I looked them over, realizing that one of them wasn’t a reply. It was a
message from Lee that I must not have noticed earlier.

It said, “Tomorrow morning report to me the moment you make it through
the obstacle course.”

“Why?” Haley asked as I read it.

“I don’t know.”



They set up the tournament and obstacle course outside the Castle Rock
Compound–not immediately on the other side of the wall, but close. The
obstacle course ran between two foothills. Very little grew there as the
soil wasn’t much more than rocks and sand.

The course itself wasn’t bad–lots of running, lots of objects to climb
or jump over. Plus, in some spots people fired live ammunition at or
near us. Other people threw grenades.

The tournament fighters went first as teams. We’d been encouraged to
assist each other, and we did. Rod (in troll form) tried to shield the
more vulnerable members of the team from fire. To the degree that we
could, Amy (as Bloodmaiden) and I did the same.

We’d been told to provide a show–which meant no invisibility spells even
if Samita or Amy had prepared. Well, not unless we planned to handle the
next obstacle in a showy way.

Worse, they had people to impress–photographers, reporters, civilians…
All of them stood behind rope lines talking, sometimes eating.

The Rocket suit handled all the problems I faced easily. I jumped or
flew over walls, often carrying Tara or Samita. As I did, I heard
cameras click, sometimes flashes fired despite the morning’s light.

On one occasion, I jumped over a thirty foot wall to recognize one of
the photographers snapping pictures on the other side.

It was the tall, bearded paparazzi that I’d seen when Haley and I went
to the club with Gifford and Hunter.

He had a new camera.

I ignored him. The last thing I needed was for the man to connect the
Rocket with one of the kids who’d trashed his pictures at the club a
month ago.

Out of the corner of my helmet’s view, the photographer tensed as Rod
jumped over the wall in troll form, carrying Samita in one hand and
drooling from his mouth. The ground shook as he landed.

Tara, who’d landed just behind Rod, didn’t fall, but she did have to
take a few extra steps where she might normally have taken one.

The photographer along with the rest of the crowd took several steps
backward. A few people cursed. Others made wordless
noises.

I couldn’t blame them. I’d gotten used to Rod’s other form over the
week, but between his sheer size, smell, and sharp teeth, he wasn’t
something that should be dropped on unsuspecting people.

The finish line wasn’t far after that, and we arrived together—which was
good because we were supposed to be working as a team.

People clapped and shouted as we crossed the finish line. A few shouted
my name—well, “The Rocket’s” along with questions. I didn’t walk over to
the side of the path to talk with them.

Whoever had planned for this event (probably Earthmover) had gone to
much more work than I would have expected. Stone bleachers jutted out of
the hill to my right, and more lay between the two hills ahead of us,
surrounding an open area that had to be the area where we’d fight.

I noted with approval that it hadn’t been covered with stone as well.
Even in the Rocket suit, I’d rather be punched into dirt than rock.

Our arena wasn’t completely dirt and grass, however. Flat rectangles of
stone stuck out of the ground, clustering around opposite ends of the
space, but appearing randomly throughout the fighting area.

Obviously Lee intended something more interesting than simple combat.
That was good. Our chances improved with more complicated situations.

At the front of the arena, the bleachers turned into a multi-story
building. If I had to guess, that’s where I’d expect to find the VIP’s.
As it turned out, I didn’t have to guess. It was extremely obvious once
I looked harder. With the Rocket suit’s enhanced vision, I zoomed in on
the stands to find members of the military sitting near men and women in
suits.

I didn’t know enough about military uniforms to be sure, but I suspected
that all the services were represented.

Isaac Lim, and a number of our teachers mingled with the military and
politicians. Some of the capes weren’t talking to anybody though. They
were surveying the crowd, and all the students walking out of the
obstacle course.

Along with them were at least two dozen people in powered armor, some of
it all black with the letters “FBI” in white, and others marked with the
symbols of the Army, Air Force and Marines’ powered armor specialists.

I noted that all of them descended from the same basic design Grandpa
left with the army after World War 2. One of these days I’d have to get
a closer look.

As the group of us walked toward the empty bleachers obviously reserved
for students, Lee waved me over.

After crossing the sparse grass and dirt of the arena, I stopped where
Lee stood—in front of the VIP bleachers. Lee wore combat fatigues and
the identity of Gunther, the League’s ally, as he usually did at
Stapledon.

“Thought I’d pass this on,” Lee said. “Senator Mitchell Abrams is up
there.” He pointed his thumb toward the top of the stands.

“That guy? Why?” Previous to True Humanity nearly destroying St. Louis,
Senator Abrams had once called them patriots. After St. Louis, people
called for him to resign, but he’d managed to avoid it.

Lee grinned. “Because of you. Your therapist called a lot of people
before Agent Lim activated protocols for handling mind control.”

Amy’s voice, a little deeper after her Bloodmaiden transformation, came
from behind me. “Was she mind controlled?”

Lee shook his head, “Gunther’s” blond hair glinting the sunlight. “FBI
analysts pegged it as fairy influence, but not direct control.”

I looked up at the stands, trying to find the senator in the crowd. “But
why’s he here then?”

Lee smirked. “The senator isn’t known for letting reality stop him from
making a point. And that reminds me of my point. If you have any attacks
that the senator’s bodyguards might find frightening, try not to aim
them in the direction of the stands, or things might get complicated.”

Before I could reply, he waved me toward the students’ section. “Don’t
worry about it. Everything will be fine. No one but Abrams has a problem
with you.”

“Okay,” I said, and fell into step with Amy as we walked away. “Aren’t
they worried about being influenced?”

Amy shook her helmet, throwing dark red reflections across the ground.
“This place is heavily warded. I was going to tell you, but he beat me
to it.”

I looked around. All of this place from the hills to the rock to the
grass was warded? That was a surprise.

I hoped there wouldn’t be any more.

Amy and I walked over to student seating. Students sat in bleachers
slightly to the left of the VIP stand. Tournament participants were in
the first row. A stone wall about three feet high rose in front of us.

Bearing in mind how powerful some of the fighters were, I wondered how
much protection that really represented. Then I noticed the telltale
shimmer of a force shield above the wall. For a moment I wondered
whether it generated by a person or a machine but then I realized that
small black discs with glowing sides sat at even intervals on top of the
wall.

One of them was within reach.

I reminded myself that tampering with it before the match would cause no
end of trouble. I’d have every chance to look at after the
tournament–assuming nothing disastrous happened.

Still…

Next to me, her voice breaking through my thoughts, Amy said, “What are
you looking at?” She followed my gaze. “Don’t even think about it.”

On Amy’s right, Tara, who had been laughing at something Samita said,
leaned past Amy, still smiling, and asked, “What’s the Rocket–” She
stopped.

Then she stopped smiling. “No matter how interesting you find it, please
don’t touch the force field disc.”

I was at that moment going to explain that I wasn’t, that I knew better
even before anyone said anything to me about it, but I didn’t get to.

Lee’s voice (well, Gunther’s) came over the loudspeaker. “As you’ve
seen, they’re nearly finished running through the obstacle course. We’re
going to begin the tournament shortly. The first groups that will fight
are group one and group four. If you’re in those groups, please get up
and stretch while the last people come in from running the course.”

Sean, Gordon, Stephanie, Blue Mask, and Slugger got up and walked onto
the field. Sean wore his “Justice Fist” costume—green and white with a
fist on his chest. Gordon wore a dark blue costume with a full moon in
the middle of his chest. A hood and mask covered his face.

It was probably a homage to his dead father whose codename had been
Moonglider.

Stephanie wore a helmet that completely covered her head, hiding her
hair. The front was oval shaped, but flat and made of black material.
Along with it she wore armored jacket and pants. They were black,
accented with red.

Slugger and Blue Mask were dressed exactly as I’d first seen
them—looking like a baseball player and Zorro’s blue masked stunt double
respectively.

Group four followed them out—that being Izzy, dressed all in blue, as
well as Patriot Jr in red, white, and blue—plus other three team
members. I’d learned a little more about them during the week.

The woman in gray powered armor was Akesha, Keon’s cousin. The man who
could create force fields was named Hector. The guy wearing brown and
off-white and carrying a bow was Malik. He’d been training with me on
and off since the first day.

This was good and bad news. If group one and four were fighting first,
it meant that Sean’s team might get knocked out of the running in the
first round, and we wouldn’t have to fight. Sean might be treating me
better lately, but if my team beat his, that might go away.

That was the good news. The bad news was that by process of elimination,
that meant that our team would be fighting group three—the team Rachel,
Travis, and Jaclyn were on. Fighting them would be hard in a lot of
different ways.

Lee’s voice came over the speakers again as the last stragglers from the
obstacle course sat down.

“Now that everyone’s here, I’d like to tell you about a little wrinkle
in the rules. All week you’ve been fighting each other. Well, this time,
you’ll fight with a purpose. It’s a simple game of Capture the Flag. Of
course, we’ll be adding a couple rules.

“First of all, even if you can move the flag without touching it, and
bring it over to your side, you’re not allowed to. That also means that
if you can turn invisible, you’re not allowed to stay invisible while
you’re touching the flag.

“Second, you can take people out of the fight with non-lethal takedowns,
and they can get up again and play as soon as they can physically move
themselves to do it. We have healers on hand, so if you’re relying on
injuries to do that, the time period that your opponent’s out might be
shorter than you’d think.

“Finally, you’ll notice that the flags aren’t hidden. They’re visible
except for being on opposite ends of the field. That’s to encourage
short games rather than long ones. That means don’t hide the flag, turn
it invisible, or place it in another dimension. Got it?”

All the players, even those of us off the field, said, “Yes.”

“Then get into position. That’ll be next to your flags. I’m going to
give you ten minutes to discuss your plans, but then I’m going to blow
the whistle.”

The Rocket suit’s cooling system began to hum. I didn’t feel the heat,
but it was getting warmer.

I flicked my eye upward to check the temperature, but instead an alert
ran across the top of my vision. It wasn’t a systems alert either. It
came from Hal.

[Data gathered from the roachbots indicates that the Coffeeshop
Illuminati have begun their attack on Turkmenistan. They’re using one of
the plans I devised. It’s the one where they isolate the country’s
supers and conventional forces, and pick them off one at a time.]

Typing my response back by touching my gloved fingers to my palms, I
wrote, “How are they doing?”

[That remains to be seen, but successfully executing the plan
seems likely to be within their abilities.]

“Okay,” I typed. “Keep watching them, and report—unless I’m fighting.
Then only bother me if it’s bad, and it’s something I can actually
change. Actually, tell anyone in the League under those conditions.”

The alert flashed. [Understood.]

I needed to encourage Hal to use a handle in the League’s comm system.
Having him interact with me through the alert system didn’t make a lot
of sense.

Taking my eyes off transparent letters in my helmet’s HUD, I started
paying attention to everything around me again.

Amy nodded toward my hands, a gesture made a little stranger by her
black and blood red helmet. “What were you doing?”

I didn’t have to reply before Tara asked, “Who were you texting?”

While I’d never intended to keep that particular function of the suit’s
gloves secret, it was a little disconcerting that Tara could guess that
easily. Granted, it wasn’t a surprise.

Keeping my voice low, I said, “I probably shouldn’t say publicly.” With
all the military supers, and the military powered armor of currently
unknown abilities around, I couldn’t assume privacy even if I used the
suit’s sonics to narrowcast my answer.

Tara nodded. Amy smirked. “Super secret Heroes’ League stuff?”

“Kinda. I really will tell you later—just, you know, not here.”

Knowing that the League had an alien battle simulation AI could only
freak people out. In the interests of putting the minds of anyone who’d
been listening in at rest, I put my hands on the bench, obviously not
messing with my suit.

I could use the backup tongue control if I had to. It was a bit slow for
typing though.

Meanwhile on the field, teams one and four were still talking. Sean
seemed to be talking a lot, and even though I couldn’t see much inside
Gordon’s hood, I could tell that he was frowning—plus he kept on
clenching and unclenching his fist.

I checked the time. Team one had two minutes left before they had to
fight. I wondered if they’d be done by then.

On the other side of the field, Izzy’s group was actually holding
hands—not for long, but they were. As I glanced in their direction,
they’d stood in a circle and put their hands into the middle, raising
them up and giving a little shout.

My high school track team had done that sometimes. Those of us in long
distance always made fun of it later.

Judging by Izzy’s blank expression, she’d have fit right in with the
distance runners. Someone on that team must have loved high school
sports though. You don’t come up with something like that spontaneously.

If you do, there’s something wrong with you.

I felt myself grinning, and wondering what Haley or Daniel would make of
it. They’d both know more about who was enjoying it and who wasn’t.

“Hey.” A voice came from behind me, making me jump. My armor scraped the
stone bench beneath me as I turned, finding a black cloak standing in
the front of the general students’ section. Darkness obscured the inside
of the cloak, obscuring the face that had to be inside it.

Chicago’s criminals must have found this guy terrifying. Dark Cloak
scared me more during the day than he did at night.

All the same, the suit’s sonar created a workable picture of Adam’s face
within the hood, along with other things his cloak hid—a gun in its
shoulder holster, and internal pockets holding devices I didn’t
recognize. I considered mentioning the weakness of his illusion, but
didn’t, guessing that this wasn’t the place for it.

He gave a gentle grin, saying, “Thought I’d wish you luck and let you
know I was rooting for you.”

“Thanks, I’ve got to admit I’m still a little surprised. If anybody, I’d
expect you’d be rooting for uh… Moonglider and the Power’s team.”

He laughed. “Because I met you at the club? I didn’t go because I liked
those guys. I’d heard you were coming, and I wanted to apologize for how
things went the first time we met. Now I’m going to go back to my seat.
Kick some ass for me.”

“Sure,”I said, watching as he walked down the row and turned to walk up
the stands.

Several people down the bench from me, Rod leaned forward so I could see
him past Samita, Amy and Tara. “There’s something about that guy that
rubs me the wrong way.”

Rod wore a black mask along with his black trench coat, blond hair
standing out against the darkness of his clothes.

“Yeah, what?”

Rod sniffed the air. “I can’t say for sure in this form, but I’d say
he’s allied with the Unseelie Court.”

Amy turned to eye him through her helmet. “I don’t know your magical
creatures. Which ones are they?”

Samita leaned forward, answering for him. “The fairies that don’t like
humans.”

Amy turned her helmet toward mine. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

As connections I didn’t particularly like crystalized in my mind, I
said, “I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”

Amy nodded, and then closed her eyes for a moment, making a small motion
with her right hand. “We can talk privately–at least for a little while.
I’ll warn you when it’s over.”

“Sure,” I said, noticing Samita glance in our direction and frown. “Uh…
It looks like Samita noticed your spell.”

Amy’s helmet didn’t make it easy to see, but she appeared to roll her
eyes at that. “She would. Look, she’s supposed to be mentoring me in
traditional magic, but she’s also watching to make sure I don’t go
batshit insane and drain the school’s blood in an act of ritual horror.”

“Um. Okay. Is it too late to include her?”

“Way too late, and we’re running out of time. Adam’s the traitor, or
he’s one of them,” she said, facing forward, keeping her lips out of
view of the stands behind us.

I took a breath. “Do you think there are more?”

She shrugged. “I’m not ruling it out. I was always told that traitors
come in bunches–like grapes. What we need to decide is this. Do we take
him down now or later?”

I stared at her. “Later. Definitely later. The place is full of
security for a bunch of politicians, at least one of whom hasn’t decided
if I’m a threat or a menace, plus there are a bunch of powered security
who’d protect first and ask questions later. Why would we ever take him
down now?”

Her lips tightened. “Because he might know he outed himself, and then
he’ll either escape or put his end game into play. Either way, potential
disaster.”

I froze for a moment, and then said, “Point taken, but I don’t think he
realized it.” I rechecked my helmet’s display. The new suit’s helmet
gave me a 360 degree view, or near enough to it. “Adam’s sitting down in
his seat.”

“Then you’re willing to risk waiting?”

I checked where I’d last seen Adam, but he was still sitting.  “I… Yeah.
I think I’ll have to risk that.”

She gave the barest of nods. “Then as soon as this is over, we get
people we can trust into your lab, and I’ll enspell them so that they
can see magic. After that, we take him down. His powers are magic based,
right?”

“I assume. He can hide himself. That seems like a fairy power. I can
still see him with sonics.”

She raised an eyebrow, her mouth hinting at a grin. “I love the fae.
They’re such complete bastards. If he asked for the ability hide from
human sight, sonics don’t count.”

I smiled back (a little)–not that she could see it. The Rocket suit’s
helmet covered my face. “What bugs me though is that there’s no motive–”

She held up a gauntlet covered finger to her lips.

The spell was over.

Samita reached behind Tara to tap Amy’s shoulder. Her armor made a
dulled, metallic thump, and Amy turned.

Frowning, Samita asked, “Is there anything the rest of us should know?”

Amy shook her head, frowning. I said, “Nothing to do with the
tournament. Drop by my lab afterward and it might come up. That goes for
everyone.”

Rod nodded, and opened his mouth to ask a question, but stopped as Lee’s
whistle interrupted him. Team one and team four went back to their
respective flags while an announcer who wasn’t Lee gave their codenames
and powers, adding that the codenames they used today might not be the
ones they used as a hero.

I ignored the announcer, half wondering what strategy each team would
use, and half thinking about what Adam’s motive could be. The first time
I’d met him he’d been angry about Agent Lim sidelining him. He’d been
working with the Feds, but after the mob killed his girlfriend, and he
went on some kind of murderous anti-mob rampage, Lim took him out of the
field and got him into therapy.

I could see where he might have a grudge against Lim, but so far nothing
had been pointed against Lim directly. Fairies had tripped Amy’s wards
and tricked Vaughn out of information which they’d handed to Stephanie,
probably knowing it would go to the Coffeeshop Illuminati.

Suspecting that paying attention to the incidents so far might be the
best route to understanding, I nearly missed the beginning of the fight.

At the announcer’s “Go,” Patriot Jr and Izzy flew across the field.
Akesha, the woman in powered armor ran along with them, keeping up,
which was impressive enough. Patriot Jr’s power, as I understood it was
to generate a force shield in front of himself while flying.The force
shield was, or at least could be, considerably larger than he was. It
wasn’t a versatile power, but in battles, he shone.

Leading the way, he flew low, destroying the rock squares that dotted
the field like tombstones, throwing up dirt and grass into the air.

I half expected that would be the end of it, but rather than staying in
the air the dust blew off to the side, and Stephanie’s mesh helmet which
suddenly reminded me of nothing more than a fencer’s helmet, blazed.

I wasn’t caught directly, but the symbol on it demanded to be looked at.
Viewing it from an angle, I resisted, but Patriot Jr and Akesha caught
her gaze full on.

She turned her head and they struggled to keep her face in sight,
plowing into the foothill to their right.

Standing slightly behind Stephanie, Slugger and Blue Mask stood on
either side of their flag pole. Sean and Gordon flew above them—at least
at first. Team one had either opted for a defensive strategy or they’d
been too slow to go on offense.

The way the wind had blown the broken bits of rock away from Stephanie
argued that it was more likely to be intentional than not.

On the whole both teams were playing to their strengths. Team four had
three fast moving, practically invulnerable members (Izzy, Akesha,
Patriot, Jr) whereas everyone on team one was physically human normal so
far as I knew—however fast Gordon or Sean might be.

On the other hand, team one had Stephanie who could immobilize from a
distance, and Slugger and Blue Mask. I assumed they had to be useful
somehow.

While I’d been thinking about each team’s strengths, I noticed one other
thing.

Stephanie had changed something about the glow coming from her helmet,
and Patriot, Jr and Akesha weren’t moving. Red, white and blue costume
smudged with dirt, Patriot, Jr stared ahead, unmoving. Akesha’s powered
armor had shed all the dirt, but she stood next to Patriot, Jr, all in
grey, but equally unmoving.

Izzy didn’t stop.

She’d started a little behind the other two and flew a little slower,
but she kept on going.

I zoomed in on her with the helmet and realized something obvious—she
had her eyes closed. Viewing her with sonar showed that she was
navigating entirely through sound alone.

She began to descend, aiming straight for where the flag on its flag
pole stuck into a hole at the top of a stone pillar.

“Rocket. Look over there.” Amy pointed at team four’s flag pole. Sean
and Gordon had left their own side to fly toward the other team’s flag.
They didn’t quite look like they were acting as a team themselves.

They flew a distance away from each other, and not a tactically useful
distance—it was whatever distance happened.

Gordon was using the wind to batter the glowing golden force shield
Hector had put up around himself, Malik, and their flag. Sean had
apparently pulled black dust and some larger rocks off of or out of the
ground, and he was hitting the shield too.

They weren’t battering with any kind of timing though. Gordon’s winds
scattered Sean’s dust. Sean’s dust blocked Gordon’s view of the target.

All the same, Hector stood on one knee, eyes closed and gritting his
teeth. He wasn’t going to last much longer. Next to Hector, Malik stood
with his bow in his right hand and several arrows in his left, ready to
fire the moment the shield went down.

Like that was going to help in these winds.

As I began to wonder what Izzy was doing, Tara said, “Team four will
probably lose.”

Amy said, “What? Oh, fu—”

At the last word of her sentence, the ground shook, and I turned my
attention to the other end of the field. Slugger had hit Izzy with his
bat, and judging from the crater she was floating out of, it might have
hurt.

She still had her eyes shut, but she was moving her head from side to
side, seemingly unsure of what she was seeing.

Using passive sonar, I examined that end of the field, finding exactly
what I expected. Stephanie had hit on the same technique the Heroes’
League used to defeat Dixie Superman—force her to use sound only and
then construct illusionary soundscapes. I’d noticed hard spots in
Stephanie’s armor. I’d thought they might just be armor, but they could
easily be sound generators.

The Rocket suit’s sonar showed the flagpole as being twenty feet to the
left of where it actually was, and hid Slugger.

Slugger drew his bat back as she floated in place, probably guessing
that all wasn’t what it seemed, and trying to see through the illusion.

That’s what I guessed anyway, but it turned out that Izzy was smarter
than that. She opened her mouth and sang. It wasn’t beautiful. It
reminded me of a fire engines’ siren combined with a train’s horn. It
sounded like several notes at once, some of them clashing with each
other. My suit identified them as frequencies I used to damage
electronics.

I’d told her how to do this once, but she’d obviously been practicing.

She blanketed the area with sound, and even though she wasn’t pointing
it toward the bleachers, bright lines ran through the force field in
front of us. On the ground, Slugger and Blue Mask held their hands to
their ears.

A number of the armor plates on Stephanie’s costume sparked, and for a
moment she shuddered, finally bending over.

That broke Patriot, Jr and Akesha’s visual connection to the front of
Stephanie’s mask. Patriot Jr’s jaw dropped as he took in the scene.
Akesha began to run for the flag, her armor beginning to blur.

Almost at the same time a blindingly bright light came from the other
side of the field. The Rocket suit blocked it out, but people in the
stands covered their eyes.

Hector’s shield had fallen, and Malik had fired off an arrow with a
flash grenade on the end—an arrow that didn’t have to hit to work.

The flash worked better on the audience than anyone else. All around me,
people were saying things like, “Can you see what’s happening?”

Amy shook her head. Tara, like me, appeared to be unaffected.

She’d probably anticipated the explosion.

Not that that mattered. What mattered was that the blast hadn’t affected
Gordon either. Either his hood or something in his mask had blocked the
light.

More interesting, he slapped the full moon in the middle of his
uniform’s chest, and it blazed with light. He aimed it at Akesha and
Patiot, Jr, putting them back into the same trance Stephanie used.

Meanwhile, Stephanie hit one of the armor plates on her costume and
sound exploded out on every frequency. The force field guarding the
bleachers sparked again. It didn’t go down, but I noted that for the
future—if faced with a force field, test if it has a resonant frequency.

This force shield might have a weakness there.

Not that that was anything more than a tangent, and one that almost made
me miss one of the more significant moments of the match.

Izzy held her ears, and at the same time Gordon started screaming at
Sean. It wasn’t as if he needed to because Sean was already covering
Hector and Malik in a cloud of iron dust that made it impossible for
them to see.

Simultaneously, he dove for the flag, grabbed its pole out of the pillar
and flew back toward his own side.

At the same time, Izzy hadn’t been completely stopped by Stephanie’s
blast of noise. After her moment of hesitation, she dove for team one’s
flagpole, moving quickly enough that neither Blue Mask nor Slugger had a
chance of hitting her.

Blue Mask tried, but his sword missed her.

She poured on the speed, crossing back to her own side at about the same
time Sean did.

I couldn’t tell who made it first.

Fortunately, they had been filming it (them and everybody else). Lee,
Dr. Nation, and a couple other teachers called a quick conference,
watching the video over a few times on a computer screen that stood on
our side of the force field.

Eventually, an announcer said, “They’ve come to a decision. They’ve
ruled that The Power brought the flag across the boundary first, and so
team one wins!”

Applause came from the stands—more than I would have expected. Sean had
gotten a lot of press from the video showing him and Vaughn trying to
hold the alien spaceship in the air. Izzy had played a much bigger role
in keeping it up long enough for us to escape, but she’d been inside.

Cameras are kinder to visible subjects.

Of course, it didn’t all have to be for Sean. I’d gotten the impression
Gordon and Stephanie were well known members of the senior class. Plus,
it had actually been exciting to watch.

We weren’t the only ones keeping some secrets in reserve for the fight.
Gordon hadn’t ever used the glowing moon device in practice matches.

I was still thinking about that when Tara said, “Everybody up. Let’s get
out on the field.”

Even as we walked out to the field, the broken stone was being sucked
into the ground, and replacement barriers were growing upwards to fill
their places. The jagged stone edges smoothed out, becoming rectangular.
Within a minute, only the torn up dirt offered any hint that we were the
second fight.

Up in the stands Earthmover talked with Senator Abrams. He’d probably
been doing it at the same time he’d been cleaning up the mess.

I never wanted to face that guy on his home turf.

Both team one and team four were waiting on the other side of the force
field. There’s nothing to do then, but to say, “Good job,” to everybody
as we passed. Sean nodded in reply, smiling as he said something to
Gordon—who laughed.

When I passed Izzy, she shook her head. “I’m so glad it’s only a demo. I
should have seen it all coming.” Then she smiled. “Have fun fighting
Ghost.”

Slugger grinned as I said, “Good job,” replying with, “It was a game
played well. I wish you good luck in every game you play.”

Then he shook my hand.

I restrained myself from pointing out that he’d be facing us if we won,
but then we’d passed all of them. I sent a message to the jet as I
followed Amy out toward our flag. “Any updates?”

An alert popped up. [You asked me to notify you of anything that came up
unless you were fighting and didn’t have a chance of solving the
problem. You are not fighting, and I haven’t updated you. Therefore you
can assume that there are no updates.]

Reminding myself that it was an alien AI that spent a lot of time alone,
I wrote back, “Okay. Continue on.”

It didn’t reply.

By that point, I stood next to Amy, Rod, Samita, and Tara. Tara met each
of our eyes. “As you know, we’re facing team three. We faced them in the
practice sessions, and we’ve got plans for how to beat them.

“They’ve got two speedsters—Meteor and Accelerando, one of which is
always on fire and the other is extraordinarily strong. They also have
Night Wolf who’s both strong and agile as well as two people who will be
essentially intangible—Ghost and Mist.

“This is going to be a challenge.”

I couldn’t argue with her there. Jaclyn alone had a chance of taking out
our entire team in a straight fight. Add in another speedster plus
Travis, Rachel, and Mist for good measure…

We were toast.

That sounds defeatist, but it wasn’t. The funny thing is that what gave
us a chance of winning was the fact that we were playing a game. Jaclyn
might be able to kill any of us with a blow in real life, but here she
had to decide how much she was willing to hurt us to win.

In front of me, Tara met each of our eyes in turn. “I think I know what
they’re going to to do. Rocket, you’ve got a way to stop Ghost,
right?”

I nodded. “I know how the original Rocket caught Ghostwoman. The
technology should still work.”

Tara acknowledged me with a brief nod and turned. “Red Hex? Bloodmaiden?
You’ve worked out a way to handle the speedsters. You won’t have more
than instants. Can you?”

Samita and Amy looked at each other. Samita said, “My spell should buy
enough time for yours.”

Amy grinned, and turned to Tara. “My working won’t hold them very long,
but I’ll have enough time to unleash it.”

Tara turned back to me. “Your technology deploys instantly?”

I shrugged. “Close.”

Turning her head toward Rod, she said, “Troll and Rocket are our
offense. Bloodmaiden and Red Hex will defend the flag. I’ll
coordinate—from next to the flag.”

She talked about backup plans in case our first round of plans didn’t
work, but judging from the first fight, ours could be over seconds after
it began. Theirs had taken longer than that, but it couldn’t have lasted
more than a couple minutes.

Tara went over details with Amy and Samita. Spells and magic devices
involved a lot of details that we’d all be better off knowing.

I tried to listen in, knowing that being aware of their limitations
wouldn’t hurt, but I didn’t get to.

An alert appeared in my HUD.

[The Coffeehouse Illuminati are invading Turkmenistan in force.
Do you want detailed updates or summaries?]

I wrote back, “Summaries for now, and nothing during the fight—which
will start in minutes.”

[I’ll keep that in mind. Current summary: They’re effectively
executing the “Divide and Conquer” strategy I wrote for you, but since
they are not you, I project a high probability of escalation.]

I wanted to hear more about that, and was about to ask for more details
when the announcer said, “Contestants, please stand near your flags and
stand ready to fight. I’ll begin the countdown once you’re in place.”

And that was all for international news.

We walked toward the flag, Tara running down final details with all of
us. She turned from Samita and Amy to me. “Remember to release the Ghost
tech before you leave.”

Ignoring the feeling in my stomach, I said, “Got it.”

The grass brushed against the Rocket suit’s legs. Since it was
considerably more sparse and less green than in Michigan, we were mostly
walking on dirt.

When we got to the flag, I considered turning on the phase blocker, but
guessed that we weren’t allowed to until after it started.

Barely seconds after we turned to face the other team’s flag, the
announcer started to talk. “With both teams in place, we’re now ready to
begin. I’ll count down, and on ‘go,’ they’ll begin.”

“Three.”

I put my right hand on the belt pouch where the blocker was.

“Two.”

I took a breath, watching Jaclyn and Meteor. I wouldn’t be able to do
anything if Jaclyn grabbed me. It was too bad I had to drop the device
before taking off. Why hadn’t I turned the phase blocker into bots?

“One.”

I clenched and unclenched my fists, dreading the fight.

“Go! Go! Go!”

I opened the pouch, pressed the button, and dropped it next to the stone
pillar that held the flag pole. A blinking green light and my HUD
confirmed that I hadn’t broken it in the process.

Then I took a step forward, starting the rocket pack at the same time.
It roared, lifting me into the air, and warming my butt and legs.

I’d barely made it into the air as Rod shifted from his human
look—fedora, trench coat and black mask to troll form. I say “shifted,”
but there was no shifting. In one moment, he was a man, and in the next
a troll stood in his place. Twice the size of a normal human, dressed in
medieval clothing, and drooling from a mouth full of sharp teeth, Rod
would terrify any sensible person.

Personally, I felt relieved he was on my side.

In the next moment he jumped, crossing most of the way from our flag to
team three’s flag, passing over Jaclyn and Meteor who couldn’t have been
more than fifty feet from our flag already.

The air around Meteor was already burning. I could only guess where
she’d be next.

In my peripheral vision—which included almost everything behind
me—Samita opened up a box and threw the dirt inside it into the air. It
hung in the air like a cloud, and then in one burst dispersed, spreading
across the entire field.

That’s when things got weird.

All the grass on our side of the field drooped, and spread across the
ground, covering the dirt in green. As it did, the green became darker,
and shinier—like glass, or ice.

Jaclyn and Meteor both fell. For the little that it’s worth, Jaclyn did
better, turning her initial stumble into a jump that threw her into the
air. She landed only ten feet past our flag, but it didn’t matter. She
was still traveling at two hundred miles per hour. Along with Meteor,
she slid past our flag pole and toward the obstacle course—depending on
the angle. The ground wasn’t level. It wasn’t impossible that they’d
slide into the parked cars off to the side of the course.

If that happened, I was more worried about the parked cars. Jaclyn would
definitely be fine. I hadn’t seen much of Meteor, but I had seen her run
through a brick wall, so…

Rocket pack blazing, I aimed for their flagpole, hoping that I’d get
there quickly enough that they wouldn’t have time to react—not that I
was supposed to handle it alone.

Rod made it nearly to team three’s flag in his first jump. His second
jump brought him directly in front of it.

Not that he was alone there. They’d left Travis and Mist to guard the
flag.

The moment Rod landed (throwing a cloud of dust in the air), Travis
leapt for him, grabbing his shoulder, and swinging onto his back. Then
he hit Rod’s neck with the palm of his hand.

I knew what he was doing. I couldn’t see it, but just like Haley, Travis
had a poison claw that extended next to his thumb. He had to have stuck
it into Rod’s neck.

Rod didn’t fall over. Instead, he grabbed Travis arm and flung him past
the flagpole.

It was a long throw—more than one hundred feet—and Travis took it in
stride. He didn’t smash into the ground. He turned it into a controlled
series of flips—not that I kept watching.

Mist attacked, turning into well… mist and surrounding Rod in a fog.
Hovering above them, I considered diving, and grabbing the flag. I was
only supposed to do that as a last resort, but if Rod couldn’t see, I
thought it qualified.

Unfortunately, during practice Rachel had phased her taser gloves
through my armor and taken me out.

Sure, I couldn’t see her now, but that was true the other time too. I
suddenly wished I had another phase blocker to drop here. Why hadn’t I
thought of that before the game?

I turned down the thrust, lowering toward the flagpole, deciding that it
was worth the risk.

Except that’s when Rod reached out, his massive troll hand grabbing not
the flagpole, but the stone pillar that it had been placed inside, and
throwing the pillar into the air.

The flag went with it, of course, leaving me to do my job—which I’d
nicknamed “Operation: Catch the Snitch.” It would have helped if we’d
ever had a chance to practice.

The pillar and flag flew past me in the air, the flagpole slipping out
of the pillar as they flipped end over end in the air.

I aimed for the flag, missing the pole, but catching the flag
itself—which was great except somewhere above me the pillar reached its
highest point, and began to fall down.

It hit me on the back of my leg, causing me to shoot upward until I got
control. I hovered in the air then, getting my head together.

What I saw then did not make me feel better. A roiling, red and white
mist covered our team’s side of the field. That’s not what was wrong.
That was things going completely as planned.

The fact that a thirty foot circle around the flag didn’t hold any fog
at all wasn’t a problem either. That was wide enough that Tara felt she
had a chance of responding to a speedster appearing at the edge of the
circle.

Don’t ask me how.

No, what was wrong was that Rachel was smart. She hadn’t gone within ten
feet of the pillar and had her intangibility blocked. She’d stayed
outside that circle, but also outside (or above) the mist, and she’d
been busy.

Strands of black goo covered Amy’s armor, entangling her arms and legs.
More of the same covered Samita’s red robe, but it had taken more
shots—at least three. Different spreads of goo covered her left arm, her
right, and her legs.

As I watched, Tara ducked behind one of the blocks of stone. How she’d
recognized when to do it with Rachel being invisible, I had no idea.

That wasn’t the worst of it either. Jaclyn and Meteor weren’t slipping
any more. Meteor wasn’t a major threat because she wasn’t moving very
quickly, but even so, her fire was burning away any fog near her as she
walked toward the flag.

Jaclyn, however, jumped straight up into the air, getting high enough
that she had to see where the flag was. Worse, after that she turned
around, ran further back and—

I didn’t wait to see what she was going to do. I aimed full thrust
toward our side, crossing the boundary and landing near our flag—in time
to find Jaclyn landing nearby, her feet sinking inches into the ground
from the force of her jump.

Over the loudspeakers, the announcer was already shouting, “Team two
wins!”

Jaclyn shook her head. “I knew you were hiding your real tactics during
the practices. Nice job. I didn’t see that coming.”

Rachel appeared, and floated down to the ground. Though a white mask hid
the top of her face, I could see her smile at me and then Tara. “Your
plan?”

Tara shrugged. “Everyone played their part.”

“It was mostly hers,” I said.

I missed Rachel’s reply because a message appeared in my HUD.

[The Coffeeshop Illuminati are currently attacking Turkmenistan’s
metahuman leadership in a variety of places including two private homes,
the presidential palace and a hidden bunker. This news has yet to reach
anyone not directly involved.]

Rachel raised an eyebrow. “What’s going on now?”

Tara crossed her arms. “I noticed you weren’t listening earlier. Is it
the same thing we talked about before?”

Rachel took a breath and sighed. Jaclyn pulled her feet out of the holes
she’d created when she landed, and shook her head. “I knew that was
going to come back to haunt us.”

Remembering how little I could hear during the fight, I said, “I told
Hal to update you if he had something that needed action on our part. So
far it hasn’t, but I could tell him to update you anyway?”

“Rocket,” Rachel said, looking me directly in the eyes, “this is
something that we all need to be kept updated on.”

From the ground, Samita asked, “Is this something that I need to know
about? I’m supposed to be mentoring Bloodmaiden, and I got the
impression that she might be involved earlier.”

Rachel looked from where Samita lay to where Amy sat on the grass, both
of them still covered in black goo. “Bloodmaiden’s in this too?”

“Not very in,” Amy said. “I helped ward his lab against fairies. That’s
all.”

I was about to second Amy’s relative lack of involvement when I
remembered our conversation about Adam and how Rod had noted his
attachment to Unseelie Court. “We learned something really important at
the game. I think we need to get everyone into my lab after the
tournament and talk about this.”

“Your lab?” Rachel holstered her pistol. “It’s a little small. Are you
sure we shouldn’t book the auditorium?”

Jaclyn laughed, and so did Amy.

Samita frowned, “Ghost, do you have any way to dissolve the glue? Or
will we have to wait until it weakens on its own?”

Rachel turned around, checking the pouches on her utility belt. “Just a
second, I’ll get you out.”

She pulled out the sprayer. The liquid inside would speed up the process
of dissolution. Glancing at me she said, “After the tournament?”

“In the lab,” I said, and I wanted to say more, but even if I’d decided
to chance it then I would have stopped almost instantly.

The grass had separated itself from the ground, standing up the way it
ought to and revealing the sandy soil. At some point when we were
talking, the reddish mist had evaporated.

As I realized that, I also realized that Travis and Rodolfo were walking
over, accompanied by Mist-looking more like a human, and less like water
vapor. If they weren’t enough, Meteor was walking up too—her fires now
only a few licks of flame.

In addition to that, there was a new noise that seemed familiar. It
sounded a little like rain.

I looked in the direction of the sound—which happened to be the stands.
That’s when I realized that it was clapping and cheering, and that the
announcer was talking in the background too.

“Congratulations to both teams. That was an excellent performance.
Please clear the field so that it can be readied for the final match of
the day.”

From the student stands, Lee (as Gunther) waved us in.

We walked toward the entrance, coming together in a group, and filing
into the stands through the nearest opening in the stone wall.

Sean, Gordon, Stephanie, Blue Mask and Slugger sat together off to the
left of the entrance—in the front row just like we did. They weren’t
directly in front us, or even very close, so there wasn’t a chance to
say anything, but I couldn’t help but notice them.

That’s who we were taking on next.

Gordon and Stephanie were talking quickly in low tones. Sean leaned
forward, trying to catch the conversation while Blue Mask did the same
from the other side. Slugger ignored them, choosing instead to smile and
clap for us along with the rest of the audience.

When we did sit down, I found myself on the far end along with Amy,
putting Tara between us and Rod and Samita. Rod had already changed back
from troll form.

As plates of stone that I didn’t remember breaking started spontaneously
repairing themselves, Tara caught everyone’s eyes and said, “Good job.
We’ll be facing team one next. You might want to take a moment to
remember what we planned to do when fighting them. We’ll talk more on
the field.”

Lee gave both teams a wave, and said, “You’ll want to pay attention to
this.”

That’s when I realized that the playing field hadn’t stopped at
repairing the damage from the fight. Unlike before, when the field
extended past the places where the flag was kept, walls now enclosed the
sides as well as each end of the field.

Stranger, the walls on all the sides were curved.

I only wondered why they’d do that for a moment before the first stone
ball started rolling around the edges of the field.

Soon after that I noticed that there wasn’t any grass on the playing
field anymore. When the second ball entered, crossing the field, I
realized that they could roll anywhere.

It wasn’t going to be as much of a problem for me since I could fly, but
for the others’ sake, I hoped they had good healers available.

Next to me, Amy muttered, “I didn’t prepare any spells to handle that.
Red Hex?” Her voice raised as she said Samita’s codename.

Samita shook her head. “Not directly. Troll and I both wear rings that I
bound to spirits of probability. They protect us from getting hurt, and
of course I enchanted our costumes. I might be able to repurpose
something…”

She frowned, and opened one of the leather pouches on her belt, sticking
her arm inside, and pulling things out to examine. This wouldn’t have
been anything to remark about except that she’d stick her arm in all the
way to the elbow while the pouch was at most four inches deep.

Weirder, she’d take objects out of the pouch that were wider than the
pouch—a white, porcelain basin, for example.

After examining it, she put it back in.

I knew better than to ask about it. We didn’t have time, and even if she
wanted to talk about how it worked, it was magic. All the same, maybe I
could convince her to let me examine it sometime?

Tara watched as the balls rolled round the arena. “I think,” she began,
stopping, but then continuing as all of us turned to listen, “that the
balls will be less of a threat to us physically, but if they contain any
iron or if Moonglider’s wind is strong enough, they’ll be able to
redirect the balls at us.”

Rod shrugged. “I’m pretty sure I can do some redirecting of my own.”

Tara frowned. “Only if you can touch them. They’ll be able to do it
remotely. That’s in addition to them having two high speed flyers while
we have one, and that we may have to fight them blindfolded.”

We had thought through how to handle Stephanie’s devices in a straight
fight, but since Lee hadn’t mentioned that we’d be facing balls and
playing capture the flag, this was all new.

“Not exactly blindfolded,” Amy said, “and I can fly quickly even if
it’s not as quickly.”

She’d modified her supernatural sight spell so we could use it while
closing our eyes. I didn’t personally need it. I’d modified my helmet to
filter out Stephanie’s devices.

“I know,” Tara said, holding up a hand. “Give me a moment to think.”

Tara closed her eyes, clenching her fists. Then all at once she opened
them. “Troll, Red Hex, and I will be on defense. Bloodmaiden and the
Rocket will be on offense.”

Rod frowned, eyes narrowing within the diamond mask. When not a troll,
his trench coat, mask and hat made me think of a 1930’s pulp hero. “Why?
Putting the Rocket and I on offense worked great last time.”

She met his eyes. “Do trolls have a weakness for iron like the rest of
the fey?”

He threw up his hand while shaking his head. “Right. Magnet shithead
will take me out in a second. I guess I’ll have to trust to the Brothers
Improbable.”

The ring gleamed on his right hand.

Before I could ask what that meant Samita said, “The bound spirits are
brothers.”

“Which works great,” Rod said, “except when they try to one up each
other.”

Tara held up both her hands. “We don’t have time to talk. Here’s the
plan—”

She barely managed to get through it before the announcer said,
“Athletes, please take the field. We’ll begin in two minutes.”

They’d given us ten last time, but I supposed that we’d all already
warmed up.

We left our seats to the cheers of the crowd, walking onto the field at
the same time as team one. People shouted the Power’s name along with
“The Rocket” and even “Ronin” because apparently Tara had decided to
take on her dead father’s codename.

Amid all the screaming an alert appeared in my HUD.

[Escalation beginning. Regime metahumans have escaped the
presidential palace with several guards using previously unknown powers.
As per my most recent research report, the regime invested in a power
juice program.]

I wanted to scream. This was all falling apart at the worst time.

The report from this morning—one I hadn’t yet read, and that the
Coffeeshop Illuminati certainly didn’t have. I messaged Hal, “If I
haven’t already told you to, update everyone in the League as well as
everyone outside who’s helping us on this—including Dr. Nation, and give
everyone all the reports.”

[Will do.]

It flashed off, and I stood next to the rest of the team in front of the
flag.

The balls, both gray and made of stone rolled around the outside making
a noise that reminded me of a bowling alley. I supposed that we’d be the
pins.

Lee walked on to the field and spoke into a microphone. “The rules for
this match will be the same as any other except that the stone balls you
see rolling around the field will make things more exciting. Interfering
with them in any way is completely allowed, but Agent Lim requests that
you don’t kill anybody with them.

“We’ve moved the healers closer to the field to improve their response
time.”

I glanced over toward the side of the arena, seeing healers I knew (Alex
in his longcoat and “chainmail”), costumed healers I didn’t know, and
paramedics.

They all watched from behind the force shield–which was sensible.

Out of the corner of my  eye, I checked the stands where the politicians
were and noticed that more of them were on their phones than I would
have expected, and the rest were talking about something.

I had a feeling I knew what, and wondered exactly what they were
hearing. The heroes in attendance appeared to be distracted
too. 

I felt the smallest connection, and Daniel’s voice was in my  head, but
distinctly fuzzier than normal. They’re getting the first hint that
something’s going on–no idea of who’s involved. I guess that the US has
people there. I’m not sure of whether they’re supporting the regime or
its overthrow. The VIP’s bleachers have buzzers.

Buzzers were slang for the devices that scattered telepathic white noise
over an area. 

Daniel finished with Good luck. Haley says good luck too.

I barely had time to thank him before the announcer’s voice again
blanketed the field. “For our last demonstration of the day, we have a
great mixture of legacies and newcomers to the world of superheroes. We
have the Rocket, an heir of the Heroes’ League and a founder of the New
Heroes League, Bloodmaiden, visiting royalty with a heroic legacy-”

Amy laughed out loud. “I think that’s the first I’ve ever heard it
described that positively by someone my family doesn’t own.”

The announcer continued like that for everyone, making it sound like
we’d stepped out of legends, and finished with, “All of them veterans of
the Hrnnna attack!”

That led to the biggest cheer of all. I wasn’t sure what to think of
that.

“Contestants get into positions. The game starts when I say go.”

Tara tapped Amy’s shoulder. “Are you ready?”

Amy eyed her and turned her attention back to the other side of the
arena where team one stood in front of their  flag. “To cast two spells
in rapid succession? Always.”

Tara frowned, but looked past Amy, toward me. “Don’t wait–”

The announcer’s voice interrupted her. “Three!”

Tara’s voice became louder, “–for anything. Go straight toward–”

In a deeper voice, the announcer said, “Two!”

“–them.” Tara said, turning toward Samita and Rod.

I didn’t hear what she said to them, but knowing what they were supposed
to do, I could guess.

“Oooonne!” The announcer drew the word out unnecessarily, barely leaving
a moment between it and the next word,

“Go!”

As Amy said two words in a deep gutteral tone that seemed deeply wrong
to me, I gave the Rocket suit thrust, and shot into the sky, blocking
off my view of the world with a dark background, seeing only what the
suit’s sonar and radar could put on my HUD.

It wasn’t all bad. It felt like fighting in a black and white movie
except that nearby objects were white with gray detail. Farther away
objects were gray, but stood out against the inky blackness around them.

Gordon glowed white against the blackness of the sky, flying with his
cape outstretched. Below him, Slugger ran toward the flagpole, bounding
twenty feet with each step.

Behind them, Sean, Stephanie and Blue Mask stood next to the flagpole.

That was an interesting choice, indicating that they’d decided to move
people around too.

Aiming the Rocket suit towad Gordon, I decided to add my own
contribution to the chaos. All the teams so far had sent the fastest
people toward the flag, ignoring the other groups in the hope that
they’d grab the flag and win.

Tara had decided that it was time to change that up.

Gordon realized that I was aiming at him almost instantly, and I felt
winds pushing me away. I’d been sparring with Vaughn for years by then
though.

I let winds push me to the right, and away from Gordon, but at the same
time I could see the wind in my HUD. I twisted, and dove under the
strongest part of the blast. As I came up under him, the direction of
the wind changed, aiming toward me, making me think of the neck of a
dragon.

I fired off a barrage of goobots. With the wind working against them,
they didn’t all hit, but there were ten of them. The bots exploded and
gooey strands came at him from all directions but above.

They wouldn’t take him out but he’d have a hard time grabbing any flag.

Wind hit me, and a lot of it. It wasn’t a well considered blast either,
throwing me toward the bleachers.

I hit the force field hard. Unsurprisingly, I could see it coming at me
better with sonar than I would have with my eyes. With my eyes it was
almost transparent. With sonar, it was simply a wall.

The field gave a little as I hit it, but not much. I bounced off, and
since I was still pointing in the direction of team one’s flag, I kept
on going.

Aiming toward the flag in its stone pillar, I moved away from the force
field, and over the edge of the stone arena we were supposed to stay
inside. Not coincidentally, I also happened to be directly above the
stone ball track.

I say “not coincidently” because the moment I crossed over the track I
saw a ball rolling in my direction. That wasn’t a big deal because it
wasn’t as if balls could fly, and I was well above the track—except
apparently, it wasn’t that simple.

The ball hit something and shot upward at exactly the right moment—when
it would be at the right angle to hit me, but too close for me to dodge.

It hit my chest, throwing me upward, and into a tumble. The ground, and
the sky alternated from one to the other, blurry gray stone to blurry
gray sky.

Not sure if I could think straight enough to avoid hitting the ground, I
clicked the “hover” command on my palm. Then the rocket pack started
turning on and off, not thrusting except when my tumbles pointed me
upward.

Soon I found myself hovering above the arena. It hadn’t taken long.

All the same, it didn’t change the fact that Slugger and Gordon had
already reached our side of the arena and were fighting with Rod,
Samita, and Tara.

I also knew I couldn’t pay attention to it, and would have to trust them
to handle it.

I dove toward their flag, wondering how Sean, Stephanie and Blue Mask
would try to stop me. Of course I didn’t just dive.

I also opened up on them.

I’d loaded up the Rocket suit with non-lethal ammunition—basically
goobots and nothing else. The ten goobots I’d used against Gordon would
have been excessive under normal circumstances, but today I had goobots
to burn, or more to the point, not burn. If I wanted to burn things, I’d
have been loaded up with high explosive rounds.

Not that it would have been a good idea.

Stephanie had been standing between me and the flag, strange symbols all
over her suit blazing. I couldn’t see the symbols, but the suit’s
thermal cameras supplied enough detail to the HUD that I could tell her
devices were warm.

The HUD also showed a brief notification that I’d been hit with a sonic
attack, but there was no detected damage so far. Unfortunately the sonic
attack had been within the ranges I often used to attack people’s
technology.

Stephanie never saw the bots coming. One moment she stood with her suit
awash in the glow of multiple devices. The next saw her covered with
goo. Strands ran down her body and stuck to the stone floor below us.

Blue Mask had been standing next to Stephanie. Well, I thought he had,
but he didn’t get hit. Steel flashed as he batted the goobots out of the
air, sometimes slicing them in half with his sword.

That’s when I realized that I could barely see.

The grey dust Sean had ben controlling completely surrounded me. Worse,
the dust wasn’t any easier to see through with the sonics, radar, or
thermal imaging.

I guessed that it had to be magnetite, but powdering iron would have the
same effect.

That’s the moment when the suit reported that there had been some damage
from the sonic blast after all. It had damaged the fuel control
mechanism. It didn’t say which part, and I made a mental note to remind
myself to write more fine grained error messages in the future.

All the same, I told myself, I could still fly, so whatever had
happened, it couldn’t be that bad.

Naturally, that was the moment when the fuel cut out, giving me the
notification, “out of fuel.”

Except for the fact that I was falling, this was no big deal. The armor
would repair itself with the exception of a few parts, and the fuel
control mechanism wasn’t one of the exceptions.

I hit the ground on the other side of the flag, skidding and bumping,
until I finally hit one of the rectangular stone barriers.

Barely visible through the dust, Blue Mask charged me, sword drawn. Sean
stood next to the flag, teeth clenched, probably concentrating.

The suit gave me a notification.

Self-repair processes halted

Of course they were. I’d tested how the suit worked while exposed to
electromagnetic force, figuring that someday I might have to fight Sean
in it. Despite the shielding I’d put in, self-repair didn’t work well,
so I’d designed it to shut off when exposed to enough electromagnetism
that there might be problems.

And here we were.

The suit’s artificial muscles released energy as part of a chemical
process however, so there wasn’t anything stopping me from what I did
next—rushed them, reaching Blue Mask in one long jump.

One nice thing about sliding down the hill earlier was that Sean’s dust
hadn’t kept up with me, and now that he was attacking the suit directly,
he wasn’t worrying about it. The result? I could see my opponents.

As my foot hit the ground, Blue Mask moved quickly, stepping out of my
way, and slashing at my legs with his sword. The sword either couldn’t
penetrate the Rocket suit or didn’t need to.

It was almost certainly the latter in fact, because he struck my left
leg as it touched the ground and my right leg was in the air.

The technique had good chance of pulling my leg out from under me and
making me fall—except it didn’t work that way.

I had tons of force to work with. Beyond weighing more than five hundred
pounds in the full Rocket suit, I could lift trucks. So when my leg came
down after my jump, it had already shattered the stone as it sunk a few
inches downward.

Even though I could tell Blue Mask was stronger than a normal person, he
wasn’t strong enough to knock my leg out of the hole. All the same, he
tried, and I leaned forward, my right leg touching the ground before I
fell, and giving a push. It was enough to throw my entire body into the
air.

I aimed myself at Sean, and started firing off goobots.

He did a better job of protecting himself than I would have expected,
surrounding himself with enough dust that when the goobots exploded,
they never touched him.

He launched himself backwards into the air almost at the same time,
getting out of my reach even as I landed next to the flag.

A notification ran across my HUD.

Self-repair processes enabled

I probably could have grabbed the flag then except that I hadn’t taken
Blue Mask out, and honestly, grabbing the flag wasn’t part of the plan.

I barely turned in time to face Blue Mask as he ran up the hill to face
me, sword still in his hand, cape billowing out behind his back, and his
wide brimmed hat only still attached because of the string under his
chin.

He’d shown his ability to knock bots out of the air before, so I blasted
away with the sonics. At first he grinned, and I noticed that he was
wearing earplugs. They all probably were.

Sonics were the Rocket’s signature weapon.

Stopping him in his tracks with noise probably wasn’t going to work, but
that was OK. I didn’t really want to hurt him. I aimed the sonics at his
chest and let loose with a frequency that induced nausea, and intestinal
discomfort.

I could have gone further than that, but I didn’t.

He bent over, sword held at his side and covering his mouth.

Out of the other side of my HUD’s peripheral vision, I saw Sean’s cloud
begin to expand in my direction.

With my other arm, I aimed more of the same at Sean. I wasn’t sure
whether the sound would even get through Sean’s dust cloud, but soon
enough, the dust cloud dropped to the ground, still shrouding Sean in a
cloud of gray, but I could see through it.

He stood in the middle of gray swirls, bent over, both hands on his
face.

That left me trapped in my own actions. The moment I turned off the
noise, they’d be able to concentrate again, and it would be two on one
against me. Meanwhile, Amy still hadn’t taken their flag.

Where was she anyway?

I barely had time to wonder, standing there with both hands out, each
pointed in different direction.

I began to touch my tongue to the mouthguard that acted as a backup
control set.

On the other side of the arena, Tara fought Slugger one on one in front
of our flag, using two short sticks against his wooden bat. Meanwhile
Gordon, still covered with goo, fought Rod and Samita.

Despite Sean’s control over magnetism, and by extension iron, Rod had
changed into troll form, and it hadn’t worked out for him. However it
had occurred, Gordon had caught Rod’s eye with the glowing moon symbol
on his chest. Now Rod stared up unblinkingly at Gordon.

Samita held a staff in her hand—the kind of gnarled wooden staff that
wouldn’t have looked out of place on the cover of most fantasy novels.

Electricity danced around the top end, and every time Gordon tried to
fly closer, possibly to help Slugger fight, she loosed a small bolt of
lightning.

As I looked in that direction though, something else caught my eye. On
the black and white screen that was my HUD for the moment, I thought I
saw a gray shape on the other side of the arena, just past where Samita
had pointed out the wards.

The sonics only reproduced it in a shadowy way, and the thermal imaging
didn’t detect it at all, but if it were real, it was big. Elephant
sized, maybe.

I had a bad feeling the creature wouldn’t be on my side, and the fact
that it was outside the wards made me suspect it was magic.

I desperately needed to tell people that it was there as soon as the
fight was over.

Well, assuming it was real, and not the result of staring at a HUD
filled with shades of grey (but not the sexy kind). I zoomed in, and saw
nothing in that space.

I checked on Stephanie, finding her still covered with goo. She’d pulled
out a knife, and was trying to cut the strands connecting her to the
ground.

She wasn’t getting anywhere—which was good. I’d never be able to keep
both Sean and Blue Mask contained if she were mobile. Speaking of which,
I realized, I wasn’t going to keep them long anyway. All they had to do
was get up the will to get out of my range, and they’d be free.

That touched off another thought, a very obvious one. As long as I was
pointing my arms in their direction anyway, I used my tongue to fire off
goobots at each of them, tapping to manipulate spots on the HUD.

I set them up to fire simultaneously, and each bot’s goo spread out in a
perfect pattern, hitting each target and gluing them to the ground. I’d
still have to keep the sonics on them though. Blue Mask’s sword might be
able to cut through the goo, and Sean would be back in the action if he
could concentrate on more than how much his guts wanted to escape.

All the same, I was beginning to wonder if I shouldn’t grab the flag and
take the consequences. Before I’d decided to, the flag moved and as it
lifted out Amy faded in, holding the flagpole in one gauntlet covered
hand.

She glanced over her shoulder at me. “Ready?”

“I guess.”

Flag now in both hands, she took to the air. Nodding “We’d better
hurry.”

I followed, the rocket pack roaring.

She wasn’t wrong. Even as we flew, a gust of wind blew Samita into the
air, causing her to drop her staff on the ground, and carrying her past
the far end of the arena.

As she hit the ground, tumbling, one of the massive stone balls rolled
past on the track, followed by another, and they weren’t the only ones
on the track. Samita wasn’t going to be climbing over without a
realistic possibility of being turned into paste.

That left Gordon free to help Slugger—which he did by directing a blast
of air into Tara’s face. She turned her head to avoid the wind, and in
that moment Slugger hit her in the knee with his bat.

I may have imagined it, but I thought I heard the crack as it smacked
against her costume.

I assumed that, like the League’s costumes, hers contained armor, but it
didn’t hold up to Slugger’s swing.

She fell over, landing on her side.

Slugger said something to her, and she replied, but then he jumped the
distance to our flag, pulled it out and began to run toward the line
that divided the arena in two. If he made it, we’d lose.

Amy dove, aiming toward our side, eyes closed to avoid Gordon’s glowing
moon device. As she did, I aimed myself upward and to the right, toward
Gordon.

I couldn’t see the details of his face very well, but when I turned my
attention to him, he was obviously concentrating, jaw tightly closed, on
Amy.

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see her drifting left toward the
bleachers, jerking rightward to fight the wind.

I slammed into Gordon with my shoulder, his armor taking most of the
blow, but not all of it. He gave a wordless shout as I hit his lower
chest and brushed past him.

It wasn’t a major hit—just momentum, and not even a full on hit. As I
twisted around for a second round, the Rocket suit’s sonar hinted at the
state of his ribs. It looked like I might have broken a couple.

From below came a deep throated growl, but that disappeared as the wind
began to roar, reminding me of tornado emergency training videos I’d
watched.

I could feel the air beginning to twist, and a sinking feeling in my
stomach told me that whatever was coming would be bad.

The announcer’s voice cut through the growing noise, “Bloodmaiden has
crossed the line. Team two wins! Participants should report to medical
personnel immediately.”

I looked down, seeing Amy on the ground with the flag, but better, Rod
pushing himself up from the ground, letting Slugger stand.

I’d hoped attacking Gordon might bring him back into play, but hadn’t
dared to expect he’d be quick enough to seriously help.

It was great when this kind of thing worked out.

Whatever happiness I might have been feeling took a little bit of a hit
as I noticed the main bleachers, the ones for the special guests.

People were already filing out—which meant they’d been filing out during
the match. A few of them were running.

I glanced at my message queue in the HUD. Seven new messages appeared
even as I turned my attention to the message center.





Faerieland


        My lab felt cramped, the air warm from body heat, and my sister’s voice
cut through the low murmur of people talking.

“Remember when I joked about needing an auditorium? Next time I won’t be
joking.”

We’d moved my lab tables to the walls, folded them, put everything I’d
been working on into boxes, and it still felt like we had no room. All
the chairs had been taken, and people sat on the floor or stood next to
the wall.

By people, I meant everyone in the Heroes’ League who’d come to
Stapledon, plus Courtney, plus Tara, Rod, Samita, and Amy.

The monitor of my computer showed burning buildings from a
distance.

I couldn’t show anything much closer than that, so we were following the
news. I’d given Hal permission to send the self-destruct command to the
roachbots, and during the last match he’d sent it to almost all of them.

I hadn’t asked why, but I assumed either Turkmenistan’s army or the
Coffeeshop Illuminati included a technopath. Maybe both.

A reporter’s voice said, “It appears that an unknown force is attempting
a superpowered overthrow of Turkmenistan’s government. We’ve yet to see
any of the invaders, but we’ve seen their work-robots, animated
creatures that turned into scraps of shredded paper when killed, and
even the government’s own vehicles fighting against their owners—“

Rachel shook her head, staring at the screen. “I think it’s safe to say
this is worse than if you’d done nothing.”

Standing next to the wall and towering over everyone, Travis shrugged.
“You can’t know that. They’ve been killing their people for the last
three months.”

Izzy sat on the floor near the back next to Daniel. “We need to do
something. We’re responsible for starting this—“

“Nah.” Travis gave a snort. “You guys started watching, but the
Coffeeshop Illuminati started this. Have you read their manifesto?
They’ve got their head in the clouds, and they don’t understand a thing
about the real world.”

Izzy waited until he was done, but no longer than that. “We planted the
bots. Hal came up with the plans. They wouldn’t have had anything to
work with if we hadn’t. That’s why it’s our responsibility.”

Next to her Daniel’s mouth twitched at the last thing she said. “We
can’t. My dad sent me a text telling me—all of us—to stay out of it.”

Izzy’s mouth flattened into a line. “Why?”

Daniel looked at her, and then across the room at all of us. “Well, Dad
said that it wasn’t our responsibility, and that we weren’t ready to
step into a situation this complex. He’s probably right, but I’m pretty
sure I know why he said it. I caught a few things after they turned off
the buzzers and the politicians left.”

Everyone stared at him then. This was the kind of thing that made supers
grateful to have a telepath on the team, and terrified everyone else.

“It’s no secret that Turkmenistan’s close to Russia. Russia’s government
sent our government a message that they’d like the United States to stay
out of it. I think that they said more than that, but I don’t know what.
The only thing I know is that the Russian superheroes that Izzy… evaded?
They’re going in somehow. I don’t know who they’re supporting—“

“Russia,” Vaughn suggested, grinning.

Cassie laughed.

Daniel talked over them. “But if we were to go in in any way, it would
become a three or four way fight with major ramifications. So I’d say
that we need to stay out of this one.”

Izzy frowned. “So we’re going to sit here and let whatever happens
happen?”

Daniel looked her in the eye. “We’re just going to make things worse. We
don’t know enough to not make things worse. You know what I mean. People
in government have contacts in Turkmenistan and in Russia, and they
might be able pull all this back to something less horrible. We don’t
know anybody and nobody would negotiate with us. We’d just end up
fighting.”

Izzy looked down, took a breath, and looked at Daniel. “I know, but I
don’t like leaving this unfinished. I feel like it’s our fault and we
should be doing something.”

Daniel nodded. “We can do something. We can actually do something here.
Nick’s going to tell us about it.”

Everyone turned toward me. It was unnerving.

“Ah… Yeah,” I said. “It’s like this. A fairy tricked Vaughn into giving
our transcripts and plans to Stephanie and through her, the Coffeeshop
Illuminati. Rod happened to be there as Adam wished me good luck during
the match, and he noticed that Adam smelled of the Unseelie Court—more
fairies. It’s not much of a lead, but it’s too much of a coincidence not
to investigate.

“The interesting question to me is whether Adam’s using the fey, or
whether the fey are using him?”

Jaclyn shook her head, and pulled her phone out of her pocket. “That’s
not what interests me. What I want to know is why he’s even bothering?
What do we know about him?”

“Well,” I paused, mouth partway open, wondering if I should even say it.
“I’m pretty sure he’s a client of my dad’s. My dad had a client who was
a superhero, and who needed therapy after quitting. Adam’s girlfriend
got killed by the mob, and he went on some kind of rampage, killing
anyone remotely associated, I guess. Agent Lim got him into therapy. I
don’t know why he actually stopped killing and went through with it, but
he did say nice things about my dad when I talked to him once.”

Fingers already tapping out something on the screen of her phone, Jaclyn
said, “His codename?”

“Dark Cloak.”

She stopped and looked up at me. “That guy? I heard about him.” Then she
started tapping away again.

Light from her phone played across her face. We’d turned down the lights
to make it easier to see the monitor.

“I’m checking him in the government databases we’ve got access to.”
Jaclyn continued tapping.

“Which database?” I considered doing the same from my computer.

Not looking up, she said, “All of them.”

She tapped a few more times. “Internet speed feels slow, but I’m sending
you all of what I’ve found in a document. It’s not much more than you’ve
told me, but there are a few little wrinkles that we’re all going to
love.”

She looked up from the screen, not tapping anymore. “The biggie? The
girlfriend’s not dead. The Feds know where she lives, and they think
she’s got the same powers he had. They’re not sure.

“Better yet, their experts on faerie think that his powers changed or
now come from another source since about the time that his girlfriend
got ‘killed’.”

Samita had been watching intently as Jaclyn talked. Nodding, she said,
“So he lost the favor of whatever group of faeries had empowered him and
they gave his abilities to her? And then he allied himself to the
Unseelie Court.”

She shook her head. “Dangerous.”

Next to her, Rod pushed himself away from the wall he’d been leaning
against. “Not so bad. Technically, I’m part of the Unseelie Court when
I’m a troll. They never bug me.”

Samita quirked her mouth to one side. “Of course they never bug you.
You’re a troll.”

“Only part time. Besides, there are tougher creatures out there than
trolls.” Responding to the obvious unspoken question we all probably
had, he held up his hands and said, “A lot of things. Too many to name.
The important thing to understand here is that the Seelie Court will
mess with people if they’re impolite or sometimes just for fun. The
Unseelie Court will fuck with humans on general principle. So yeah,
Samita’s kind of right, but I don’t think of them as dangerous so much
as maliciously whimsical.”

Rachel gave a short laugh, leaning against my desk. “How does that make
them ‘not so bad?’ To me it makes them sound terrifying all the way
around.”

Travis’ laugh ended in a grunt, “No kidding. But seriously Rod, what do
you think is going on?”

Rod didn’t say anything at first, brow furrowing as he said, “Honestly?
It feels planned to me. Don’t ask me what the plan is, but there’s no
punchline. That’s why I don’t think it’s the Unseelie Court. There’s not
much reason to laugh even if your sense of humor is pretty twisted.”

Nodding, Jaclyn said, “Does it feel like anyone you know?”

Shaking his head, Rod said, “No.”

“No one?”

Rod shrugged again. “That’s what I said. I didn’t spend long in faerie
before my mom and I got rescued. I don’t know many people on that side
of things.”

From over on the other side of the room, Cassie stood up, stretching her
arms in front of herself once she stood up. “You know, we could ask the
guy what he’s about. Sure, he might not answer, but he might squirm in
entertaining ways. Plus, get Daniel in range, and game over. We know
what’s going on.”

Haley, sitting next to Camille, a row ahead of Cassie, said, “That’s a
good idea. I mean, maybe not asking him straight out, but asking
something that will make him think about it and having Daniel listen in?
Then we might find out without him even knowing.”

Daniel nodded, unfolding his legs, and stretching them out. “I’d go for
that. It won’t be long before supper. He’s got to eat. It wouldn’t take
much to find him in the dining hall, and I think Nick should ask the
questions.”

I thought about it. He was right. Adam had already talked to me a couple
times. It was like he was trying to make some connection.

Of course, it could be that he liked my dad. I’d been told that Dad was
a good therapist. On the other hand, it could just as easily be the
connection to Grandpa or Isaac Lim. On a more negative note, I could be
vulnerable to something Adam could do in a way no one else was. Maybe
that was paranoid, but it wasn’t impossible.

Cassie laughed. “You don’t think you can trust me to be subtle?”

Travis’ mouth twitched. “I’m pleading the fifth on that, but yeah, I
like the idea. That might get us what we need. Do we have any other way
we can find out more? Like his ex-girlfriend… Jaclyn, do you know where
she is? Or what about Samita and Rod? Can’t you, I don’t know, summon up
something?”

Samita’s mouth turned into a flat line. “Summoning is very dangerous.
One wrong move and you could release whatever you summon into the world.
Worse, depending on what you summon, you could put your life or even
your soul in danger.”

Jaclyn started tapping furiously into her phone.

Vaughn looked up from whatever he’d been checking on his phone. “Hey, it
doesn’t have to be something dangerous does it? I read one of those
Dresden Files books, and in there the guy summons up fairies and feeds
them pizza. Can’t you do something easy like that?”

Samita’s expression—a kind of twisted frown that left one side of her
mouth higher than the other—made me suspect she was trying to be polite,
but wasn’t sure she could.

Rod shook his head. “Not that easy. I mean, it’s not that fairies won’t
eat pizza, but it’s not that easy to catch them. If there’s one thing
fairies are good at, it’s not being caught. I may be able to catch one
though. Trolls tend to attract trouble, and if there’s anything out
there, I’ll probably run into it.”

Travis nodded. “In a good way?”

Rod snorted. “No. Anything that decides to fight me will want to do it
because it thinks it can take a troll. So figure it’ll be big and
dumb—not exactly the kind thing that’ll answer questions. The only good
news is that if there are ogres and giants out there, we’ll know about
it.”

Eyes widening, Travis asked, “Could they be out there without anyone
noticing?”

Amy answered, talking as Samita opened her mouth. “Easily. I’m not any
kind of expert on your fey, but if they have any spell casters among
them, it wouldn’t take much. Besides, most of them are only partway into
this reality at best. You’d probably miss them even without an
invisibility spell.”

Travis pulled himself up. “Every time I ask a question, this sounds
worse. We’d better get into the dining hall if we want to catch Adam.
We’re all going to feel stupid if he eats early and we’re still
talking.”

Jaclyn lifted her hand away from her phone and held it in the air. “I’m
texting Nicole.” When no one responded, she added, “Adam’s very, very
ex-girlfriend. Her number was in the FBI’s database. She confirms that
he’s allied with a group of fairies called the Shade Circle. She doesn’t
know anything more than that.”

Samita frowned. “I’ve never heard of the Shade Circle. They sound like
they might be vassals to the Unseelie Court.”

She sounded like she might be trying to convince herself.

Amy pulled herself up. Facing Samita, she said, “If they’re going to be
facing magic, they’ll need help. We enchant something so they can see
through illusions at the very least.”

In a low voice, Samita said, “We won’t have time.”

Amy shook her head. “It can be temporary. As long as it makes it till
morning and they all have one, it’ll be good enough. We can work up
something better tomorrow.”

I bit my lip for a moment, and then said, “Can’t you just cast that
spell you used on the Fourth of July?”

“How did that work for you?” She asked, raising an eyebrow.

Then I really thought about it. “Right. I don’t know what drugs are
like, but yeah. That’s the closest I’ve been.”

“We can work up a better version,” she said. “Rod, you should go with
them just in case.”

Samita nodded. “Excellent idea.”

“Maybe someone should go with you?” I asked. “You know, to keep watch
while you’re working?”

Amy and Samita looked at each other. “Sure,” Amy said, “Vaughn, do you
want to?”

I’d been thinking that Jaclyn or Izzy ought to go with them, but Amy
would have a better sense of what fairies would be vulnerable to. Aside
from which, Vaughn was undoubtedly a powerhouse.

“Sure,” he said.

Cassie frowned for a moment, but then we all left, Amy, Samita, and
Vaughn to the magic labs,and the rest of us to the dining room.

Walking down the hall, I found myself ahead of Camille and Haley, who
were having a quiet conversation that I couldn’t quite catch, and a
little behind Courtney.

Turning back to me, she said, “I can’t believe how calm you’re all being
about this.”

My stomach felt like I’d left it back in the lab. “I’m not calm.”

I didn’t think any of us were calm. I couldn’t see everybody, but the
people I could see all were acting like they did when we thought we
might go into a fight. Cassie was grinning, and making little jokes to
the person walking closest to her—Jaclyn. Jaclyn, in turn, wasn’t saying
anything beyond a polite murmur when Cassie paused.

Travis walked with a superhuman smoothness, sometimes sniffing the air
as he talked to Rod and Rachel. Rachel muttered something that made both
Rod and Travis laugh.

Courtney stared at me. “You’re not?”

“I don’t talk much when I’m nervous.”

“He doesn’t,” Haley interjected.

Courtney glanced back at her. “I don’t like feeling like anything can
happen next.”

We kept on talking until we were nearly to the dining room. I think
Courtney felt a little calmer by then.

I didn’t even get the chance to walk through the door when Daniel
shattered what calm I had.

Adam’s not here, and neither are any of the teachers.

Wait, I thought back at him. The teachers aren’t always in the dining
hall anyway. Are you sure it’s not just chance?

Pretty sure, he thought back.

Behind me, Tara had been walking with Camille and Haley. As we stepped
into the dining room, Tara stopped chatting with Camille and said, “This
isn’t right.”

To me at least, nothing about the dining hall seemed in any way strange.
Students talked and laughed at the tables. The upperclass students
mostly stuck together while the first year students took up half the
room, mixing a bit with my year.

The only thing even different about the room was that someone had given
the room a baseball theme—pictures of baseball games and famous baseball
stadiums on the walls, pennants showing the logos of different baseball
teams decorated both the walls and the tables.

I noticed a blue pennant with the Detroit Tigers’ gothic “D” logo in
white on the wall near me.

This wasn’t weird at all. I could see how a caterer’s mind might jump
from our tournament to sports. Plus, wasn’t major league baseball’s All
Star Game in the middle of July? We were in the middle of July already.

It was probably tonight.

In a hushed voice, Camille asked, “What’s not right?”

Tara had been joking around with Camille, but now her voice turned
quiet. “There’s almost always a teacher in the dining hall, and if one
of the teachers isn’t available, they arrange for someone from the
compound to watch us. Usually at least two people are in the room.
Today, there’s only one, and it’s Earthmover.”

I hadn’t noticed that at all.

Turning back past Haley to look at them, “Could it just be his turn?”

Tara pursed her lips, nearly closing her eyes, but then opened them,
saying, “I don’t know. All I know is that he hasn’t ever watched us
before.”

I looked over at him. Earthmover wasn’t in costume, and probably hadn’t
been in years. He’d practically told us as much when he’d introduced
himself when we arrived. He wore jeans and a button down shirt that
didn’t hide either his muscles or his belly.

Should we leave? I thought at Daniel.

We’d look extremely suspicious if there is something wrong. All of us
walking in, taking a look, and walking out?

No kidding. I guess that we should eat, and watch for Adam. The fact
that he’s not here doesn’t mean he won’t be.

Daniel thought back, I’ll keep on listening for any reason the adults
are gone.

Works for me.

We all went through the buffet line, taking food and sitting down
together. Unsurprisingly, we didn’t say very much. I can’t speak for
other people, but what I desperately wanted to do was speculate about
where Adam might be. Talking about that out loud wasn’t a good idea, and
Daniel and I had covered everything we had to say about it
telepathically already.

The only bright side in this was that all the people with superhuman
senses wouldn’t be distracted by talking.

The not so bright side was the on going clink of silverware as we all
said nothing.

Haley put a leg of chicken back down on her plate. “I wonder if we
should be saving food for Vaughn, Amy, and Samita? They might not get
back before the dining hall closes.”

I began to wonder if that would be possible. Depending on Samita’s
religion, that could become more complicated than we’d expect, but if
she weren’t particularly religious, it could become considerably
simpler. Then I realized that Rod would know.

I was about to ask him when Izzy froze. Her voice low, and not looking
up from her plate, she said, “He just walked through the door.”

I saw him.

Adam stood next to Gifford and Hunter as well as a few first year girls
that I didn’t know at all. This, I supposed, was my moment—except not
exactly. I decided to let him go through the line and sit down before I
walked over to talk.

I asked Daniel to pass that on to everyone, and continued to eat while
everyone watched Adam’s group go through the line and find a table.

It took a good twenty minutes before I felt comfortable with the idea of
interrupting. He seemed to be most of the way finished with what was on
his plate as I came up to their table.

Even before I make it over, Gifford saw me and made a comment to Hunter.
I couldn’t catch any more than my name, but from the smirk on his face,
I doubted he’d said anything nice.

Given everything that had happened with his older brother Gordon, I
supposed I couldn’t blame him.

Adam looked up from his plate as I came closer. Giving a small smile, he
said, “Hey Nick, congratulations.”

Gifford’s face tightened, but he said, “Yeah.”

“Thanks,” I said, as Hunter and the others threw in their
congratulations as well.

Turning my attention on Adam, I asked, “But I was wondering something.
Have you been noticing anything out of the ordinary? I’ve run into some
fairies lately, and Rod thinks they’re from the Unseelie Court. Have you
seen anything?”

Adam gave a hint of a smile. “Why would you think I’d know anything
about that?”

“Oh.” I realized I’d given something away, and tried to think of a way
to answer that did minimal damage. “Well, Troll smelled fey on you, so I
guessed you might have a connection.”

He blinked. “I didn’t know it was that obvious, but yes, my powers come
from the fey. I’ve never told anybody, but I suppose it had to come out
sometime. Sorry, but I haven’t noticed anything unusual.”

“Really? That’s weird. I’d think you’d see something before I would, and
I’m pretty sure I saw something inhuman on the Fourth of July.”

He nodded along as I talked. “Interesting. What did you
see?”

I hadn’t anticipated that question, and maybe I should have. I didn’t
want to tell him about the things I’d actually seen on the drive home.
That might lead to a conversation about what Amy could do. “Huh. Well, I
thought I saw a person, but too short and shaped wrong. It was near
Vaughn after the fireworks.”

“Shaped wrong, huh? Can you say how? I need a little more to go on.”

Not sure how much longer I could go, I shook my head. “It was dark, and
seeing it felt weird. I tried not to see it.”

Adam kept his eyes on me, occasionally giving a nod as if to show he was
listening. It felt strange trying to trick him into telepathically
giving away whatever evil plan he might theoretically have when he was
acting more comforting than anything else.

“Understandable. I’ve seen fairies that I can’t unsee. Creepy doesn’t
cover it. Some of them give people nightmares even unintentionally, and
you never know who to trust. I can tell you from experience that the
more attractive of the fae aren’t necessarily the nicest.”

Hoping that Daniel had gotten what he needed, and finding it at least a
little odd that he hadn’t said anything to me in the course of the
conversation, I said, “Oh well, thanks for listening. I know it’s not
really reasonable to expect you to hear my question and know the answer.
I’ll head back to—“

Gifford stood up from the table as I took a step backward, preparing to
go. “What are you really doing here?”

I stared at him, not able to get out much more than a, “Huh. I—“

“Why would Adam know? You’re accusing him of being involved.” Gifford’s
face was turning redder.

In the back of my mind, I began to ask how I’d handle it if he attacked.
If he attacked me with wind, I’d best off going under the table or
something. That way I’d at least be out of his sight.

Walking back to my own table might do that too. Certainly Gifford
wouldn’t attack me if attacking me were part of a group, would he?

“I’m not accusing him of being involved.” I hadn’t been—at least not to
his face. That was the whole point. Adam would never give Daniel enough
time to get anywhere if I walked over and accused him of things.

Adam put his hand on Gifford’s shoulder. “Relax, sit down.”

Gifford shook his head, his chin jutting forward. “No. He’s getting away
with too much. Do you think anyone else would be put in the tournament
even though he’s not an upperclassman? Plus he’s been hiding something.
I don’t know what it is, but he’s been hiding it.”

His chair scraped on the floor as he moved it sideways, clearing space
in between his row of tables and the one behind it.

Everyone nearby was watching us now—almost all of them first years.

Not sure if I should explain myself or simply walk back, I stood there.
“I wasn’t the only person from my year in the tournament. There were a
few of us—Amy, Sean, Jaclyn, and Izzy. That’s not a couple. Between the
five of us, we could have fielded a team. I’m not getting away with much
that other people aren’t. I’m helping teach where Gunther thinks I’m
useful, but that’s because I already know how he teaches.”

Gifford all but snarled at me. “See, you admit it! No one else gets to
do what you get to.”

I didn’t know what to say. It was as if he’d heard me say something
completely different from what I actually said.

Beginning to run through possibilities, I realized that Haley had
slipped her hand into mine. “Come on, Nick, let’s go.”

I turned my head to follow her lead, and realized that I wasn’t alone.
Jaclyn, Izzy, and Travis were walking up behind her. Already standing
next to the table, the rest of the League members looked ready to jump
in as needed.

I’d have felt gratified for their support if I hadn’t noticed that
people near Adam and Gifford were also standing up. Plus Gordon was
walking toward Gifford.

That’s the moment where it all began to feel like the musical “West Side
Story”—which between the Jets and the Sharks ought to make my side the
Jets.

It would be better than Team Rocket at any rate. Granted, that was from
a completely different story.

A booming voice echoed throughout the room, the rock around us seeming
to vibrate with the words.

It probably was. Earthmover sailed across the stone floor without
walking, stopping between Gifford and I.

“This will stop right now,” he said, mustache bristling. “No more
arguments.”

I raised my left hand, the one Haley wasn’t holding, and said, “Excuse
me, sir. I think—“

I was going to tell him that someone must be using magic to influence
people’s minds, but I didn’t get the chance.

“No more arguments,” he said, pointing his hand in my direction.

Red rock surrounded me, and I sank into the floor.

Nothing happened for a long time after that. I never did learn exactly
how long. All I knew for sure was that I was grateful that at least I’d
gotten to eat before being shut up in a doorless and windowless room.

Okay, that’s not all I knew for sure.

I also knew that my room had breathing holes. They were on both sides of
the top of my cell. The cell wasn’t much more than six feet tall. I
could touch the ceiling, and had during my initial few minutes inside.

I couldn’t see at all. The cell had no light.

A little bit of touching around the inside of the cell had found that
the breathing holes were across from each other, allowing for the
possibility of a breeze. After a little more feeling around, I found a
rock cylinder that jutted out from the wall. From the hole in the middle
of the seat, I realized that it had to be a toilet. A basin next to it
included endlessly flowing water.

That wasn’t good news. Granted, it indicated a level of consideration,
but it also indicated that Earthmover planned to keep me there long
enough that I might need to poop.

It wasn’t a wide room either. I could almost reach the other side by
sitting down on the floor. That meant it couldn’t be much wider than
three or four feet. I was just under six feet tall.

Beyond that, there isn’t much to say.

Hours later, my butt hurt from sitting on rock. Earthmover hadn’t
provided cushions, and maybe it wasn’t reasonable to. At the same time,
could he really keep me in here without at least visiting and explaining
why?

Keeping someone in a personal prison was almost certainly illegal.

Of course, if he was confused or even controlled by faeries, no court
would convict him, and honestly, he wouldn’t deserve to be.

Unfortunately, it could theoretically be worse than that. He could be
controlled by the Dominators. Allied with the Nine, but basically
mercenaries, the Dominators specialized in mind control. Each one
specialized in different methods.

At least that’s what I’d been told. All the information about them was
suspect. In order to learn anything new about the Dominators, you’d have
to interact with them somehow. If you interacted with them, they’d get
the opportunity to interact with you too.

Worse, if they interacted with you and you didn’t know it, you’d have no
idea that you might be compromised.

Of course, it was simply more likely from all I’d seen that the faeries
were behind this.

On the other hand, if the Dominators had ever gotten Earthmover, or more
likely Adam alone, they could have converted either of them into an
intentional or unintentional agent.

I considered researching Dominator tactics, checked my phone, and
discovered again that I couldn’t connect to cell towers, wi-fi, the
Alliance gate network, or the inter-dimensional location network.

I hadn’t seriously expected to connect to the last two.

A baritone voice came through the breathing holes. “Sorry.”

Adam’s voice.

“I spend far too much time apologizing to you.”

Not sure whether it would be better inside or outside the cell, I made a
snap decision. “Can you get me out of here?”

On the other end of the breathing holes, a breath turned into a sigh. “I
can, but I won’t. That’s why I’m down here. I’m apologizing because I
had you put here, and because you’ll be staying until it’s all over.”

“Okay. Why?”

“I wish I could explain everything to you, but I can’t. I’m not some
movie villain who’s got a deep need to explain his evil plan. I’ll tell
you why I’m keeping you out of it though.”

Feeling the cool rock against my back, I said, “Sure.”

At least that might give me something.

“First off, I like your dad. He seems like a genuinely good guy, and a
good shrink. Second, you’re honest. That means you’re not connected to
the Nine, and I don’t have any reason to hurt you. I will if I have to,
but I don’t want to.”

I stood up and spoke upward. “Wait. The government in Turkmenistan is
connected to the Nine. Is this about taking them out? Because I wasn’t
planning on stopping what’s going on over there. The only way I’d
intervene now is if it looked like a lot of people were going to get
killed.”

Through the breathing holes, Adam’s voice became louder. “I’m not going
to go into that right now. What you need to know is this: The Nine are
in more places than you know. Even people you trust have knowingly
worked with them. If you did decide to intervene, you might be killed by
people you didn’t even know were your enemies. That’s why I’m keeping
you out of it. We’re going need all the uncorrupted people we can find.”

“Are you saying that people in the Stapledon program are working with
the Nine?”

No one replied.

That left me alone in the dark again, but one thing had changed. Before
Adam talked to me, I could believe that this was unplanned, an
overreaction by Earthmover who might easily be inexperienced at
teaching.

Now I knew it was intentional, and that Adam, or whoever was controlling
or using him, wanted me out of the way.

It seemed likely that if someone wanted me out of the way, the best
thing I could do was get back in the way.

Well, assuming that I wasn’t stepping in front of a metaphorical Mack
truck.

Bearing in mind that I still didn’t really know what he was keeping me
out of the way of, I needed more information. Metaphorical or not, I
didn’t want to get hit by that Mack truck without armor.

Deciding to stop laboring that particular metaphor, I touched middle of
my chest with my hand. As I did, my clothes unraveled, turning into the
new version of the stealth suit. The nano machines reformed the material
around me, covering my entire body.

Checking my HUD, I wished I had been carrying my backpack along. If
nothing else, it would have been more material and thus thicker armor.
Better, it would have included a rocket pack. I had a feeling that I’d
need the mobility.

So what did I have? Limited sonics, better than human strength, thin
but  self-healing armor, sonar, and a computer (courtesy of my phone).
It wasn’t anywhere near as good as regular Rocket suit, but it was
better than nothing.

I aimed my arms at the wall and turned on the sonar.

The results were not encouraging. The thinnest walls around me were two
feet thick. The weakest points would be next to the air holes. Given a
little time, I could shatter the barriers between the air holes with a
combination of sonics and physical strength—weaken them, then punch
them.

It was just a matter of time. Unfortunately, it could be a really long
time.

Another thought occurred to me. What if Earthmover had a sense of
feeling inside the rocks he controlled? I’d never get anywhere. He’d
sense it the moment I broke anything and reinforce the cell.

Did I have any way to get around that? I couldn’t think of one—not
without a clue as to how such a sense would work.

I was going to have to simply try it, and hope he didn’t have cameras
out in the hall while I was at it.

Turning on the sonics to maximum volume, I set them to find the
frequency with the greatest resonance, first in the rock between the air
holes and then in the thick wall in front of me.

I narrowcast the sound, so as to get the maximum strength out of it, and
the thin walls between the air holes vibrated audibly–at least they
would have if my helmet didn’t filter out the sound. But, I could see
the blur as they vibrated in my sonar’s black and white representation
of the cell.

When I felt that I’d done enough, I aimed the sonics at the wall below
the air holes, finding that two sections vibrated most strongly at
different frequencies.

That was good news—the best news I’d had since getting stuck down here.
It meant that Earthmover hadn’t put much thought in how to counter me
specifically, or that he had no idea what my tech was currently capable
of.

I used the sonics on one arm to vibrate one section, and the other arm’s
sonics on the other. With the sonar, I could see that I was making
progress, that the two sections were vibrating at different frequencies,
and even rubbing against each other—to a degree. They were still part of
the same slab of rock. They weren’t moving much.

At the very same time, I could see the batteries visibly losing
power—not in a frightening way, but a noticeable one. The percentage of
power left on the right arm was already down to 88%.

I stopped.

The sonics might ultimately have a deeper effect, but the artificial
muscles in the suit would last longer.

Steeling myself against possible pain, I got into a martial arts stance,
and aimed my punch below the air holes.

It hit the rock, and it didn’t feel good, but I’d done my calculations
right when I’d designed the armor—the strength of my punch didn’t
shatter the armor that had formed around my hand.

Better, the rock noticeably cracked below the air holes, but the walls
between air holes above the punch shattered. They didn’t break all the
way through, but more than halfway.

When I examined the wall with the sonar, I was less impressed. Sure I’d
made cracks on the surface, but the wall’s structural integrity was
completely intact.

Ugh.

It had been a good punch. From what the HUD’s stats said, I’d gotten
almost all the force out of it that I could. I’d have to be smarter
about this. Maybe I should push off from the wall on the other side and
get more of my legs into it? Maybe I should be looking at the corners to
see if they had sections with different kinds of rock like the wall had?

Or maybe I needed to punch the wall a few more times?

“There you are,” Haley’s voice came through the air holes.

“In here,” I said.

“I know. Back away from the wall, okay?”

I considered telling her that it would be harder than it looked, but I
moved anyway.

The wall buckled and then shattered, falling into the cell, but not
flying everywhere. A few stray bits hit me, but bounced off the suit’s
skin.

Haley stood above the rubble, all monstered out—teeth turned to fangs,
and her feet and hands to claws. Bits of dust covered her clothes.

“That went a lot easier than my wall,” she said.

“I hit it with the sonics. I’m guessing I didn’t damage it enough
that I could punch through it myself yet. How did you get here?”

“Earthmover sent me down here right after he sent you.”

“Whoa. What happened?”

She paused for a second. “I told him that he shouldn’t have done
that. Loudly.”

Nodding, I said. “That seems excessive, but I basically didn’t do
anything except try to explain what was going on.”

Her shoulders drooped. “He had a little more reason. I shifted. I
didn’t mean to, but it happened.”

“I can see how he might take that wrong.”

She sighed, but then said, “I know. I wasn’t going to hurt him,
but sometimes it’s hard not to shift. Anyway, he was afraid. Terrified,
I think. I could smell it, and I can’t blame him. He probably saw Night
Wolf in action.”

“Wow.”

She leaned back, checking the hall each way before stepping
backward, out of the cell. “We should go. It’s such a mess. “

I followed her out, walking across the pile of rubble.  “How did
you find me? I suppose it couldn’t be hard given your senses.” 

“It was harder than you’d think. After I got sucked into the
floor, I ended up in a cell like yours. At first I wasn’t sure what to
do. I was afraid I was going to get kicked out of the program, so I just
sat there, worrying. But then I realized that Earthmover didn’t have any
right to do what he did. I got really angry, and then I broke through
the wall. The problem was that I couldn’t find you, and I couldn’t smell
you.

“I thought I might have smelled you half a dozen different times,
but when I got to the spot where you should be, it was only another
cell. One of those times, I realized I’d
come back to the same spot already. I smelled myself, and something
else, and I didn’t know what the something else was.”

She shook her head as we walked down the hall. A line of cells
identical to mine ran in a row on either side of the hall. The breathing
holes were the only sign of where a cell started and ended. Judging from
the depth of the breathing holes, Earthmover had to be seriously worried
about people’s ability to break rock.

Also, he evidently had a need to imprison a lot of people at one
point. His career overlapped with fighting the Abominators and their
servants, so maybe these cells were used to store prisoners from that
fight.

Haley, meanwhile, continued to answer my question. “I guessed it
might be a fairy, so I made a big show of giving up, and going back to
my cell. Sometime after that, I heard more voices, and I smelled Adam
and whatever was down here with me. I followed them from a distance, and
I finally found your cell.”

“Oh, that’s cool. Did you see a way out on the way?”

She shook her head. “I was hoping we might be able to follow them
out.”

“That makes sense. Do you know where they are?”

“I know where they were.” She touched her nose. “We’re going to
have to hunt them as quietly as possible—which means we can’t talk. I’ll
lead. I’ll make hand signals to tell you if you need to stop or go
forward, and sometimes I’m just going to have to go forward alone. You
can see hand signals in the dark with that suit, right?”

She held out her hand, palm out and toward me, followed by waving
me forward.

“Not a problem.” Her hands were blurry around the edges when she
moved them, but it didn’t stop me from reading them.

What followed wasn’t particularly fun, but was nerve wracking. We
walked through a gray world of endless identical rock passages,
sometimes around corners, sometimes up stairs. Every once in a while
Haley would hold up her hand to halt me, and she’d go ahead by herself.

That left me waiting alone amid flat rock walls and breathing
holes to cells that probably didn’t contain anything—well, not anything
living at least.

Probably.

When she came back, she wouldn’t even say anything. She’d simply
point forward. She could have used her phone, but she didn’t want to
spend time typing. I supposed I couldn’t argue with that.

The last time she came back, she smiled, and talked out loud. “We
can get out. They’re actually gone, and I found out where they went.”

We walked up a short flight of stairs, walking into a room. It
wasn’t more than ten feet wide in either direction, smaller than my dorm
room in square feet. That wasn’t a true measure of the room’s size
though, because it had no ceiling.

It rose upward hundreds of feet for sure, but that was all I could
get back for an estimate.

“You don’t have a rocket pack on that suit, right?”

Still staring upward, I said, “No.”

She frowned. “Then I’m going to have to do this myself.”

I looked at her. “Are you sure? That might be one thousand feet
high. It’s a long way to fall.”

She shook her head. “I can do it. I’m good at climbing. That’s one
of the things my body is built for.”

I couldn’t argue with that, but I wanted to. “You’re absolutely
sure?”

“You can’t climb up there, but something’s going to happen. We
know it, but no one up there does. I don’t think I have a choice—unless
you’ve got another way up.”

“I don’t.”

I touched the key combination that opened up my faceplate, and it
folded in to the sides, plunging me into darkness. The air felt cool
against my skin.

Haley guessed at my intention, and put her arms around my armored
waist as I put my arms out and pulled her in. We kissed.

After a moment, she said, “It’ll be okay.”

“I hope so.”

She let go, and so did I. I clicked and the faceplate reassembled,
allowing me to watch as she took two steps, jumped, and hung on the
wall. Then she crawled upward, one hand or one foot at a time. She
didn’t fall.

I watched until she became indistinguishable from the wall. After
that, I waited.

It took longer than it should have. I wasn’t checking my phone when I
was in the cell, but now I was encased in my suit. The time was in the
upper right corner: 7:04 pm. Haley had started climbing around 6:30 pm.

Even assuming it would take thirty minutes to scale the wall, she would
have finished by now.

I was fairly confident that it wouldn’t take anywhere near that long.
I’d watched her start her climb, calculated her speed based on how far
she moved, taking into account the possibility of slowing down, and come
to the conclusion that if it were 1000 feet, she shouldn’t take more
than ten minutes to scale the entire thing.

I couldn’t be sure where we were, making the question of how long it
would take to either get my backpack or find a helpful flier an unknown.
All the same, I thought it was most likely that the prison was under the
rocky foothill that took up half the compound. Bearing that in mind, the
distance to one of the two could be as low as a minute.

That meant that her lack of return could easily mean she was in danger,
captured, or dead.

Okay–she probably wasn’t dead. The fey weren’t stupid. They had to know
that visiting mortal lands and killing kids would prompt a response.
Some heroes could handle themselves in faerielands, and they’d likely
exact a price for it.

I waited for another half hour, trying to think of a way to get up the
hole on my own. I didn’t get very far.

Climbing wasn’t a realistic option. Radio waves couldn’t get through
rock, so the only way I’d contact someone was if they happened to be at
the top of the hole. Sound might actually work better. If the top of the
pit were inside a room of the Compound, I might be able to make the
entire room vibrate. If I did it at regular intervals, I’d be able to
conserve my energy as well as make it clear that this was deliberate.

I narrowcast the sound, assuming that the distance would cause it to
disperse, but hopefully not enough to make it useless. Then I selected
the first section of Rush’s song “YYZ”–chosen because of its insistent
beat. It also happened to be Morse code for YYZ, the letters designating
the Toronto airport.

I felt sure that anyone who heard it would forgive me for not actually
being located in Toronto or being an airport.

Of course, there weren’t a lot of people who knew Morse code in the
first place.

I raised my arms and fired, letting the music run for a little while.
Once it was done, I waited for a minute and played it again.  Then I
stopped watching the time except that I set an alarm to go off in five
minutes. When the alarm rang, I repeated what I’d done before.

I did it three more times.

As I readied my arms to start the fourth, I heard wind blow. Moments
later, I felt its pressure on my suit. Guessing who it might be, I
stared upward. The sonar gave me a picture of three people descending.
Amy had transformed and wore the Bloodmaiden armor, carrying her spear
in her hand. Vaughn and Samita floated downward, still in their civvies,
but held in the air by the wind.

Vaughn’s hair blew back past his head. Samita clenched her fists, and
held her arms close to her body.

I guessed she might be feeling scared, and I couldn’t say I blamed her.
Even if you didn’t know his history, he didn’t give the impression he
took anything completely seriously.

They landed in front of me–with Vaughn and Amy landing effortlessly on
their feet and Samita nearly falling over.

“Sorry,” Vaughn said, as she straightened, and took a breath. She didn’t
reply.

“You wouldn’t believe how glad I am to see you,” I said. “Did Haley tell
you I was here?”

Samita shook her head. “No. We didn’t see her.”

Amy said, “She got out? Did she climb all the way up?”

Vaughn looked upward. “Wow. we didn’t see her at all–at least I didn’t.
Amy’s spell was supposed to help see through illusion, but she said it
would help us see in the dark too.”

Amy frowned. “We would have seen her.”

“Then she got out,” I said. “She was going to grab me a rocket pack, or
at the least, grab someone to bring me up. Um… How bad is it?”

“Bad,” Amy said.

Standing together in the dark, I looked each of them over, all of them
grey in my HUD.

“But really, how bad? Is this ‘fairy pranks and vomiting slugs’ bad, or
are we talking ‘slaves to the fairy queens’ bad?”

Vaughn put a grey hand up to a grey chin. “That’s a toughie.”

Samita frowned. “It’s somewhere in between. The little people have
infiltrated the entire compound, keeping anyone who isn’t magically
protected from noticing anything troubling. Practically the entire world
is watching what’s happening in Turkmenistan because it’s everyone’s
nightmare. ‘What if the supers take over and rule the country?’ Well, no
one in the compound cares now. When shows are interrupted with news, no
one pays any attention.”

I thought about it. “You know, that’s actually better than I
expected.”

Amy shook her head. “Not really.”

Samita tightened her hand around her staff. “It’s much worse. If they
have that kind of control, they can make people misinterpret whatever’s
around them. If we went back, we could find ourselves fighting the
entire program.”

I swallowed. “Well… What about the teachers? Where’d they go?”

Samita gave a long sigh. “They’re in Denver—all of them. Someone learned
from the Hrrnna that if you make the threat bad enough, the program will
pitch in too. Practically all of the city’s superhuman criminals are out
tonight—“

“And raising hell,” Amy added, exaggerating her normally slight Southern
accent.

Glaring briefly at Amy, Samita added, “A few captured the senator and
his Secret Service detail. I’d think that it was a plot, but they don’t
seem to know what to do with him. It’s almost as if they weren’t
planning to do this, but were supernaturally influenced to do it
tonight.”

“Wow.” I rolled that around in my head. “I wonder if Adam’s behind that
too?”

“Adam?” Vaughn cocked his head. “I know you said he was working with the
fey, but are you sure he’s behind this? Could be he got in bed with the
wrong people and this is his mess, but not his plan.”

I frowned, but it wasn’t as if they could see it under my mask. “He was
down here. He all but confessed that he was behind whatever’s happening
in the compound. It could be that he’s been magically influenced, but he
sounded like he was in control. And if he’s in control of the compound,
why not Denver?”

Amy spoke up. “What does he get out of it? If he is behind all of this,
he’s going to a lot of trouble. Why?”

That brought me back to something I’d been too distracted to absorb. “I
don’t know for sure because he didn’t say it In so many words—“

Amy interrupted me. “Spit it out, Nick.”

“But,” I continued, “it sounded like it was all somehow connected to the
Nine, and Turkmenistan. He seemed to think that the Nine had infiltrated
the compound or the Stapledon program, and that keeping me out of it
would keep me safe. I don’t know any more than that. He wouldn’t say
much.”

Crossing her arms, Amy said, “I wonder why he cares about you? I don’t
want you to get hurt either, but why lock you in the basement?”

“He mentioned my dad, and I think he mentioned my grandfather earlier.
Could be he doesn’t want me to get hurt, and that’s all.”

“Or,” Vaughn said, “it could be he’s got the hots for you. You never
know, right?”

“I don’t think so,” I said.

Samita tapped her staff against the floor. “We need to decide what we’re
going to do. We don’t need to fight the fey. If we escalate, they’ll
escalate, and our friends will go from being happily deluded to trying
to attack us.”

It was a good point. I didn’t want to fight anyone in the program—not if
it meant fighting them for real.

Amy spoke before I did. She eyed Samita and said, “Absolutely not.
Adam’s endangered who knows how many people, mind controlled even more,
including one of the more powerful terrakinetics in the world. Ask
yourself this: what’s he going to do if he succeeds at this? What’s his
next step? We need to end it now.”

Samita bit her lip. “That body you wear… Do you trust it? You know as
well as I do, that it was made to fight. Your head might not be clear
after you transform.”

Amy twisted her body, and suddenly I could see my surroundings in red
light. At the end of a blurred series of images, Amy stood alone without
her spear in jeans and a t-shirt.

Meeting Samita’s eye, Amy said, “I still want to fight. If it’s possible
for me to be uninfluenced by my family’s legacy, I’m not. Got it?”

Samita stared at her. “Amy! It’s not that simple. You’re connected to
forces that are not easily contained.”

“But I still say go,” Amy said.

Opening my mouth, I added, “Even if it would be safer not to, I need to
know what happened to Haley. After that, maybe it will be better to do
nothing, but I can’t simply assume she’s okay. I need to be sure.”

“Hey,” Vaughn said, “Haley’s my friend too, and she’s not the only one
up there.”

Amy transformed back, red light and visions of strange symbols lighting
up the whole room. As the last of the music faded, Amy again held a
spear in her hand.

The glow of the blood red gem on Amy’s armor’s breastplate was the only
remnant of the transformation as Amy took step toward me. “Do you want
me to carry you, or do you want Vaughn to float you upstairs?”

Samita cleared her throat. “Maybe you could carry me?”

“Why?” Vaughn asked. “Did I do something wrong? I tried not to flip you
over or anything.”

“No. It’s just that you and the Rocket have been on the same team for
years now, so I thought he’d probably be more comfortable than–” Her
voice trailed off. “I’m sorry. I’m lying. It’s because it’s terrifying.
I’m sure it’s fine for you because you’re controlling it, but I was
falling in the dark. I couldn’t see anything but wall, and the only
thing stopping me from hitting the ground was air.”

Still illuminated by Amy’s gem, Vaughn nodded. “I get that. I’ve got to
admit that I was a little nervous too. Sometimes there’s not much wind
to work with underground. Don’t get me wrong. I could feel a lot of air
flow here, but if we did hit someplace I couldn’t control the air… Yeah,
that wasn’t going to be pretty.”

Samita didn’t say anything for a few long seconds. Then… “That doesn’t
make me feel better.”

“No big deal. We’ve got all the air we need. Are you ready, Nick?”
Vaughn raised an arm, and  the dust on the floor began to whirl.

“Wait a second.” Amy walked toward us, fishing for something in the
pouches of her belt.

She pulled out a bottle. “Can you take off the helmet?”

“Sure.” My suit’s helmet disappeared, sinking into the suit.

Just like the last time I’d done it (when Haley started her climb), I
plunged into darkness. Unlike the last time, Amy’s gem glowed dimly, and
I could see as she pulled a black chainmail glove off one hand, pulled a
bottle out of one of the pouches, and opened it. Then she touched a
finger inside the bottle, and touched my forehead.

I didn’t bother to ask what was in the bottle. I could smell the blood.

She said a few words in a language I didn’t recognize, and a warmth
spread through my body. At the same time, the room brightened–sort of.
 Everything had a red tinge, but I could still see mostly normally. More
light collected around  Amy.

That wasn’t surprising. Whatever allowed us to see probably came from
her somehow.

“Here’s how this works,” she said. “This is temporary. If you get too
far away from me, or if I fall asleep,  you won’t be able to see
anything.”

“Are you likely to have a problem with staying awake?” I asked. She
didn’t look tired, but it was worth a question. I was  trusting my life
to it after all.

“While fighting?” Amy laughed. “No. That’s what they created the
Bloodmaidens for from the beginning.”

“Amy,” Samita said in a loud whisper. “We’re not going to fight our own
people unless we have to.”

“I agree,” Amy said, “but I’m certain we’ll have to. Anyway, Nick’s set.
Are you ready?”

Samita took a breath, and glanced upward. “I’m ready.”

Amy picked her up, and floated upward, stopping only to say, “Later,”
before flying away.

Vaughn said, “Not by much,” and then we flew after her. The wind
surrounded me, and I found myself moving upward.

It wasn’t as bad as Samita described it. Sure, it was dark, but I could
see the smooth rock walls and Amy flying above us. That wasn’t much, but
it was enough.

I supposed it might be worse if I wasn’t used to flying, and was flying
downward. That would feel more like falling.

It didn’t take long to reach the top. The shaft ended in a room only
slightly wider than the one at the bottom. The major difference being
that the room at the top had a five foot high rock wall that effectively
fenced off the hole from the room around it. There wasn’t much room
around it though–maybe two people could walk next to each other.

Vaughn took the two of us over the wall, landing on the sidewalk next to
Amy and Samita.

As they turned toward us, I asked, “So what’s next? I want to find
Haley, but is there anything we have to watch out for here? And where is
here anyway?”

Vaughn turned around. Following his gaze, I noticed the door–a very
thick metal door. It was shut.

“We’re under everything,” Vaughn said. “After Amy and Samita got the
spell done, we heard what happened and went looking for you. They did a
locating spell, and that led us down here. The only reason we happened
to find you was that you started playing Rush. I knew the song.”

Amy added, “No one was down here when we came down. My guess is that
they didn’t catch Haley until she got further up.”

“Okay.” Not sure whether I should do it or not, I allowed my phone to
connect to the network. It risked the possibility of revealing my
existence and location to anyone who might be watching, but it
represented my best chance to find out what Haley was doing.

Anyway, I had a hard time believing the fae were monitoring the
compound’s wi-fi.

Having already reformed the suit’s helmet, I watched as the suit
attempted to connect to several different networks, finally only
connecting to one–the Castle Rock Compound’s network.

Once connected, notifications began pouring in to my phone, lighting up
in the corner of my HUD. I caught a few names as the numbers climbed–all
of them students, most of them League members or friends. They were
probably trying to contact me after I had sunk into the floor.

I considered opening up my queue and reading them. One of them might
have been Haley.

I didn’t get to. The entire top of my HUD lit up. The Castle Rock
Compound was under a red alert.

Even under normal circumstances that made sense. If Denver’s
superpowered criminal community had gone nuts, it was easily possible
they’d attack the compound. When you considered that Adam or someone
manipulating Adam had caused both the criminals to attack and encouraged
the red alert, it led to another train of thought–someone was trying to
keep us in here.

I wondered how far I could go along that line of thought when something
else caught my attention–the League roster. Marcus and Sydney’s names
were gray–presumably because network connections to the outside had been
severed–but the squares next to the names of the League members in the
Stapledon program glowed green.

Haley’s square glowed along with them.

Not thinking about it, I tapped her square, starting a call.

The phone rang, but she didn’t  answer. I gave it a few more rings than
I normally did, and as I moved my hand to shut off the connection, she
answered.

“Haley?”

Her face didn’t appear  on the screen. In the distance, I heard her
voice. “See? The noise stopped. It’s not a weapon. Sometimes it just
makes noises, okay?”

Something big grunted, and higher pitched voices started to laugh.

“Um… No. Please don’t take it. I’m a little worried that–”

The deep voice growled.

“Okay. Just don’t break it. My boyfriend made it, and he’d be unhappy if
you broke it–just like he’d be unhappy to find out I’d been captured by
a troll and a bunch of goblins.”

She cleared her throat.

The deep voice growled more loudly.

“Okay, fine. Here it is.”

An odd thumping noise followed, the kind of thumping that might take
place if a phone had been placed in the hand of  an enormous creature
that had never seen a cellphone and didn’t have the sense to keep its
hand away from the microphone.

I set the HUD to track her signal, muted my end of the connection, and
said, “I can find Haley, but she’s been captured by a bunch of goblins
and a troll. Are all trolls as tough as Rod?”

Samita made a sound that couldn’t have been more than four letters long.
That was enough of an answer.

“Anyway, we need to hurry. The troll just made her hand her cellphone
over, and it sounds like he might crush it accidentally any second now.”

Amy grabbed the big iron door and pushed it open. “Lead on. We’ll
follow.”

I walked past her, out the door, and out of the room. “Do you seriously
think we can take a troll?”

She grinned. “I can. Fighting monsters is what  the Bloodmaidens were
created for.”

I stopped to the side of the door, waiting as Samita and Vaughn followed
me out. “I thought you said they’d been created not to fall asleep when
fighting.”

Amy eyed me.

Vaughn grinned at her. “Fighting is what tiggers do best.”

Samita pushed past him, muttering something.

Letting the door shut behind Samita, Amy asked, “What the hell is a
tigger?”

Vaughn grinned a little wider. “It’s like a tiger, but with two g’s.
It’s a character in a children’s story, and it’s always saying that
everything is what tiggers do best.”

Amy stared at him. “What do they actually do best?”

Vaughn cocked his head. “I’m pretty sure they bounce.”

She shook her head, and took a step forward. “Your children’s stories
are strange.” Then she asked me, “Where to?”

This floor wasn’t much different from the bottom of the hole, but thanks
to Amy’s spell I had better view of it. Rock walls led in every
direction, opening into too many hallways to search.  Fortunately, my
HUD placed an arrow pointing down a hall to my left. I followed it,
waving my arm for everyone to follow me.

I checked in on the phone, turning up the volume.

I couldn’t hear anything. The connection had been closed. I checked the
HUD. It could still detect the signal.

OK, that probably wasn’t bad, but I began to hurry, taking longer steps,
and quicker ones, leaning a little on the suit.

Amy kept up with me easily. Vaughn and Samita weren’t running, but they
were breathing  a little harder. We passed rock wall and rock hall, one
after another, all of it empty.

The GPS showed that we had 100 feet to go as we came to an opening into
a larger room. I stopped, but it barely mattered. There was no door. The
large room was more of a wide hall that ended in a staircase.

Haley stood to the side of the staircase, arms bound behind her back by
manacles. The troll sat on the staircase, staring at its palm, meaty
arms at rest.

What I assumed had to be goblins stood in front of it–short with skinny
arms, they stared in our direction, sharp teeth glittering in the low
glow of the stairway’s lights.

Worse,  the goblins didn’t just have teeth. They wore armor and carried
weapons–specifically swords and bows.

I took in the situation, and came up with the best plan I could think of
on short notice. “I’ll grab Haley. Cover me?”

Still staring down the hallway, Amy didn’t look at me. “I’m going with
you.  You need someone to handle the troll.”

To be fair, Amy became a lot more intimidating as Bloodmaiden than she
was as Amy. She went from being only a little taller than Haley to a
little taller than me, and from being thin to… It was hard to tell if
she became more muscular because her black and blood red armor would
have thickened her arms even if they didn’t grow. I was pretty sure they
did though. Even her hair thickened and grew.

All the same, while she looked intimatiding, she didn’t look “I can take
down a troll” intimidating.

I glanced over at her. “You’re sure?”

“Vaughn’s got it right. Fighting monsters is what Bloodmaidens do best.”
She gripped her spear in both hands, readying herself to charge.

“That’s right,” Vaughn said. “Rock the Pooh references.”

Amy eyed him. “What does poop have to do with this?”

“Nevermind,” I said. “I’ll explain later.”

The goblins nocked their arrows, and began to fire.

A gust of wind knocked the goblins over and the arrows into the wall.
None of them made it. Unfortunately, goblins weren’t the useless cannon
fodder I remembered from Dungeons and Dragons games. They were already
getting up and beginning to scatter, nocking more arrows as they ran
toward us.

Knowing we didn’t have time to talk anymore, I ran forward, amping up
the energy the suit’s artifical muscles would use even though I knew it
meant less for later.

I jumped over a pair of goblins who were trying to intercept me, closing
the gap between myself and Haley that much more quickly.

As good as that was, it was outweighed by what came next. The troll
stood up, shook its head and growled, its leathery lips shaking and
dripping drool, its feet hitting the ground with a weight that I could
hear.

It left cracked rock behind when its feet left the ground. The goblins,
scattered as they were, charged immediately when it started moving. I
felt weird leaving Vaughn and Samita back there, relatively unprotected,
but I had to assume they could take care of themselves.

I jumped over a group of four more goblins as lightning arced down the
hall off to my right.

Checking the HUD’s replay function showed that Vaughn had thrown the
first bolt, and Samita the second.

So they were tag teaming, but  with lightning bolts? That was
surprisingly cool.

The troll stopped as a third lightning bolt flew, enveloping  a goblin,
and causing him to flail around with his arms and finally fall. The
troll stared, eyes moving between the goblin on the ground and Samita
and Vaughn.  Its indecision would have been funny enough if it weren’t a
creature that could turn me into reddish paste with a blow.

Worse, it veered in my direction.

That earned it a lightning bolt to the head. It screamed, flailing with
its arms, hitting the far wall with a glancing blow that caused bits of
rock to spray down the hall.

I ran and leapt past it, making it nearly to Haley who was alone, and
unwatched. Well, almost. The troll bellowed as I landed.

Haley shouted, “Behind you!”

I turned, but too slowly to stop much of anything  if I’d been attacked.

It didn’t matter. Amy had already landed between where the troll and I
stood.

She dropped underneath  a blow that could easily have taken a person’s
head off. Then she took her spear and stabbed the troll deep in his
side. Judging by how Rod took a hit, I would have expected it to strike
her back as she stood there, or even break her spear.

It didn’t. It stood there screaming as Amy grew more, gaining several
more feet in height. Weirder, her armor and even her spear also grew,
and her gem glowed brighter than I’d ever seen it, illuminating the hall
in a blood red light.

The troll in turn seemed paler, diminished.

When she pulled out her spear, she stood almost as tall as it did.

It gave a bellow as it charged her, its voice just as deep as it had
been before, but somehow hollow. Its feet moved slower, seemingly only
an instant away from a stumble.

Amy, however gave an ululating  war cry nearly as deep as the troll’s
and using her spear like a staff, smacked it in the face.

It drew back its right arm, advertising its next move as surely as if it
had put it on a billboard. Amy hammered it with the spear, avoiding the
blow easily, moving quickly enough around its side that she could smack
the troll in the back of its head.

It fell face first to the floor, hitting with a solidity that I felt.

The troll didn’t move.  I looked back toward Vaughn and Samita to see
how they were doing, noticing that only two goblins were standing.

Vaughn electrocuted one as it nocked an arrow to its bowstring. The
other pulled a sword, charging Samita. She held her staff out, probably
readying a lightning bolt of her own. As the goblin passed another
goblin that was lying unconscious on the rock floor, it slipped in a
puddle of some liquid (probably urine), and its feet shot into the air
as it fell backward.

Its helmet fell off, and the back of its head hit the
floor.

It stopped moving.

I boggled at  the improbability of it all, and remembered that Samita
had bound a spirit of probability to her ring. My sister Rachel told me
she’d seen someone attack Samita and get hit by an anvil. It couldn’t
have been pretty.

Haley muttered, “Yuck.”

I decided that my guess about the puddle was almost certainly correct,
but couldn’t rule out the possibility that she was referring to the
entire scene. Goblins lay scattered across the floor, many of them
burned, some dripping blood. The unconscious troll drooled, and began to
snore.

In midst of that, Amy held her arms and spear upward, letting loose a
shriek that lingered in the air even after she closed her mouth.

Then she shrank. Sort of.

It might be more accurate to say that she began to fade around the
edges, leaving only the the part of her that was really truly her. The
faded image of “Troll Bloodmaiden” hung in the air, still screaming,
while the darker middle became shorter and shorter. In the end, Amy (as
Bloodmaiden) stood alone, armor glistening black, and the gem glowing
extremely bright at first, but then recovering its normal glow.

Amy shook her head. “That was a trip.”

I turned back to Haley, and checked out her manacles. The lock didn’t
look like it would be particularly difficult to pick. Of course, there
was an  even simpler way to solve the problem.

I tapped the metal with my finger. It felt solid. “Can you break them?”

Haley could hold a few tons over her head.

She flexed her muscles, her forearms and hands turning to a grayish
substance, straining against her bonds, but not breaking them. “No. I
think they must be magic.”

“Huh. Do you remember which one had the key?”

Haley frowned for moment, but then said, “The one that ate bacon
yesterday and has a slight heart murmur.”

“Uh…” I began.

She rolled her eyes. “I know you can’t tell. I’ll find him and you can
get the key.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Amy said. She’d walked up as we talked.

Haley turned toward her. “That was amazing. You really became a troll. I
could smell it. Was that shapeshifting?”

Amy shook her head. “I wish it were that simple. I was sucking its
essence into me. The Bloodlords created the Bloodmaidens so that they
could resist invasions from the Chaos lands. They couldn’t ever predict
what creatures would be coming next so they gave our line the ability to
take the powers and form of their foes. The only flaw was that the
stolen essence might overpower them.”

Haley nodded. “And that’s why you gave it up?”

Amy gave a look down the hall toward Vaughn and Samita. “That’s it. It
was tempting to keep it. I’ve got a feeling we’ll need a powerhouse
before this is all over, but I couldn’t. The essence of a magical being
like that is too risky.”

“Without a doubt,” Samita said. “There’s a reason we don’t do blood
magic.”

Amy took a breath. “I know. You don’t have to tell me again.
Practically every wizard I’ve met has told me the same thing. But for
all they say, it’s not that bad with straight mortals. I’d have died
three times over during the invasion this spring if I couldn’t do it.”

Talking a little more precisely, and a little louder, Samita replied,
“But what you’re saying when you’re telling us that is that you took
their essences to maintain your own life. It’s a first step down a very
dark road.”

Amy’s voice rose a little higher. “They were there to destroy the
planet. I feel like I had a more productive use for them, and it’s not
as if someone wouldn’t have killed them anyway.”

As Samita’s jaw dropped, Amy added. “Besides, they regenerated–which
meant that I regenerated. So I didn’t need nearly as many as I would
have.”

Vaughn talked over Samita’s reply. “I know the two of you don’t see eye
to eye on this, but you both know we still don’t have a plan, right? And
we’d be better off getting up the stairs before the goblins wake up,
right?”

“And my key,” Haley added. “Unless either of you can magic the manacles
off?”

They couldn’t. Haley and I spent the next few minutes searching for the
keys. We did find them, and I even sort of  recognized him. We’ll call
him “Puddlemaker.” I had to search his pockets, and avoid putting my
foot into goblin pee at the same time.

I pulled a ring of keys off the goblin’s belt, hearing them clink
together. A couple minutes of trying later, I put the correct key in the
lock, and the manacles clicked apart.

Vaughn stood next to us while Amy and Samita talked something through
next to the stairway. Haley rubbed her wrists, asking, “What’s next?”

“No idea,” Vaughn said. “We had to sneak down. Earthmover specifically
ordered everyone to their rooms. We don’t think the fairies control
everybody. Samita said it was the wrong kind of fairies for that. It’s
mostly ‘little people’. The problem is, it sounds like they’ve got a few
big guns and as we went down here, it sounded like they were calling
people to the offices. So, I mean, it’s anybody’s guess who is working
for them. The only one we’re confident we can trust is Rod, and that’s
because it’s hard to use magic on a troll.”

“You got it,” Amy said,  joining us. Samita walked beside her.

“Be prepared to fight anyone,” Samita said. “We think we have
countermeasures, but you’ll have to hold them off.”

“If we’re going to fight people,” I said, “and especially if we’re going
fight people we know, I want to go back to my lab and get my regular
armor before we do anything else.”

Samita nodded. “That seems wise. With Amy’s wards up, it might even be a
safe haven from the fae.”

“Let’s run with that,” Amy said. “But let’s not stick around too much
longer. I don’t want to fight these guys twice if I don’t have to.”

I glanced around the room. Neither the goblins nor the troll appeared to
be particularly active. The troll still snored. The goblins mostly lay
on the floor. One of them whimpered.

She had a good point. In a game of Dungeons and Dragons, I could imagine
killing them all off to make sure that they didn’t tell anyone that we’d
been through. In my actual life, I didn’t like the idea. It was too bad
Daniel wasn’t here. As morally questionable as reaching into their minds
might be, it would be kinder than murdering them in cold blood–not that
we would.

Well, not that I would. Amy’s ancestors sounded like they would have
been completely on board with that.

We walked toward the stairway. Haley, now fully transformed, her hands
and feet ending in gray claws and her mouth full of sharp teeth, stepped
in front of Amy. “I’ll take point.”

Amy let her. I followed them, wondering if Haley should be going first.
Of all of us, she was the only one not in some kind of armor. On the
other hand, she had the best senses of all of us plus reflexes not many
supers could match.

All the same, if she found herself fighting someone who could, we all
might find ourselves wishing we’d said something. I considered it as we
walked up the steps, but ultimately stayed quiet.

Near the top of the stairway, she turned and held up her hand, palm
toward us–obviously meaning we should stop. Then she crawled up the side
of the wall and on to the ceiling–which was smart. I probably wouldn’t
be checking the top of the hallway.

She stopped, unmoving at first, but then she turned her head in each
direction, staring into the darkness for a moment, and then finally
dropping to the floor, landing in a crouch.

I didn’t hear her hit the floor, and wondered how she did that.

Haley waved us forward as she stood up, stepping into the hall.

We followed her, reaching the top of the stairs and walking into the
unknown. I automatically checked in each direction as I did. The lights
were off, but between Amy’s gift of sorcerous sight, and the suit’s HUD,
this hallway struck me as familiar.

I didn’t know why at first, but then it hit me–we were at same level as
the tech and magic labs. A map of the floor had appeared in the far
right of my HUD with a dot showing our position. The HUD had pulled it
off the Castle Rock Compound’s server. It wasn’t a hack of any kind. The
standard network protocols for superhero bases made maps available to
visitors with appropriate privileges.

Interestingly, the stairway we’d exited didn’t appear on the map. I’d
have to investigate that later, but it made sense. I didn’t remember
seeing the stairway before. We probably weren’t cleared for that. I
wasn’t sure how they’d kept it hidden though. It didn’t even have a
door.

When we were all standing there, I expected Haley to start moving
forward, but she turned back toward us. “Someone’s fighting. I don’t
know who yet, or what, but I think it’s the the fae. These smell
different from the goblins–more like animals.”

“Where?” I aimed my helmet’s sonar past her, turning up the sensitivity.
I didn’t get much at first–white noise that didn’t quite sound like the
background noise around it.

Haley began to open her mouth, but as she did a wave of sound appeared
in my HUD. I couldn’t make it out at first, but increasing the volume
and replaying it gave me the sound of a dog-like yelp followed by a
human scream.

As the playback ended, Haley said, “Near your lab. We need to get there
now.”

Winds lifted us up, hurtling us down the hall. To me, it felt like what
waterskiing would be like if you were waterskiing down a river at night
and you’d lost your skis, but for some reason couldn’t let go of the tow
rope.

On the bright side, there was no danger of drowning, but there was a
danger of smashing into a rock wall considerably faster than you’d want
to be going if you did that.

I instantly had considerably more sympathy for Samita than I had
earlier, but it did me little good.

Vaughn’s winds gathered us into a small group, making it easier for him
to guide our flight, I assumed. Rock walls became a blur and though we
did slow at corners, we never stopped.  My stomach felt like I left it
behind each time we turned. I was used to that when I practiced evasive
manuevering in the air, but it’s a lot different when you have no
control of  how you’re flying.

The two good things that could be said about the flight was that it did
bring us there quickly, and  that even if the roaring winds lost us any
chance of surprising our opponents, the force of the blast made it
irrelevant.

A solitary figure lay against a wall, surrounded by two wolves the size
of ponies. A third lay on the ground further down the hall.

The wind struck the wolves, throwing them into the air even as Vaughn
dropped the rest of us on the ground. Haley flipped twice and came up
standing. My armor scraped the wall, but I was okay. I didn’t see how
Samita came down, but she was standing when I saw her, and Amy landed
under her own power, standing between us and the still tumbling wolves.
Vaughn landed next to her, electricity wreathing his hands.

The wolves darted out of sight, possibly into a hallway.

I turned to check the man, realizing that it was Sean. Blood was seeping
into his jeans from a bite on his thigh. It looked to me like it might
not be that bad if we could bandage it. It was seeping after all, not
spurting.

“They only got me once,” Sean said.

My eyes lingered on the wound. “Anyone feel up to treating this? If it’s
me it’s just going to be basic first aid, but Amy? Samita?”

Samita fumbled for her pouch. “I made a few rolls of bandages. They
don’t heal wounds, but you don’t bleed while you’re wrapped up.”

Vaughn raised an eyebrow. “How’s that better than normal bandages?”

Samita looked up from sticking her arm inside the pouch up to the elbow
and feeling around. “I didn’t explain it very well. It’s much better.
While you’re wrapped up it’s as if you weren’t even hurt, and you can
wear it long enough without changing the wrap that you heal.”

Nodding, Vaughn said, “You’re right. That’s lots better.”

Amy looked down at Sean’s leg. “You’re better off with Samita’s bandage.
I can do some healing, but it works best on me. It’s temporary anyway.”

Samita pulled what looked like an ACE bandage from her pouch. “Don’t
take this wrong,” she told Sean, “but you’re going to have to pull down
your pants.”

He looked up, frowning. “I hope you’re not all going to watch.”

From the edge of the group, Haley said, “I’m not watching.” She stared
down the hall after the wolves, not even looking at him.

Sean glanced toward her, but didn’t say anything.

Samita began to open up the roll. “How about everyone who’s not helping
turn around while I put the bandage on?”

I walked over to stand next to Haley. “Are the wolves gone?”

“I think so. They went down the hall, and I think they kept on moving
because their smell is fading. Besides I overheard them talking. They
were going to tell someone where we were.”

At that, Samita said, “What? Why didn’t you say that earlier?”

Sean said, “Ow! Fuck!”

Behind me something scraped the floor. Samita muttered, “Sorry. I didn’t
mean to do that, but that’s not good news.”

Still not looking backwards, Haley said, “I was going to tell everyone,
but you were all talking, and it was hard to hear them. I only figured
out what they said just now.”

Vaughn gave a low whistle. “Wait. Did you say the wolves talked? Do you
think they might be werewolves?”

“Werewolves?” Sean’s voice grew louder as he talked. “One of them
bit me. Shit. I don’t want to become a werewolf. I–”

Samita didn’t let him finish. “Oh, shut up. You’re not going to become a
werewolf. First of all, it’s not during a full moon. The infectious
werewolves can only turn during nights of the full moon. Second, they
don’t get that large, and the werewolves that do get that large are a
completely different group that would never work with the Shade
Council.”

“Oh,” I said. “So these are talking wolves like in the Narnia books?”

Haley nodded. “Right. Except the ones in Narnia swore less.”

“Done,” Samita said. “You can pull up your pants now.”

“Doing it,” Sean said.

Vaughn laughed. “That better be all you’re doing.”

Sean made a series of half breaths and false starts. “What is that
supposed to mean?”

“I don’t know. Just talking.”

Sean pulled himself up. “You are so full of it.”

Amy tapped the floor with her spear. “We’d better move. If they
recognized us, they probably expect we’ll be heading for one of the
labs, but I still can’t think of anywhere better to hide.”

Haley and I were already on the lab side of the group. Amy joined us,
and started walking. We all followed.

As we began walking down the hall, Amy turned toward Haley and me. “So
no animals talk in your world?”

“Not naturally,” I said. “I’m sure someone’s managed to make individuals
talk, but it’s not normal.”

She nodded, but didn’t say anything at first, frowning. “That explains
so much. Zoos, for one.”

We passed the dead wolf. As I’d thought, it was the size of a pony. I
didn’t need my HUD’s assessment of its temperature (cooling) to know
that it was dead. Too many fluids leaked from too many places for it to
be alive. As we walked around it, I asked Sean, “Did you kill it?”

lt wasn’t obvious how it had died. For all the fluids, there weren’t any
marks on the body.

“Yeah.” Sean didn’t sound as proud of himself as I would have expected.
“It was a mess. They cornered me and and I didn’t have  anything to
defend myself with. I tried to pull all the metal in the area, but all I
got was a nail, and then I couldn’t get it out of the wolf. The other
two would have had me if you guys hadn’t shown up.”

“I’m surprised you don’t carry around a bunch of ball bearings or
something. With the fae’s problems with iron, you’d be practically a
god.”

Sean didn’t say anything.

Not wanting to make him angry, I didn’t push him for more of the story.
No one else did either, and we made it to my lab without incident. All
the tech labs were empty and silent. It felt weird. Normally I’d hear
welding, music, or maybe a small explosion.

Once inside my lab, Amy checked her wards (they were working), and we
all sat down around my desk. Sean stared at everything–half made
roachbots, armor in the form of piles of blocks, circuitry in various
forms.

“We need a plan,” Samita said. “The fae have the compound, and we don’t
want to fight everybody.”

I thought about Jaclyn, Izzy, and any of the Cabal’s descendants. Even
in armor, that would be a disaster.

“Yeah,” I said. “What do you think would make the fae give up?”

Samita pursed her lips. “In myths, mortals typically tricked the fae
into leaving them alone. They also lost a lot.”

“Great.” I considered logging in to my computer for a moment before
remembering that the compound was locked down. That meant no internet
access. We’d have to rely on anything in Samita or Amy’s personal
libraries, and whatever we remembered about the fae.

In my case that wasn’t much.

“Hey,” I said. “My grandfather told me about the ’60’s fae invasion. The
way I remember it, there wasn’t as much trickery as straight ahead
fighting and later negotiation.”

Samita shook her head. “My teacher was involved in that. He told me that
there was a great deal of magic going on behind the scenes. Because of
it, our side could see through the fae’s illusions, and simply fight
them.”

“Huh.” I thought about that. “You already did that. Then I guess we
should be thinking about what we specifically know about these fae.”

“Almost nothing,” Samita said. “Adam’s ex-girlfriend knew almost nothing
when Jaclyn texted her, and if she knew any more she wouldn’t be able
tell us.”

“Yeah. Then I guess we have to concentrate on Adam. Somehow he’s behind
at least part of all this.” I thought back to him visiting me. “We also
know he thinks he’s doing this to oppose the Nine somehow.”

“And that he lurrrvs you…” Vaughn added, laughing. At Sean’s confused
look, he said, “That was a joke.”

I blinked. “Oh, right. Sean wasn’t here when I explained this to
everybody.” I turned toward Sean. “Adam came through when I was stuck in
the cell Earthmover dumped me in. He told me he’d had Earthmover do it
to keep me out of the way, and implied that heroes were working with the
Nine.”

Sean’s eyes widened. “Did they say who? That’s big. Like Civil War big.
If that one’s true, cities are going to burn.”

I began to say, “No,” but didn’t get it out. Sean was right. If we ever
did find out who was working with the Nine (assuming Adam wasn’t just
screwing with my head), everyone was going to go gunning for them.

Worse, we probably wouldn’t figure out all of them at once, and chances
were that we’d probably get a few wrong. If heroes chose sides, civil
war and burning cities weren’t far outside the realm of possibility.

“No doubt,” Amy said. “But we’re losing track of what we’re here to do.
The way I see it we’ve got two targets—Adam and Earthmover. If we get
Adam, we get rid of the fae. What do they care about the Nine? If we get
Earthmover, we take the compound off lockdown and we can call in help
from the outside.”

Haley leaned forward in her chair. “I’m not sure we have to go after
either of them. If Nick hacks the computer system and opens up the
lockdown from here, maybe one of us can sneak out. Or maybe we find
Rachel. She could float out and no one would know.”

She met my eyes. “Can you?”

“I don’t know. Dr. Nation set up the lab. I’m sure he’d set it up on a
completely different network than whatever locked down the compound. I
mean, you’ve got a bunch of techies. You know that somebody’s going to
think about hacking the compound for the fun of it. I’d make it
physically impossible, and probably even…”

I stopped, realizing the obvious. “It doesn’t matter if I can hack it
from here. Somewhere in this compound there’s a router, and the internet
connection plugs into it. Depending on how things work, I might be able
to hack the router, or simply plug the cable into the back of a laptop.
Of course, it’ll probably be more difficult than that, but it still
sounds easier than fighting Earthmover head on.”

Haley’s hands moved with her words. “That’s what I was going to say.
They have to be planning for a head on attack. They’ve got how many
students plus faeries? Plus they have however many supers live in the
compound—“

“Right,” I said, “You’re right. If we take over the compound’s internet
connection, we might not have to fight anybody.”

Sean shrugged. “It’ll also make it more boring. Fights are the fun part
of all this.”

Vaughn pointed to Sean’s leg. “Are you sure about that?”

Sean glanced at his leg, and then up at all of us. “It’s not my fault I
didn’t have iron on hand.”

Amy started laughing. “No? Who’s fault is it?”

Sean didn’t get to reply. Haley stood up, holding her hands in the air.

Everyone became silent. Heavy footsteps echoed in the common room.

With a gait that was graceful and strong, but not quite human, Haley
crossed the distance to the doorway, stopping next to the doorframe.

Amy’s wards made it appear that no one was in the room, but Haley had
let the wall block their vision of her. She, in turn, didn’t try to look
out the doorway. She closed her eyes, turned her nose slightly upward
and sniffed.

At moments like that, I wished that Daniel were around. He’d be able to
tell me what she’d smelled without risking asking her aloud.

I stood up. It was a risk, but if someone did walk through the doorway I
wanted to be in the Rocket suit.

Haley turned and glared at me, holding up her hand, palm in my
direction.

I stopped moving.

Outside, the heavy footsteps began moving away from us, heading for the
common room’s far exit. After a minute, I couldn’t hear them anymore.

A little bit after that, Haley looked me in the eyes. “What were you
doing?”

“Going for the full suit. I’m not that noisy.” I wasn’t. Lee had taught
me the basics of walking quietly.

Haley frowned, taking a step away from the wall. “You’re not, but it
wasn’t worth the risk. You remember the Cabal kids in my class? The
three you fought at the beginning of year? They were outside.”

Even in the full suit, I couldn’t take one of the Cabal’s reservists in
a straight fight. Those kids were obviously related to the reservists.
In Lee’s demonstration, we’d defeated them by getting them into the air
where they had no way to use their strength.

Using Vaughn to do that underground had obvious problems. All the air in
the complex would be affected. If anyone thought about it, it’d be a
beacon saying, “Here’s Vaughn!”

Samita looked from Haley to me. “I heard about the Cabal on the news of
course. How bad were they?”

“Terrifying,” Haley said, clenching her right hand. Muscle rippled under
the gray skin of her forearm. “They were strong enough to damage the
Rocket suit, practically impossible to hurt, and regenerated.”

“Lasers punched right through their skin,” I added, “and the new suit’s
got lasers, but I obviously can’t use them.”

As I said it, I knew that Lee would be telling me, “Better them than
you.” If there was no other way to survive, he’d want me to kill them,
fellow students or not. I wanted to avoid that.

“Sean?” I said. He turned his head toward me. His mouth twitched. “We’ve
got a supply room, and I know for a fact that there are steel ball
bearings there. If we’ve got to fight somebody, you can—“

“Hold them in the air. Got it.” Sean stood up. “I remember your demo.”

As rude as that might have been, he’d been ruder. I led him out of the
lab, and we walked in silence, passing the two labs to the left of mine.
The Cabal kids had left the lights on.

When we neared the third doorway I said, “This one,” and we walked
around the corner and inside. The lights went on as we did. It was about
three times the size of my lab and all shelves. Brown, cardboard boxes
filled the shelves. Bigger cardboard boxes filled the middle of the
room.

We walked through the aisles between the middle boxes and the shelves. I
noticed the boxes of ball bearings on the far end of the shelf we were
passing. They’d been ordered with someone in mind, and I doubted that
person would be able to use them after this. On the other hand, if using
them avoided our deaths or anyone else’s, it was worth it.

I pointed the boxes out to Sean, and watched as the boxes floated off
the shelves. Sean barely appeared to be concentrating. He turned to me,
asking, “Do you think there’s a backpack around here somewhere?”

I thought about it, realized where one might be, and walked around the
end, and saw an already open box of backpacks. I grabbed one and brought
it back to Sean.

He’d already gotten a lot of the ball bearings out of their plastic
packaging. They floated in the air, hundreds of thick metal circles
waiting for the right machine.

Sean held one in his hand and appeared to be looking through the
partially open side—probably at the steel balls inside. “You know,” he
said, “when you said ball bearings, I was thinking about the balls.”

I shrugged. “We probably have a box of balls for ball bearings
somewhere.”

“Don’t worry about it. These things are good enough.” He frowned, then
sighed.

I handed him the backpack and he opened it, letting ball bearings stream
inside.

When he’d filled it enough, the zipper zipped itself shut.

Sean looked up from the backpack. “Hey, dude. I thanked you for getting
my sister healed.”

“Yeah,” I said, wondering where this was going.

“I don’t think I ever apologized for everything before I knew who you
were.”

“You don’t have to.” I waited as he put the backpack on his back,
floating it upward and sticking his hands through the straps.

“I do.” He said. “I was being an ass. I didn’t have to.”

I wasn’t sure how to respond to that. The last time Sean had tried to
talk about this, I’d hung up on him. I hadn’t wanted to deal with it. I
couldn’t say I wanted to deal with it now either. Back then he was on
the verge of being thrown out because he’d attacked me. Now, wanting to
apologize for what he’d done before he knew who I was, made it sound as
if the Rocket were the real me instead of a mask I wore.

More to the point, it sounded almost as if he were apologizing because
here at Stapledon, unlike high school, I was known and generally liked.

On the other hand, whatever his motivation, apologizing was better than
not apologizing. I felt sure my dad would be telling me to take the
apology—if I could ever tell him about it.

“Thanks,” I said. “Don’t worry about it.”

We walked back to the lab without saying anything more. In books I’ve
seen people described as “walking together in companionable silence.” I
don’t think that this was it.  This was more, “I’ve accepted your
apology, but I still don’t know what to say to you,” silence.

When we got back, I walked straight to the Rocket suit, and did what I
probably should have done before I walked to the storage room. I stepped
on top of the ceramic block, and activated it from the stealth
suit.

It assembled around my body, connections formed between the stealth suit
and the full suit.  Messages scrolled down my HUD, assuring me that
system integration between the two suits was working, that suit
integrity was at 100%, and that life support, repair, flight, and
weapons systems were functional.

It gave a list of what armaments were on board, and then the HUD printed
the word, “READY.”

I hadn’t realized how tense I must have been feeling without the full
Rocket suit, but when I saw the word appear on the screen, I found my
muscles relaxing.

It wasn’t irrational either. I could take a lot more punishment in the
full version.

“Ready?” Haley asked.

“That’s what my HUD tells me,” I said.

She glanced over at Samita, Sean, Vaughn, and Amy and back to me. “This
is how I see it. The plan is that we get to the router, take it over,
and send a distress call to the teachers. In order for us to do that, we
have to find the router. That one’s on you, right?”

“Yeah. I was thinking I’d use the suit’s sonar to find the network cable
trays and then go in the direction where the number of cables in the
tray increases each time I pass a new hallway.”

Haley frowned. “Great. Lots of sonar. Maybe you should go in front.”

I noted that she was still in regular clothes. “Do you have your
costume?”

“Nope. That’s back in my room. I didn’t expect to need it during
dinner.”

I thought about that.

Not letting me finish, she said, “Don’t worry about getting me a new
costume. I’m going to stay hidden and stay out of the way. You should be
worried about yourself. If we meet something dangerous and you’re in
that,” she pointed at the suit, “you’ll have to fight it.”

She was right. Getting  her costume would mean going to her room, and
theoretically fighting everyone in the program. We didn’t need the
distraction.

All the same, I’d feel better if she had any kind of armor. I considered
putting together a stealth suit for her out of materials I had in the
lab, but guessed it would take too long too.

Haley nodded toward everyone. “C’mon.”

And what could I say? There wasn’t anything else to do.

We left.

I walked ahead of everyone. It didn’t take much to follow the network
cables. For the first section of hallway they hung off to the right side
near the top.

As we walked further, our footsteps (or at least mine) echoing in the
hallway, the metal tray holding the cables disappeared into a hole in
the wall.

I stared at the spot, zooming in, and making the suit fire off the
sonics, using the suit’s computer to create a picture of a room.

The picture in my HUD showed a room with roughness along the far wall
that had to be cables–or so I guessed from the fact that the roughness
led upward, disappearing into the ceiling.

Next to the wall of cables stood a rack that I guessed held servers, and
probably a router and a switch.

I checked the room against the map of the compound my system had access
to. It didn’t include this room. That was probably a good sign.

What wasn’t good was that the room didn’t appear to have a door.
 Presumably Earthmover himself intended to create one as needed to
service the area. Also, when you considered that this was  a compound,
it could easily be that they had teleportation available with one phone
call to the right person.

Unfortunately, we did not.

On the other hand, it wasn’t as if the wall was completely impossible to
get through. It was more a question of how to get in while doing the
least damage inside the room.

Sure, I could punch through the wall with tons of force, but if I
happened to pass along tons of force to a rock flying in the direction
of the router we were hoping to hack, we were screwed.

Fortunately, I had an idea or two.

Everyone arrived as I stood there. I’d started warming up the suit’s
laser even before they stopped.

Amy tapped the wall with her mail glove. “This is it?”

“Dude,” Sean asked, “where’s the door?” He looked at the flat wall as if
expecting one to appear.

“I’ve got to make one. Is anybody comfortable catching a several hundred
pound chunk of rock? It might be as much as a ton. I haven’t done the
calculations yet.”

With a laugh, Vaughn said, “No.”

Haley stepped up. “I can.”

Amy looked down at her. She was more than a foot taller after her
transformation. “Seriously?”

I didn’t bother to argue. Haley could. I just hoped we wouldn’t attract
any attention in the process.

“I can lift a few tons.” Haley gave a small shrug.

Amy tilted her head to the side–which seemed more noticeable in a helmet
somehow. I think it must have been the way the short spikes on the top
made her head appear longer. “I’ve never seen you lift anything.”

Haley stepped up to the wall. “I’m good at sneaking around, and I don’t
wear much armor, so they don’t put me at the front of a fight.”

Amy stepped closer to Haley. “I wouldn’t either, but I didn’t know you
were that strong. Mind if I help anyway?”

Haley shook her head. “Nick, are you ready?”

“I think.” I walked over to Amy’s right. “Here’s what I’m going to do.
I’m going to cut at an angle on this side. Then I’m going to cut at less
of an angle on Haley’s. That should allow me to cut through this without
hitting anything on the far wall.”

Amy turned her helmet toward me, the corners of her mouth widening.
“What about this side of the wall?”

“I’m hoping that there’s nothing on this side.”

Haley leaned forward. “I hope you’re not just hoping.”

“I’m pretty sure there’s nothing on this side.”

“He’s sounding more sure all the time.” Vaughn said. “The next time you
ask, there won’t be any chance of a problem.”

Everyone laughed.

I shot him a look, but didn’t say anything. Then I held up my right arm.
“Don’t get too close. I’m going to make the laser as powerful as I can,
but if I have to stay in a spot too long there’s a chance that the rock
around it might explode a little. Actually that might happen even if I
don’t have to stop, depending on if there’s pockets of other stuff
trapped in the rock.”

Haley and Amy looked at each other, and then began to turn their heads
toward me.

As they did, Sean said, “I bet I could hold it up, and then no one would
have to stand next to it.”

“That sounds like a good idea.” I considered pointing out that it would
have been nicer if he’d said that before, but didn’t.

Amy said, “I’m fine with  it.”

Haley glanced at me. “You’re sure?”

Her tone said a lot more than her words. I only said, “It’ll work.”

They backed away, and the ball bearings floated out of Sean’s backpack,
covering the area that Haley and Amy had been standing in front of.

When they were in place, I used my HUD’s outline of what the room
probably looked like to angle the shot. Then I turned on the beam,
cutting through the rock easily.

One spot did heat up and explode, spattering bits of heated rock into
the hallway, but not hitting anyone–at least not in such a way that they
got hurt.

One bit of rock landed on Amy’s armor, and glowed for a minute or two
before it faded.

When I was done with one side, I started on the other. It didn’t take
long, but I did have to be careful in a way I hadn’t for the first one.
Due to having to angle a little bit inward, a moment of inattention had
the potential to hit the router or one of the cables.

I was fairly sure I wouldn’t, but I wouldn’t know for sure if I had,
until I walked into the room.

I cut the top next.

Having directed Sean to keep it in place until I said not to, I cut
across the bottom of the section as Sean’s ball bearings stopped it from
moving.

Finally though, I said, “Bring it to the floor–slowly, if possible.”

For a moment, it appeared to fall out of the hole I’d created, but Sean
brought it to a complete stop before it hit the floor, ball bearings
spreading across it.

He held one end of the “door” up as he got the last of the metal out
from under it.

When he was done, I walked inside. It wasn’t much more than it appeared
to be from my sonar sweep–a nearly empty room with a router and switches
in a rack along with a couple servers (the primary and its backup), and
a whole lot of cables leading from the server rack to the wall.

I thought about my options. From the equipment I saw here, it seemed
likely that this was the students’ internet access and not the compound.
Earthmover had likely turned off internet access through a program that
ran on the servers–not the router. Additionally, it seemed most likely
that Dr. Nation had configured the servers, but he probably hadn’t done
much to the router.

I unplugged the servers from the router, and plugged the ethernet cable
into my suit, knowing that if Dr. Nation had designed a trap that merely
looked like a router, I was opening myself up to big problems.

The HUD showed a message that said, “NETWORK DETECTED.”

That was a good first step.

“Got it?” Vaughn asked.

I ignored him. Meanwhile, Samita said, “I don’t know precisely what he’s
doing, but let’s leave him be.”

Haley added, “I think we should watch in case someone comes this way.”

That started a longer conversation, but I wasn’t listening. I was
thinking things through. Even though I wasn’t a hacker, I had put a few
tools for hacking into the Rocket suit’s computer when I’d created it.
I’d made a point of creating a file listing the default passwords and
user accounts for all major routers.

The only problem with that was that I’d have to bring the router back to
factory defaults for the default account to work. That would erase the
username and password for the school’s internet account as well–not a
good plan.

I’d also downloaded a vast array of scripts that exploited security
holes. Checking the router’s make and model, I searched through my list,
finding a script that might get me control–provided recent patches
didn’t close the vulnerability.

I ran the script.

Unlike the scripts you saw in movies, there weren’t any cool
graphics–just a countdown, and then my HUD showed a command line next to
a flickering pound sign.

I had control of the router.

Within moments, I’d turned internet access back on and made a call out.
I hadn’t decided who to call before I made the call. Agent Lim would
have been an obvious choice. He could redirect everything with a few
words. Dr. Nation would have been an excellent second choice, but I
needed help.

I called Lee, explaining the situation as quickly as I could.

His only response was, “Leaving.” Then he hung up.

I stared at the words in my HUD: connection lost.

I considered calling him back, but at the same time I realized that
Haley was tapping on my armor’s shoulder.

“The Cabal kids are coming down the hall.”

I turned around, leaning to the right to peer around the shattered wall.
Three figures were walking down the hall. They weren’t close by any
means, but they were close enough. The suit pegged them as being three
hundred feet away.

Samita had already turned to face the hall, looking out of the opening
we’d made. She turned again—this time back toward us. “Everyone come
close to me.”

Holding her staff in front of herself, she said a few words and the room
around me seemed different—almost transparent. I say almost because I
couldn’t see through anything, but I felt like I could. Everything
seemed to shimmer—our clothes, hair, the lights (of course)—even the all
black server rack, and the rock walls.

Amy’s armor shimmered, but that was given.

Samita said, “We’re invisible now. Don’t talk, and don’t move. It’s
possible to hear us. Oh… And we have to stay next to each other. If we
don’t, it breaks the spell.”

Haley frowned. “Could we maybe move to the edge of the room before they
get here?”

Amy nodded. “That’s what I was thinking.”

Samita glanced back toward the opening in the wall, and said, “Sorry,
yes.”

As we started to walk, all staying close to each other, Vaughn grinned.
“Can you imagine if the spell didn’t allow walking? We’d have been stuck
there in the middle of the room, and they’d walk in, totally destroy my
leg, and be saying, ‘I stepped into something that feels like a bloody
paste, but I can’t see it. Does that seem weird to you?’”

Haley held her finger to her lips. Vaughn blinked, glancing toward the
opening.

No one stepped through, and that, at least, was good news.

Barely audible, she whispered, “They heard you.”

We all stopped walking. Fortunately, it was a moot point. We were
already next to the wall.

I still couldn’t hear them, but I upped the sensitivity of the passive
sonar. I got blurry image of the hallway for my trouble and shadowy
images of the three figures. They’d closed some distance, but not enough
that they’d find us in the next few seconds. Either they had great
hearing or Vaughn had been talking loudly.

Vaughn often did talk loudly, but I couldn’t discount the other option.

Haley didn’t seem too scared though. She watched the opening, but didn’t
seem tense. Bearing in mind that the worst of the Cabal was practically
unkillable, I would have expected her to be tense.

They must have heard Vaughn, but not have been sure of where his voice
was coming from.

I could tell myself that at least.

After a little while, I could hear their footsteps through the helmet’s
sound system. Soon after that they stepped into the room. I recognized
them—to a degree. Calvin normally looked slightly heavy, had blond hair,
and wore jeans that appeared to be more regularly washed than mine.

As we saw him then, he was in his other form—a seven foot tall grayish
humanoid with clawed hands and webbed feet. He also had gills on his
neck. Obviously built for water, he didn’t seem to have any difficulty
moving around on land. He wore the student training uniform in red,
white and blue.

Paula, her frizzy brown hair in a ponytail, walked in after him. She
walked in wearing the school uniform too, stepping over the remains of
the wall without stumbling. The way her eyes swept the room made me
suspect that she was taking Lee’s training seriously. That was a good
thing overall, but not at this moment.

The third Cabal descendant didn’t even come into the room. She stood
outside the opening, presumably watching the hall. That wasn’t a bad
idea either.

If I remembered correctly, her name was Cindy.

Calvin stopped next to the router and servers, staring at all the cables
that covered the wall, leading upward, both towards the next floor as
well as the ceiling of the room.

I hoped he didn’t know enough to recognize that I’d tampered with it.
Near me, Sean stared at them, the expression on his face blank, and
unreadable—at least for me.

I hoped he wouldn’t attack.

Calvin shook his head. Turning around, voice rasping, he said, “I don’t
see anybody.”

Paula shrugged. “Then let’s go. Sure, we heard something, and yes, no
one’s supposed to be here, but if we don’t see anybody, we don’t see
anybody. They should send somebody good at finding people. We’re just
good at hitting people.”

Calvin said, “I don’t know. I’ve got sonar, and it works better
underwater, but there’s something wrong. It doesn’t feel right in here.”

My stomach felt queasy. Could he sense that? I didn’t want to fight
them.

Paula’s lips curled. “We need to use the… things to contact Hunter.”

She tapped a fleshy growth on the back of her neck. I hadn’t noticed it
before, but Calvin had one too.

Paula’s growth opened one green eye, and she frowned. “Hey, tell Hunter
we heard something on the floor with all the labs.”

The green eye blinked, and looked around the room. I held my breath,
wondering if they’d see through the spell. It wasn’t a rational thought.
Weird fleshy bits with eyes weren’t a faerie thing that I’d ever heard
of.

I supposed though that that kind of thing would have fit comfortably
with some of the weirder comics I’d seen—the ones that veered into
horror.

And what was going on with them anyway? Where did they come from? One of
the science labs? I thought harder. For all I knew one of the first
years could separate into little bits of him or herself.

That was gross at best.

Except… They’d said Hunter. That cleared it up—to a degree. Hunter was a
first year student—Diva’s kid. Haley and I had met him on practically
the first day we were here. Both of them were able to grow creatures
from the cells of their body.

Maybe he could grow communicators? They didn’t seem to be mind
controlled unless the control was extremely subtle.

Either way it was interesting. I’d never heard of Diva being able to act
as her team’s switchboard. She was more famous for duplicating movie
creatures.

That led to a paranoid thought–had I seen anything that Hunter couldn’t
have done all by himself? He could have grown the goblins and the troll.

Then I thought a little more, and realized that he couldn’t. Amy had
said that she could handle absorbing normal beings’ essences, but not
powerful magical beings like the troll.

So it had to be Adam being helped by or manipulated by faeries. Or the
 Nine. Someone, anyway. Hunter could be collaborating with him
though–willingly or unwillingly.

The impression I’d gotten was that Adam was working with small, and not
very powerful faeries. It was called the Shade Circle, after all, and
not the Winter Court or the Duchy of… Big Evil People?

Sean clenched his fist as Calvin stared directly at us.

I tried to catch his eye and shook my head, hoping he’d recognize what I
meant, and wishing desperately that Daniel were here.

Calvin turned his head toward the door, and said, “Cindy?” Next to him,
Paula opened her mouth as if she were about to ask him a question, her
dark curls  getting into her mouth as she turned her head.

She spat them out.

Inexplicably, that was when I noticed that she was wearing yellow
lipstick.

Maybe at that moment we should have attacked. With different opponents
maybe I would have, but I didn’t. Only Amy and I had chance of taking a
punch from them. The others would have to count on mobility, and there
was nowhere to move.

I activated the bots, and checked the laser’s status.

Cindy stepped into the room, looking like I remembered her–no makeup,
straight black hair, and wearing the school training costume like the
other two.

Calvin turned his head back toward us. “I don’t know who you are, but
you can’t beat us. We’re descended from this world’s most dangerous men.
Unlike them, we’re training to to be heroes. Surrender, and we won’t
hurt you.”

The world stopped shimmering. Samita had dropped the invisibility spell.

I didn’t even have time to complain before she started talking.

Standing up straight in her Red Hex costume, staff in her hand. “You
won’t need to hurt us. You won’t even need to fight us. I’m Samita, one
of the third year students. Something’s gone wrong. We’ve been invaded
by the fae, and we’ll need your help to set everything right.”

Haley took up where Samita left off. “You know all of us. We’re
Stapledon students just like you are.”

Calvin had nodded as Samita talked, listening. Cindy folded her arms
across her chest. Paula, like Calvin, nodded along as they spoke.

Based on that, I felt like we’d have a chance, and maybe in a minute
we’d be nine strong instead of six.

I was wrong.

Paula opened her mouth to reply and all three of their faces turned red,
their expressions to snarls.

Calvin punched directly at Haley who somehow managed to duck and roll to
the side. Calvin had punched with his right arm. With his right arm
stretched forward, he’d left his chest and face completely open. His
left arm hung by his side, unused, blocking nothing.

Forgetting about my lasers and the bots I’d activated, I punched him in
the solar plexus as hard as I could. That threw him backwards with
enough force that he hit the wall on the othe side of the room, cracking
it, and getting enough lift that he dropped a foot to hit the ground.

I got lucky. I hadn’t been thinking ahead when I punched. A good hit to
the solar plexus could rupture a person’s abdomen, killing them. Calvin
wasn’t having any trouble breathing.

It was obvious from the howl he gave as he rushed me that he wasn’t
doing any of the gasping for breath that a good, nonlethal punch to the
abdomen usually produced.

This time I remembered my weapons, and started firing, hitting him with
more than ten goobots before he fell on the floor. He struggled, trying
to pull himself free of the strands. He’d probably manage it eventually,
but for now he was only managing to get more stuck.

Even as relief began to wash over me, a scream filled the room. In the
peripheral vision of my HUD, I realized that Paula had charged Samita,
and that Amy had stepped in, stabbing Paula in the gut.

Despite everything I’d experienced in fighting the Cabal a year ago,
Paula didn’t yank the spear out as the wound began to heal around it,
and punch Amy into the wall.

Instead, she lay on the ground groaning as the gem in Amy’s armor began
to glow a brighter red.

I didn’t have time to absorb that because even as I realized that Amy
was draining Paula’s essence, a bright flash of lightning and the sound
of thunder filled the room.

Thanks to my helmet dimming the flash, I had time to notice something
I’d missed while fighting Calvin–that Cindy had charged Vaughn and Sean.

“Had charged” being the operative term. Cindy shuddered as the lightning
hit, and fell. Unfortunately, she got back up again, randomly reminding
me of the song “Tubthumping.”

The song doesn’t have any lyrics about screaming and tearing people limb
from limb, but that’s what appeared to be on her mind as she leapt
toward Vaughn.

She might have succeeded too, but as she flew through the air she hit a
wall of ball bearings which enveloped her, preventing her from reaching
Vaughn. He’d started diving to the left earlier, and hit her with
lightning practically at the same time he hit the ground.

If  Sean had surrounded her with ball bearings and kept them away from
her skin, he might have created an improvised Faraday cage.

Judging from the spastic jerking of her arms and legs, he hadn’t
adequately created a path for the electricity to follow that went around
her.

Of course, he hadn’t been trying to keep her safe, so that was okay. I
was actually more surprised that he hadn’t managed to create an
accidental Faraday cage, untintentionally protecting her.

Cindy wasn’t stupid though. She grabbed a couple ball bearings with one
hand, and flung them forward.

One hit my armor in the chest, knocking me backward into the wall. I’d
almost forgotten how much of a punch the Cabal’s strongest people could
deliver.

Almost at the same moment, Haley gave a wordless cry.

She’d been standing partially behind me, but as I flew backwards, she’d
dodged me,  putting  herself in the way of the second of the ball
bearings.

It hit her upper right arm. Along with her shout, I realized that I’d
also heard the crack of the break without recognizing it.

Pulling myself away from the wall, I considered using the sonics to get
a look at the damage, but didn’t because I remembered that she’d hear
the noise.

Also, she was already moving, jumping behind Samita and Amy.

Cindy drew back both of her arms, grabbing ball bearings in each hand.
They covered her face, so she couldn’t aim, but if she ever hit Sean,
that would end.

The ball bearings in her left hand never hit anyone, but it was a close
thing. Sean stopped them less that a meter from his face.

In that moment, I realized that anything we were doing here was only
temporary. We had to make it permanent or leave.

Calvin was still struggling in the goo, but he’d be out eventually.
Vaughn and Sean had Cindy in place, but they couldn’t keep her down.
Sure, Paula appeared to be down for the count, but we weren’t going to
want do that to all of them.

I had a few killbots in the suit. I also had a  laser. Whatever
protected the Cabal’s soldiers against physical damage didn’t work
against lasers.

The problem, of course, is that lasers were mostly useful for punching
holes through them and chopping pieces off. Their regeneration worked
against it, but not instantaneously.

Lightning arced from Vaughn’s hands toward Cindy even as Sean began to
move the ball bearings out of her reach, holding her in the air by
touching only her back and the back of her lower legs.

It was kind of clever.

Taking the ball bearings away from her face and arms gave me a good look
at her though. Both her skin and training suit had circular char marks
from where the metal had heated up. They made me think of  branded
cattle.

Fortunately the burns were already healing a little.

With any luck, they’d heal completely before any authority figures
showed up. People would understand that we had to fight them, but it
would be harder to forget if everyone saw Cindy looking like she’d been
grilled while Paula lay on the floor with her intestines visible to all.

As she stopped jerking around in response to Vaughn’s lightning, she
shouted, “ST-stop! Please stop.”

A bit of flesh fell from the back of her neck. I recognized the charred
remains of the flesh creature.

Calvin screamed, shaking and ripping at the goo. Not wanting him to
escape I turned toward him, setting the laser to a low setting, and
stepping around him, giving me a better view of the back of his neck.

“No. Don’t.” Samita threw a pill in front of Calvin. It exploded into a
cloud of white dust.

He fell asleep.

She crushed a second pill in front of Paula’s face as Amy withdrew her
spear.

Paula had been gritting her teeth, her face tight with fear or maybe
pain. I couldn’t know which, or if it might be both.

As the white dust settled across her face and then her body, she
relaxed, and her eyes shut. Then she gave a small snore and began to
breathe regularly.

“Sleeping pills?” I stared at the dust, guessing that touching it would
be a bad idea.

“Exactly. They’re not much use as weapons, but they should keep them out
of this.” Samita took a step toward Paula, her hand covering her mouth,
leaning down so she could see the back of Paula’s neck.

The bit of flesh had fallen off, and curled up in a ball with the eye
shut. It was almost weirdly cute.

Calvin’s had done the same.

“Without being attached to the body, I suspect the parasites will die of
starvation before they wake up.” Samita shook her head. “Disgusting that
life would be used in such a way.”

Haley took a step after her. The bone in  her bicep had broken through
the skin. “Sam? Could you get one of your bandages out?”

Samita rifled through her pouch, moving things with both hands, and
finally coming up with an ACE bandage roll. She turned toward Haley and
Haley stared at the roll.

“Are you going to have to set the bone, or will the bandage set it
magically?”

Unrolling the bandage, Samita said, “The bandage will do it.”

Haley’s eyes darted down toward where the bone stuck out. “Good. I hope
that means it won’t hurt.”

Samita began to wrap the bandage around the wound. “It shouldn’t hurt,
but I can’t promise that it won’t feel a little strange.”

Haley blinked as Samita wrapped the second layer of bandage around her
arm. She took a deep breath and said. “You weren’t kidding. I felt it go
back in.”

“You’re feeling okay now?” I asked. Samita touched the outside end of
the bandage, and it stayed in place, despite having no visible reason to
do so.

Haley moved her arm. “I can’t tell any difference from normal.”

I looked at the bandage again, and then turned toward Samita. “I thought
you said it couldn’t heal anything. Didn’t it keep the damage basically
the same?”

Samita shrugged. “If it’s possible to put people back together, it will
move pieces back into position. It’s not really healing though. That
still takes time.”

“Great,” I looked around the room. “I guess we’ve got to figure out what
we do next.”

“Seems pretty obvious,” Sean said. “We find Earthmover and Adam, and we
take Adam down and break the spell on Earthmover. Problem solved.”

I looked over at him. He’d put down Cindy even though the ball bearings
were still out and in a pile on the floor. “Both you and Haley are hurt.
What do you do if the bandages come off?”

“Don’t know.” Sean put his hands in his pockets. “I guess we put them
back on again.”

Samita looked up from putting the ACE bandage roll back in the pouch.
“That’s not how it works. If it comes off, I have to put it on again,
but with a new bandage. I’ve only got enough to replace it once for each
of you. After that, I can’t do anything if anyone else gets hurt.”

Sean pointed at Amy. “Didn’t she say she could heal too?”

“I did.” Amy eyed him while giving her spear a twirl in one hand. “I
also said that you’d like Samita’s better. Her option leaves you feeling
like yourself. My magic keeps you together while the spell feeds off
your blood. It works great for me because I steal other people’s energy
while I fight, but you’ll feel more drained the longer you go on unless
I give you an energy transfusion. And I’m sure that at least one person
around here wouldn’t like that.”

Samita faced Amy. “I wouldn’t.”

Amy grinned. “See? She’s standing up on your behalf to save you from
addiction to evil magic.”

Vaughn cocked his head to look over at her. “It’s addictive?”

Amy shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve never tried it on anybody else, but
some of the earlier Bloodmaidens acted like they were addicted to
battle. Draining people is a rush, and passing it on can’t be much
different.”

All in all, it sounded like a good argument for keeping Haley and Sean
out of fights.

Haley wasn’t going to like that much.

Cindy broke in. “Paula’s going to be okay, right? It doesn’t look like
she’s healing.”

She stood next to where Calvin slept on the floor, seemingly unsure of
where to put her hands. At first she’d put them in the pockets of her
uniform. Then she crossed her arms over her chest, but as she asked her
question, she dropped them, eventually holding them together in front of
herself.

Amy’s lips twitched. “Sorry. She’ll be healing a little slower than
usual until she gets better. It’ll probably be later today. I haven’t
seen very many people who can heal like you all can.”

Cindy nodded, and her eyes settled on Haley. “I’m sorry. I don’t know
what I was thinking. I only know that I was angry and needed to get away
from all of those metal things. I think that Hunter must have been
lying. Those things he had us put on our necks. They could control us.”

“See,” Sean said. “That’s what we’ve got to do. We take out Earthmover,
Adam and Hunter.”

Samita held her finger to her lips, and said, “Shhh.”

Then she walked up to Cindy and put a hand on her shoulder. “How did it
happen that someone sent you down here?”

Cindy nodded. A tear ran down her cheek, and I wondered if she might be
about to cry.

I hoped not.

“Was it Earthmover?” I asked.

“I don’t know about Earthmover,” she said. “I haven’t seen him since he
left the cafeteria after dinner, but Earthmover told everyone to listen
to Adam and Hunter over the intercom. Adam called us to his room and
told us we needed to come down here. He said that things that looked
like you and Haley were trying to get into the compound. He said that
Hunter had come up with a way for us to communicate, and we should put
those things on our necks.”

I nodded. “Did you see any fairies?”

She raised an eyebrow. “What fairies?”

Samita raised an eyebrow at her question, but didn’t sound at all
surprised as she said, “Some of us have good reason to believe that
there are fairies in the compound.”

Cindy looked from her to the rest of us. “Like leprechauns or
something?”

“Like the Faerie Incursion back in the 60s,” I suggested, hoping that
would jog her memory.

“My school barely spent time on the history of anything after World War
2.” She frowned.

I nodded. “Mine didn’t either, but I heard about it.”

She gave a sigh. “I lived in a small town with about a thousand people
and even though I didn’t know it, we were part of a cult created to
raise the next generation of the Cabal. We didn’t pay much attention to
the outside world.”

“Okay. The short version is that the fae invaded under the command of a
duke of the Unseelie court.  The Heroes League were involved, but they
didn’t turn the tide alone.  The  real hero of the day was this outcast
wizard named… Um…”

I struggled to think of the name, but Samita finished the sentence for
me.

“Reliquary. He specialized in enchanting items, but particularly in
analyzing old enchantments. That’s why he succeeded. He barely knew
anything about the fae. He knows more now though. I’m his apprentice.
He’s with the other teachers tonight.” Samita said it a quiet voice, one
that was just barely audible.

“Fuck,” Amy muttered. “Who did you get when you called them?”

“Gunther,” I said, knowing they were more familiar with that name.

Vaughn started laughing. “The fae are toast. Well, assuming he doesn’t
grab you and Rachel and leave.”

Amy took off her helmet. Her eyes went from Vaughn to me, and back to
Vaughn. “Really? Why would he do that? I’ve seen him fight and he
doesn’t seem to be afraid of anything.”

Before I could caution Vaughn to be careful about how he explained it,
Samita said, “Master Reliquary says Gunther’s bound by a contract he
made with the original Rocket.”

Amy nodded. “What is he?”

Samita frowned. “The master won’t say, or he doesn’t know. All he ever
said was that Gunther was the oldest being he’d ever met, and to stay on
his good side.”

“Anyway,” I said, “back in the Faerie incursion, Gunther was one of the
most powerful players on our side. After Reliquary disabled some ancient
fae artifact, Gunther had free rein, and started dropping the most
dangerous fae warriors like flies.”

I didn’t add that wizards and magical creatures couldn’t detect him even
when he changed form. It wasn’t as if I didn’t trust Amy and Samita, but
they didn’t need to know that.

“Wait,” Sean said, “you own the guy who’s teaching us to fight? And he’s
an immortal?”

“Not own,” I said. “He owes my grandfather. This is how he’s paying it
off.”

Haley cocked  her head to the side. “It’s a little like you inherited a
servant.”

“An extremely dangerous servant,” I said.

Amy shook her head. “I’m with you there. I’m being raised by the court
assassin.” She grinned at me. “So what are we doing next? Putting the
 hurt on people or waiting here for Nick to be saved?”

“I don’t think he’ll run in here and save me. He’ll probably do whatever
seems the most fun.”

Samita bit her lip. “And what does he think is fun?”

I thought about it. “Whatever racks up a high body count? And playing
guitar.”

Samita’s eyes widened. “He plays guitar?”

I said, “He gives lessons, but yeah, we should decide what we’re doing
next. I hate to suggest this, but now that I’m thinking about it, he
might not be as careful about who dies as he ought to be. It might be
that we should see if we can solve the problem before he gets here, or
at least whatever part of the problem comes from mind controlled
people.”

“Can’t you just call someone else?” Vaughn nodded his head in the
direction of the servers.

I looked at the servers. I think we all did. At least one of the servers
was smoking. I’d taken off my helmet when we started talking. I put it
back on. Thermal imaging showed that the servers, the switches, and the
router were all hotter than room tempurature–considerably hotter.

I’d been smelling a burnt smell that I associated with damaged
electronics, but I’d assumed it was because of the lightning.

Arguably I could be said to be half right about that. Vaughn and Sean
had been closest to that end of the room, so they might have been hit by
magnetism and lightning.

Vaughn muttered something, and I said, “Well, not anyone outside the
building, but maybe we’ll get someone in the building if the wireless
network is different from the network the labs use.”

I checked my HUD as everyone checked their phones. Only Haley and Vaughn
appeared on the Heroes League network. Sean, Amy, and Samita appeared on
the extended network–they used standard protocols my grandfather had
been involved in creating.

I checked the connection type for each of them. It showed a direct
connection–radio–the kind of connection we used when cell towers or a
trusted network weren’t available.

“I hate it when I fuck up,” Vaughn said.

Sean was still staring at the machines.

Amy shook her head, her red hair brushing over her shoulders.
“Eathmover’s probably mind controlled either way, right? And I’m sure
he’s capable of taking us out even before we see him. Let’s go after
Hunter and Adam. Whether they’re controlled or not, I’m sure they’re at
the center of all this.”

“Okay,” I said, still not sure if I meant it. “Let’s do it.”

It made sense–sort of. Adam wanted to keep us out of the way, so getting
in the way was probably the wisest choice–for some value of “wise.” If
Adam were doing something in our or the compound’s best interest, we
were about to mess it up.

But if that were true, it was his fault for not bothering to explain
anything.

On the whole though, more evidence pointed in the direction of a
conspiracy than against. Weirdo mind control growths didn’t exactly
scream, “Hey, we’re the good guys!”

Well, not unless they made people do it for them.

It made me wonder if that was Hunter’s innovation or if his mom had been
keeping that skill hidden all these years.

“Fuck, yeah. Let’s take them down,” Sean added, giving me a reason to
feel less secure about my decision.

Vaughn grinned at me, probably guessing what I was thinking.

As I shook my head, Samita exhaled. “Whether it’s the fae or some
conspiracy, it’s obvious that we’ll be fighting fellow students to catch
them. Some of them may be your friends. Are you ready for that?”

“I’ve got a lot of goobots,” I said, knowing that I didn’t have a full
load. Taking down Calvin had taken more than I wanted.

I hoped we didn’t have to face many more of the Cabal’s descendants. If
 we did, I’d go through goobots so quickly I’d be out before the end of
the fight.

I might have to shoot Cabal descendants in the leg with the laser, or
set the sonics to find the resonant frequency of the human digestive
system. With any luck, desperately needing to puke (or worse) would
demoralize people enough that they wouldn’t want to fight.

Haley glanced down at the bandage on her arm. “If we’re careful we might
not have to fight anybody.’

Samita’s mouth twitched  but didn’t become a smile. She frowned. “Or we
might have to fight everyone.”



After discussing it for a while, we had a plan. It was a fairly simple
plan. We’d leave Cindy back with Paula and Calvin who were still
sleeping and in Paula’s case slowly regenerating from Amy’s spear.

No one was looking for Vaughn, Sean and Samita, so they went down the
hall first. Vaughn and Sean were in normal clothes. Samita was in her
Red Hex costume. With the hood down and her mask off, it didn’t stand
out as much as you’d expect. It wasn’t as if it were spandex. It was a
red, long sleeved shirt over pants. As long as she put her staff away in
the pouch, she fit in.

The same couldn’t be said for Haley and I. We were both fugitives. Haley
was in normal, if slightly torn clothes, and might have fit in at first
glance. I wore the Rocket suit. In combination with my fugitive status,
anyone would assume I was preparing for a fight.

Amy could have walked with Samita, but only if she’d changed back to
normal, and she wouldn’t. When Samita had asked her why not, she’d said,
“Because I’d lose everything I got out of Paula. If this goes
pear-shaped, we’re going to need all the help we can get.”

No one could argue with her, and that left the three of us trailing
behind everyone else holding each other’s hands while Haley held what
looked like a puddle of water in her palm.

It had been a small, translucent globe. In the moments before we walked
out the door, Samita explained the rules for making it work. “Once I say
the words that activate it, you can’t stop moving. It will keep you from
being detected, but only if you move. The moment you stop you’ll become
visible. Oh, and you’ll need to hold hands, but as long as you keep
moving and hold hands, you can do anything, even fight.”

Amy replied instantly. “Fight? While holding hands? How old were you
when you created this spell?”

Samita sighed. “Young, but it works better than you think. Rod’s
defeated whole teams while holding my hand. Well, while holding me.”

I could imagine that–a gigantic, invisible troll holding Samita in one
hand while kicking criminals and smashing their cars with his feet.

I was sure it worked for him.

Haley frowned. “Didn’ t we use a different invisibility spell just a
little while ago?”

Samita only said, “It has flaws, but it’s better for walking.”

Within a few minutes we were walking down the hall. In the palm of
Haley’s hand, waves rolled across the puddle.  I wasn’t sure how it
could be possible, but if I concentrated, I could hear the splash and
the crash of the waves hitting the beach, and even seagulls.

There were no little seagulls above her palm. I checked.

We followed Samita and the rest up the stairs, and it was easy. Hunter
and Adam were on the next floor up. Or was it two floors? I wasn’t
competely sure. I’d never been to their rooms.

We walked out of the stairway on to the first years floor–well one of
 them anyway.

The darkened halls were empty of people. It could have been two in the
morning instead of nine at night. Distantly I heard someone laugh at a
some indistinguishable noise. It sounded like it might be a television
show, but it was hard to tell.

Ahead of us, Samita asked Vaughn and Sean. “Where is their room?”

Vaughn shrugged. “No idea. I barely spent any time with those guys at
all.”

Sean turned his head back toward Samita, frowning. “I know where their
room is.”

Vaughn raised an eyebrow, and cocked his head backwards to see Sean’s
face. “Sounds like you’ve got a story.”

Sean shook his head. “Yeah, a stupid story. You remember how we tried to
keep that alien spaceship in the air while Nick and the others took out
its engine?”

Vaughn snorted. “It’s hard to forget.”

“Yeah,” Sean said, taking a breath. “Well, lots of people got video of
it, and it looks like the two of us are keeping it up, you know? We know
it was mostly Izzy, but she was inside, so no one saw her. Anyway, I’ve
been getting piles of attention from that. Like people are calling me
and offering big money for me to form a super team.”

Vaughn glanced back in our direction, probably wondering what Haley and
I thought.

I had no idea what I thought.

Haley muttered something I didn’t catch. She didn’t sound happy.

Turning his attention back to Sean, Vaughn asked, “How big?”

Sean stopped walking. “Seven figures. We’re talking NBA player money.”

Vaughn gave a whistle. “That’s crazy. Are you taking it?”

Samita cleared her throat. “Sean, could you please show us where we’re
going while you talk?”

He nodded. “Yeah. It’s this way.” He started walking again, his
footfalls echoing in the nearly empty hall.

“So anyway,” he said. “I feel weird about taking it because I didn’t
even hold the ship up in the first place, but the money guys? They don’t
care. All that matters to them is that I’ll be visible, you know? I’ve
got a name now. I haven’t signed anything, but I will if I get the right
offer.”

Vaughn blinked. “Whoa. Yeah, I get that. You’ve been worried about your
mom since your dad died.”

Sean kept on walking, pointing right as we came to an intersection. “My
mom’s got some money. Dad had life insurance, and he saved. Plus your
uncle said he’d help if we ever needed anything, but I’d feel a lot
better with several million, you know?”

I was wondering how this all connected with Hunter, and evidently Vaughn
was wondering the same thing because he asked, “What’s Hunter got to do
with it?”

“Shit,” Sean grimaced. “I was talking with him and his mother happened
to drop by. She knows one of the money guys. So she told me I ought to
sign with him, and all that. I ended up talking with her about it
forever. Look, if I’m going to put together my own team with other
people’s money, I’m going to bring in people I like—Dayton and Jody for
sure—not Diva’s kid and his friends, right?”

Before Vaughn could reply, Sean held up his hand. “Fourth door down.”
Turning he asked Samita, “How do you want to handle it, knock or break
down the door?”

Samita opened her pouch and began fishing around inside. Looking up from
whatever she was trying to find, she replied, “Knock first.”

Shaking his head, Sean raised his hand to knock on the door. “You got
it.”

He knocked, giving the door a solid hit each time. No one inside could
have missed it—which most likely meant that no one was inside.

Samita pulled a bronze colored key out of the pouch. It wasn’t an
unusual key. It could have been bought from any locksmith shop in the
country. What made it odd was that the door like all the rest of the
dorm rooms’ doors had a key card reader, but no place to insert a key.

She stuck it in the card reader, and with a click, the light on the
keycard reader turned green and the door opened.

Sure, why not?

Samita had taken her staff out of the pouch along with the key, so as
the door opened, she stepped back, hands on the staff, and probably
readying a lightning strike.

Nothing jumped out at her. That, at least was what you’d normally expect
out of a room. Their room was neat—beds made, nothing lying on the
floor, drawers shut. Without the pile of books stacked neatly on the
dresser, it would be easy to believe that the room was unoccupied.

“I’m going to try to find something I can use to track them.” Samita
stepped through the door, staff still in hand. She’d dropped the key
back into her pouch.

Haley, Amy, and I looked at each other, and I asked, “Do you want to
follow her? Wait, does she even need to go in? Haley might be able to
find them by scent.”

Amy smirked. “Do you really want to try to go in there? We’re already
marching in place just to keep this spell working.”

Haley didn’t say anything. She had her eyes closed, and was sniffing the
air. After a few moments, she stopped, frowning. “I can smell everybody.
I think they had everyone in the halls when they left. It was about an
hour ago… You know, they may have all left in the same direction. I’m
not sure…”

She was still sniffing the air and thoughtfully biting her lip when
Samita came back.

“Good news.” She pinched a few pieces of hair between her forefinger and
thumb. “I was a little worried when I saw their room, but I managed to
find a few pieces of hair caught in a comb.”

She pulled out a basin out of her pouch, and poured water into it from a
water bottle. Then she said a few words, and a picture began to form in
the water. It showed the park outside the foothill’s rocky top, the park
we’d seen as we drove in on the first day.

Instead of playing children, it appeared to to be filled with students.
Adam and Hunter stood in the middle of the group.

I didn’t see Earthmover at first, but then the picture moved. Earthmover
sat on a bench off to the side of the crowd. Seemingly alone,  he stared
off into space, or if not space, at least into the air above the
residential area of the compound.

Haley gave me a sidelong glance. “That’s same bench where we…” Her
sentence trailed off.

I gave the spot another look. She was right. I remembered that bench as
being out of the way, and this one sat among the trees, slightly
separate from the main area visually, but close enough to the edge that
you could look out over the houses and lawns below.

Amy’s mouth slowly widened. “Wait. You didn’t have sex on that bench,
did you?”

Both Haley and I said, “No,” at the same time–which set Amy to laughing.
This was made even more awkward by the fact that we had to keep on
marching in order to keep the spell from ending.

As Amy finished, Haley glanced over at the visible portion of the group.
“I guess this must work on sound too because there’s no way Vaughn would
have let that topic die.”

Nodding, Amy said, “You’re right. Samita forgot to mention it, but they
do. It’s a fairly clever bit of magic, and it looks like we’re going to
have to waste this one if we want to discuss what’s next.”

Amy planted her feet firmly on the ground.

Instantly everything around me seemed clearer, crisper—not that there
was much to see. One rock wall looked like another. They weren’t
perfectly smooth, and they did have streaks of white or other colors of
rock running through the more common reddish brown. All the same,
Earthmover wasn’t much of a interior designer—not that I was any better.

As we appeared, Sean swore, Vaughn’s eyes widened, and Samita gasped. In
her hands, the basin of water wobbled.

She looked at Amy, eyes narrowed, obviously suspecting who had broken
the spell.

“Well,” Samita said. “We do need to talk about our plan of action.”

“In the hall?” Haley raised an eyebrow.

Samita held the basin of water still, watching the water splash against
the sides. “We certainly can’t use Hunter and Adam’s room.”

“They’d never expect it,” Vaughn said.

Amy shook her head. “But Hunter might have left his creatures inside to
watch the room. I would have.”

She had an excellent point, and if she was right everything we’d said so
far would be heading straight to Hunter’s ears.

Samita let go of the basin with one hand, and shut the door.

Haley checked up and down the hall. “My room’s not that far.”

I considered pointing out that we were walking around visibly now and
the longer we walked, the more likely we were to be caught. Then I
realized it wasn’t worth it. The longer we stood around talking in the
hall, the more likely we were to be caught too.

A few minutes of of quiet, but slightly frantic walking brought us to
the girl’s section first years’ floors.

Haley and Camille’s room smelled slightly of perfume or maybe soap.
Anyway, it smelled like someone had deliberately assembled a number of
things that were supposed to smell good, and there was no point in
pretending I had any clue what they all were.

They’d made their beds (Camille’s was neater). It reminded me of Adam
and Hunter’s room, but less sterile.

Camille’s laptop sat on one of the desks. I’d noticed it before. It had
a wide screen, but was ultimately slow and underpowered. In short,
highly disappointing.

The orange and blue calendar listing all the Detroit Tigers’ games for
the year? That was Haley’s.

Sean glanced at the bottom of the mirror where the calendar stuck. His
mouth twisted into a frown for a moment, but he didn’t say anything.

Vaughn looked around the group, catching people’s eye. “It looks like
we’re going to fight everybody at once. Looks like we might have to use
a tornado or something.”

Samita’s eyes widened. “Are you crazy? You could easily kill somebody,
probably a lot of people.”

Vaughn shook his head. “I wasn’t saying attack them with it. We might
have to scare them though. We sure can’t charge them, and fight everyone
hand to hand.”

Before Samita could reply, I said, “Vaughn’s got a point. I think we’ll
have to use Vaughn and Sean for a distraction, but I’m not sure
anything’s really changed from what we were talking about earlier. Adam
and Hunter are obviously behind what’s going on right now. Other people
might be using them, but they’re controlling everybody. If we take them
out, all we have to do is survive what comes after that.”

Her gauntleted hands moving as she talked, Amy said, “Exactly. That’s
what I was going to say. It’s just a question of who takes them out.
Haley might be good for Earthmover. Fog the place up, and he’ll never
know what hit him.”

“Earthmover?” Haley grimaced. “He didn’t look like he was all there. Are
you sure it’s worth it?”

Amy gave her a very firm, “Yes. He may look out of it, but as long as
he’s awake our chances go lower. Nick, do you have anything to add?”

“Not really,” I said. “But I was just thinking a couple things. First,
it kind of bugs me that if Tara’s around, she’s probably on the other
side. Second, why do you think he brought them outside?”

Samita furrowed her brow as she thought. “There are spells best done
with a multitude of bodies for sacrifice, or simply to add to the
metaphysical weight of the ritual.”

“The more people, the more power?” Vaughn sat on Haley’s dresser.
Haley’s eyes flicked in his direction, but she didn’t say anything.

Samita’s mouth tightened, “Not… exactly, but that can be true.”

Amy had taken off her helmet when the door shut. She swung it in her
left hand, “I don’t see any sign that Adam’s been trained as a wizard. I
looked into his room a little, and we both know everyone in the magic
program. He’s not in it.”

Samita nodded. “He’s not, but it’s obvious he’s connected to the fae
somehow. Depending on how connected he is, he might be able to turn even
a small amount of knowlege into a threat.”

“Sure,” Amy said, “but don’t think magic. Think people. My ancestors
 required all the major noble families to have a household in the
capital. It made communicating easier, but it also meant conveniently
located hostages in case of a rebellion.”

Vaughn nodded. “That makes sense.  Think about it. You’ve got kids from
 all the most prominent super families. You can do anything with
them–kill them, sell them off to the Dominators, whatever.”

I thought about that. Mind control was the Dominators theme. Hunter
would be prime material for them. Getting hooks into the next generation
of heroes was something they could only fantasize about.

All the same, this didn’t have the feel of a Dominator operation. I’d
read a little about them, and they weren’t the type to take chances.
Adam and Hunter were wild cards. So were the rest of the students.
Getting them all together in one place practically begged for someone to
discover how to break whatever the control mechanism was.

This felt like someone less paranoid, or more confident.

Maybe it was simply Adam, or Hunter or both.  Of course, even if they
were doing this on their own, it didn’t mean that the Dominators
wouldn’t be willing to take over (in more than one sense) if it worked.

“I hope they’re not working for the Dominators,” I said, thinking about
Daniel, and for that matter, Izzy. Her grandfather was bad enough.

Of course, Daniel would likely be able to hold out for a while. His
father knew the Dominators’ methods, and he’d probably passed the
knowlege on.

It seemed likely.

“I don’t think the Dominators are involved,” Samita said. “They avoid
fae whenever possible. My master told me that they tried to take over a
faerie queen once, and it backfired–badly.”

Sean looked toward the door, and then back to us. “We’ve got to get out
there and stop wasting our time. We don’t know enough to figure out
who’s behind it. Let’s get out there and end this.”

He stomped his right foot on the ground for emphasis.

We couldn’t prepare for the Dominators at this point–especially with
Daniel being one of the potentially affected parties. Bearing in mind
what Samita had said, we could prepare for the fae. “What all did you
manage to do in Samita’s lab before you had a to leave?”

Amy and Samita looked at each other. “Not much,” Amy said. “The good
news with the fae is that the less powerful ones can’t do much more than
illusion and misdirection. We found a way to break an enchantment.
Samita doesn’t like it much. It’s blood magic.”

Samita gave her a look. “I’m not saying we shouldn’t use it. I said I
felt compromised by helping you. In the end, you came up with something
in time. I couldn’t. Show it to them.”

Amy pulled two big glass shakers out of her pouch–the kind that pizza
restaurants use to store red pepper flakes or parmesan cheese. It seemed
a little strange to see her holding shakers in her black gauntlets.

Vaughn started laughing. “You enchanted red pepper flakes?”

The red flakes inside the  shakers glittered more than normal.

Amy laughed with him. “No. Don’t be silly. I created little gems out of
blood and I enchanted them just like I created bigger gems to ward
Nick’s lab.”

“Oh,” Vaughn grinned at her. “Why’d you use the pepper shakers then? And
where’d you get them”

“Easy. I knew I didn’t need to hit them with much blood for this, and I
didn’t know how much I’d need, so I erred on the side of caution by
making a lot of little pieces. I already had a plan in mind, so I nicked
a couple shakers from the catering department on the way out.”

Samita’s eyes widened. “You stole them?”

Amy rolled her eyes. “I don’t know why you’re so concerned for the
compound’s catering service. Anyway, I was planning to give them back
afterward. It’ll be fine.”

Samita’s voice turned to a loud whisper. “You might break them.”

Amy shrugged. “I’m sure they plan to lose a few. No big deal. Pretty
small thing in comparison to your average super fight.”

“She’s got a point,” Vaughn said.

Next to me, Haley had started giggling. When I looked at her, she said,
“We’re in the middle of all this, and we’re arguing about pepper
shakers.”

Then she stepped in to the middle of the room. “Amy? Samita? Let’s not
worry about it, okay? We still have a lot to decide. We need to get done
and go.”

“Finally,” Sean said.

Fifteen minutes later we had all the plan we were likely to get. We
walked down the hall as a group, toward the exit in the back of the row
of shops on the ledge near the park. We were prepared to fight, but
hadn’t seen anyone yet, so we didn’t expect to.

It looked like we’d get on to the ledge without anything interesting
happening, but as we walked down the wide hallway that allowed staff to
get into the backs of the stores, I heard a familiar voice–Daniel’s.

He stood next to Izzy, Cassie and Camille. They were all in costume.

They must have entered from the outside. I hadn’t felt it when we got
within his telepathic range like I normally did.

I wasn’t sure what that meant. Was it really Daniel? I hoped not, but
didn’t get to try to communicate by League communicators as a test.

Amy shoved the pepper shakers into Samita’s hands and jumped toward
their group, moving at speeds I’d generally only seen out of Jaclyn or
Izzy, shattering rock when her feet hit the rock floor.

Izzy aimed for her, and they hit with enough force that they blasted
through the back wall of one of the shops.

So much for the element of surprise.

Chunks of the rock wall flew in all directions, both into and out of the
shop. Worse, a huge slab of rock from just above where Amy and Izzy
broke through waited until after the initial crash to fall.

It came to rest inside the hall, its lower end wedged against the
remains of the shop’s rear entrance.

Noting that the chunk of rock was not only between us and Daniel,
Cassie, and Camille, but also between us and the exit we’d planned to
use, it was time to re-think that part of the plan. I wondered if we
should follow Izzy and Amy out of the shop they’d wrecked, but that
question was answered quickly in the negative.

Taking a booming punch that I couldn’t see, but heard and felt,  Amy
flew back out of the shop, hitting the rock chunk that fallen in the
hallway, shattering it. Rock shards hit the Rocket suit, some of them as
big as golf balls.

Haley dropped behind me.  Samita said a few words I didn’t catch, and
then stumbled on a piece of rock, ducking in time to avoid a chunk of
rock the size of her head.

In front of us, Amy rolled off the dust and rock bits that remained
after she hit.  Then she ran back into the shop, meeting another unseen,
but booming blow which turned into a series.

“If we’re fortunate,” Samita said, “Amy will keep Izzy away from the
rest of us, and we’ll be able to get close enough to free the rest of
them.”

Assuming it’s really them, I thought.

“And if we’re unfortunate,” Vaughn said, his voice coming from behind
me, “we’ll get in their way and be turned into a bloody paste.”

Sean muttered, “No kidding, I can feel every hit.”

Samita stepped backward, handing Sean one of the pepper shakers. “We can
free them. If it’s a glamour of the lesser fae, it might even break
without magic. Sometimes all you need is to show the truth.”

That made sense. If it was that easy to break the illusion, they’d work
some reason that Daniel shouldn’t look into our heads into their story.

“Don’t try to fight them no matter what,” I said, wondering if we should
go through one of the shops we’d passed. Daniel and the rest would be
sure to follow us, and if he wasn’t using telepathy to sense what was
ahead, we’d be able to pepper them into reality before they knew it.

Of course, if he was using his ability to sense the immediate future, I
had no idea what would work.

As if to illustrate that being thoughtful doesn’t always get you as far
as it ought to, the crashing inside turned in to a thundrous series of
crashes that reminded me of what it might sound like if I dropped a
 stack of plates–giant plates in this case. Along with the sound of rock
came the sound of shattering windows, all of the noises moving in the
direction from which we’d come.

Haley had moved to stand next to me in the front. In a low voice, she
said, “They’re trying something. I can smell it, and Camille’s heartbeat
is rising.”

“We  should walk up to them and talk.” I started to follow my own
advice, but as I took my first step, my legs felt heavy. Behind me, I
heard people fall. Haley had taken a step with me, but stopped. “No one
else can move.”

Samita and Sean lay on the ground. Vaughn had managed to stay upright by
leaning against the wall, and falling to one knee.

Not sure in the moment if I should loose a barrage of goobots at Daniel
and the others, I reminded myself that this was the non-violent version
of the fight.

If I didn’t push him, Daniel wouldn’t try to hurt anyone.

Not reading my mind, but still choosing the right moment, Daniel said,
“Please don’t fight. Nick, take off the armor. Haley, lay down on the on
ground. We’re not here to hurt you. Everything’s going to be okay.”

I thought about it, and commanded the suit to disassemble. The main suit
turned into a block of ceramic. The inner layer separated into my
stealth suit.

Somewhere behind me, I heard Sean sigh.

I felt the gravity then. The stealth suit included the same artificial
muscles that the main suit did, but not as many or as strong. It didn’t
support the head, for one.

In the main suit, I stood effortlessly. In the stealth suit, I let
myself be pulled down to the ground.

Haley went down with me, mouthing the words, “Are you okay?”

“I think so.”

Daniel, Cassie and Camille walked toward us, Daniel in front. Cassie
held the Abominator gun in her hands. That was an even better reason not
to fight. The gun existed to destroy, and I wouldn’t put it past it to
fire any time it could get away with it.

I was going to have break Daniel’s enchantment myself, and I had an idea
of how to do it. I just didn’t like it much. “Why are you doing this?
You know us. We’re not going to hurt anybody.”

Daniel didn’t say anything, and neither did anyone else. He’d probably
told them to stay quiet.

“You don’t really know Hunter or Adam. You’ve known me for years. I’m
guessing that they’ve told you I’m mind controlled or something.”

His mouth twitched. I’d almost certainly hit there. “You put everything
in place there yourself. You know it’s good. It probably even includes
techniques your dad has used against the Dominators. Now ask yourself,
how in the world Hunter and Adam would know I’d been taken over?”

He bit his lip. I hoped this meant I’d struck home. If I hadn’t I might
have to get personal. Hopefully he’d forgive me later.

Daniel’s mask covered all of his face but his mouth and chin, making it
more difficult to read him, but not completely impossible.

He stopped biting his lip, leaving his mouth a straight line.

“Daniel,” I said, “look inside my head. You’ll be able to tell what’s
really going on in seconds.”

He didn’t say anything for a second, but then… “They told me you’d say
that. I can’t. It’s not a fairy invasion. You’re all demon possessed.
You may not believe it, but I’ve been shown the evidence. I need you to
go with us, and we’ll bring to someone who can cure you.”

Off to my left on the ground, Samita quirked an eyebrow.  “Really? Who?
I’m not aware that we have any exorcists on the staff.”

Daniel jerked his head and frowned. “I don’t know.”

That was an opening, and I went for it. “Right there, that should tell
you something. I know you. You always know that kind of thing because
you can’t help but check.”

“I…”  He stopped talking, drifting off into thought.

“Daniel!” Cassie had been pointing the gun off to the side, but as she
spoke, she pointed it directly at us. “You know you’re not supposed to
listen to them. They don’t know they’re being controlled.”

To us, she said, “Stop talking. When Camille lets you up, you’ll go
where you’re told.”

Vaughn’s voice came from behind me. “Cassie–”

She interrupted him before he could finish. “Don’t talk!”

It might have been my imagination, but it seemed like I could hear real
pain in her voice then. There was no denying she’d gotten louder though.

“Fuck,” Sean muttered, but not apparently loud enough for Cassie to
hear.

I wondered how long I had before Sean tried to take them all out. He
might be able to if he started by blinding Cassie–assuming she was
limited to her own sight. She’d said something about seeing through the
gun once.

No, Sean was screwed, and so was I if I let this go too long, and also
apparently if I talked.

I wondered if I could get in to Daniel’s head. Normally I could sense
when I was within his range even if it was more an ability to sense his
absence than his presence.

I didn’t feel the easy, almost unthinking connection we usually shared.
He was deliberately keeping me out. All the same, this wasn’t entirely a
voluntary connection on his part. We shared dreams sometimes if we were
sleeping in range of each other–sometimes dreams we both wanted to
forget.

In my defense, his mom was at least as attractive to guys as he was to
women. And yes, we were one hundred percent certain she wasn’t in my
head.

Anyway, it seemed like our minds didn’t see any reason to respect normal
boundaries with each other–which meant that if I made him angry he’d be
in my mind before he knew it.

It also meant that no matter how much he tried to keep me out, it might
be that he couldn’t.

I hoped he wouldn’t freak out if I succeeded.

Feeling my heart beat faster, I wondered if I should try to control my
growing nervousness, possibly by breath control exercises. Then I
discarded it. I could use the emotion. I needed something to get
Daniel’s attention.

Besides fear might be healthy. Not being as powerful as his dad or
grandfather was one of Daniel’s issues, and I was about to twist the
knife.

Then I concentrated on what bothered me about the whole idea. It wasn’t
he would hurt me. It was that he might not forgive me when this was all
over. The last time we’d talked about it, he’d shouted at me. I didn’t
want to go there again.

I ran that through my head, going where I felt the most pain.

Haley noticed. She met my eyes, whispering, “Are you okay?”

Cassie shouted, “No talking!” Her gun glowed around the muzzle, but it
wasn’t firing–yet.

I nodded. Of course I couldn’t tell Haley anything, so that was more
frustrating than helpful because she was distracting me.

All at once though, I felt Daniel sense me. Whether it was my own
anxiety plus my frustration, or all of that plus the added stab of fear
about Cassie’s state of mind that got his attention, I didn’t know.

Before I could think better of it, I thought at him, Your dad was part
of the group that teamed up with Justice Fiend to fight demons in the
90s, wasn’t he? Plus your grandfather fought against the fae back in the
60s, and didn’t he stop a dybbuk on his own?

Why aren’t you as good?

I didn’t have the same level of sophistication as Daniel did with mind
to mind communication, but I could sense strong emotions. What I sensed
at that moment would have meant that Luke Skywalker was heading straight
for the dark side of the force.

Daniel’s consciousness poured into my head. He’d done that before many,
many times, but never with this undercurrent of anger. We’d had
arguments. We’d even had telepathic arguments, but never arguments where
I felt invaded.

He went around the defenses he’d put into my head without being stopped.
Unlike the last psychic who’d been in my head, he didn’t immediately go
into a screaming fit because of the “psychic landmines” that duplicated
the effect that Lee had on telepaths.

He knew how to avoid them, of course.

I felt the shock of his realization as he understood what I’d been
doing, and experienced flashes of every moment since I’d disappeared.

Oh, he thought.

And then things got weird. Well, they didn’t become instantly weird, but
soon enough.

Amy had put a spell on me that allowed me to see in the dark, and more
importantly to see through illusion. I hadn’t seen anything when I
looked at Daniel because he wasn’t an illusion, but as he sensed my
memories I sensed his.

As I connected, I knew without doubt that there were illusions in his
mind.

It all came in a cascade of images, sounds and feelings. I felt his
anger and fear as Haley and I disappeared into the floor, and his
determination to find out what had happened. I heard Earthmover order
everyone to their rooms, and everyone’s
voices as he’d messaged the League. They’d divided into groups. Camille,
Izzy and Cassie were in his, and like us, they’d walked the darkened
halls of the compound’s rock warren.

That’s where I found myself following two memories at once. In one they
walked toward the stairs to the basement, Daniel telling them, “Nick’s
in this direction. I don’t know where, but we’ll—”

And then they were caught. Daniel only knew that he was in the middle of
darkness, and that all the walls had disappeared. For all that he ran or
flew, he never found the walls, and always he had a sense of something
big watching him from the dark.

I could feel him reach out with his mind, and never quite connect with
it.

Then the scene switched. They were in an office together—Camille,
Cassie, Daniel and Izzy. Earthmover sat behind a rock desk on an
intricate rock throne inlaid with gold.

That seemed wrong, and as I thought it, Daniel thought, I know. I don’t
know how I missed it then—outside of the magic, obviously.

The more I looked, the more it looked like a medieval castle. It had a
high ceiling with tall thin windows, a fireplace, and pillars decorated
with gold and silver.

Weirdly his desk also had a computer.

I also noticed that whoever did the interior decorating had a thing for
dragons (or possibly for Game of Thrones). Tapestries on the wall
showed dragons burning towns, and dragons mating in the air. Interlocked
dragons decorated the edges of the tapestries.

Saying it didn’t fit with what I’d seen of Earthmover was an
understatement. For one, he seemed to go with a minimalist “make rock
beautiful” approach. For another, he had a house down in the suburbs
below the foothill like all the rest of the compound’s permanent
residents.

Daniel knew that. I knew that. Everybody knew that.

In a deep, throaty voice that wasn’t Earthmover’s, Earthmover said, “I
have an important mission for all of you. The reason I sent Nick and
Haley away is that they’ve been possessed by demonic forces. They need
to be kept away from the school. You’ll need to help me stop them if
they escape…”

And then they were in the school’s halls again, but now they were
looking for us.

With a cracking noise even that disappeared, and Daniel and I stood
together against an infinite black background—just the two of us.

Daniel shook his head. “We were supposed to get you under control and
then bring you to Earthmover, or whoever that was.”

He stared off in to the distance for a moment. “I don’t know what would
have happened to you, but I was prepared to do it for the good of the
school. I’m sorry. I should have seen through it.”

I shrugged. “No worries. I don’t feel right about throwing your father
and grandfather at you like that.”

Daniel nodded. “I need to do something about that. Anyone could throw
that in my face, and if I go berserk it will make me look bad and take
the team along with me.”

He stopped, and took a breath. “It still didn’t feel good.”

“I’m sorry.”

Daniel stood there, saying nothing for a moment, and shook his head.
“It’s okay. We need to get back to the real world now, and fix this
mess.”

Then we were back. I lay on the floor next to Haley, gravity holding me
down. Daniel stood next to Cassie and Camille, the shattered mess of
store and hallway between us.

Daniel turned toward the two of them. “We’ve got to talk,” he began.

He barely got the words out when Cassie twisted, pointing the gun at
him. Its muzzle grew bright, but it never fired.

Cassie stared down at it, her jaw dropping, her face illuminated by the
gun’s light.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Samita let go of the pepper shaker
she’d been holding. It zoomed across the floor, out of sight to anyone
who could still stand, and then flew upward, giving Cassie and then
Camille a shake to the face before either of them knew what happened.

Then it hovered next to Daniel.

At the same moment, I suddenly felt several times lighter. I knew
exactly why when Camille flew over Cassie and Daniel to land in front of
Haley, offering her a hand up.

When Haley accepted it, she pulled her into a hug, and then me, crying
and apologizing the entire time. She let go in time for me to hear
Cassie tell Daniel, “Congratulations. You’re the first person the gun
hasn’t shot on demand. It tells me that it won’t shoot allies when it’s
not sure I’m in my right mind.”

Vaughn had already pulled himself up, and grinned at her. “Then we’re
safe forever, right?”

Cassie pointed the gun down. “It says it’s willing to shoot you any time
you’d like.”

They laughed.

Then Amy and Izzy crashed into the hall behind us, shattering the walls
around them.

Amy came through first, hitting the far side of the hallway with her
back, or technically with her armor. Izzy came through along with her,
readying another punch, her mouth curled in a snarl.

Her punch hit Amy in the jaw—she’d lost her helmet somewhere—and I heard
her jaw break. Her head hit the wall hard enough that visible cracks
spread out at least six feet, her red hair spreading out behind her.

The Cabal’s soldiers were tough, but I’d seen them die. If Izzy kept on
hitting like that, Amy wouldn’t be able to stand up to it. Besides,
however Amy siphoned off other people’s powers, she might not have
gotten the total package.

Daniel, probably thinking the same thing that I was, shouted, or maybe
screamed Izzy’s name telepathically. He didn’t even have the presence of
mind to keep it private between the two of them.

It echoed in my brain, not activating the mental defenses Daniel put in
only because I wasn’t the target.

I don’t know if that made her hesitate, or even if she heard him. All I
know is even as Izzy’s next punch flew toward Amy’s forehead, Amy dodged
it, and spat blood into Izzy’s face. A couple teeth fell out of her
mouth along with it.

At least that’s what I guessed had happened from the blood on Amy’s chin
and Izzy’s face, and fact that Izzy’s hand had punched into the rock
wall where Amy’s head had been. Also, even if the blows had been little
more than blurs, I saw the teeth drop.

They stood there motionless, and then Izzy said something to Amy that I
missed because of the distance. It had to be friendly because she held
out her hand, and pulled Amy to her feet.

Then they walked toward us. When they came into earshot, Amy put her arm
on Izzy’s shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll be okay.”

She said it clearly and without mumbling—which I would not have expected
from someone whose jaw had been cracked. Glancing at her mouth showed
that The Cabal’s regeneration abilities were all there. Aside from the
blood on her chin, there was no sign it had ever been broken. She even
had teeth.

Izzy’s forehead furrowed as she turned her head toward Amy. “You’re
sure?”

Amy grinned. “Not normally. Normally I’d be dead, but I’m borrowing
powers from The Cabal right now, so I’m fine.”

Shaking her head, Izzy said, “I don’t know what came over me. After you
attacked, I wanted to kill you. I didn’t hold back at all.”

“Like I said before,” Amy looked up at Izzy, “it’ll be okay. No
permanent harm done. I wanted you to attack me. That was the plan, or my
plan anyway. I had a spell that only needed a little of my blood to
work. I thought you’d draw some, and I was right. I only wish it hadn’t
taken so long.”

Izzy sighed, but then said, “I never want to lose control like that
again.”

And then we were all together. I turned toward Samita, “When you were
talking, it sounded like you thought the lesser fae cast easily
breakable spells.”

Before I finished, Amy was saying, “The fae don’t actually cast spells.
It’s more of—“ and Samita was saying, “I did not say that. The lesser
fae seldom cast spells. Their abilities are usually inherent in their
being.”

Haley nodded as Samita talked, but said, “You did say their illusions
and misdirection were easy to break, but Izzy and Cassie both tried to
kill people. Acting that out of character should have freed them, should
it?”

Samita swallowed. “Yes, but even if we’re facing lesser fae, whoever’s
leading them might not be. And I can think of a distinct possibility.”

Haley eyed her. “Who?”

With a quick look up and down the hall, Samita said, “Remember the
faerie duke who led the incursion? One of his vassals was a dragon. The
greater dragons are… famously persuasive.”

Amy stopped smiling, and asked, “Which dragon?”

Samita only said, “You know better. I’m not going say his name when it
might get his attention, but he was on the final you took last year.”

“Are you kidding me?” Amy stared at her. “One of those dragons?”

Haley eyed me. “You should get your armor back on.”

She was right. I was already feeling naked. With all the noise Izzy and
Amy had made, people outside must have realized that something was going
on.

As my armor surrounded me, Sean said, “Wait, a dragon? Dragons are
real?”

“As real as Evil Beatnik, remember? You were there for that,” Vaughn
said.

Sean muttered, “I never got my head around that either.”

My HUD activated, giving me a list of all the League members with active
communicators. There wasn’t anyone I couldn’t see in front of me. That
meant Rachael, Jaclyn, and Travis were either deep in the compound or
their communicators were off.

We’d have to continue with the plan we had, but if we were going to have
to fight a dragon, I was going to need a bigger suit.

Fortunately I had one.

I looked over at Daniel. “Do you know what’s going on out there? We have
a plan, but all we know is that everybody is outside in the park. We
were basically going to take out the leaders and go
on from there, but we didn’t include
dragons in the plan.”

Not giving Daniel a chance to reply, Haley asked, “And why aren’t they
coming to investigate all the noise?”

Cassie looked toward the hole in the wall, into the shop, and (I’m
assuming) out of the shop’s front. “She’s right. They’re not.”

Daniel closed his eyes. “Give me a second. I’ll find out.”

“I’m surprised you don’t already know.” I glanced toward the hole
myself. With the Rocket suit’s sonar, it was obvious Amy and Izzy had
trashed the place.

Dresses and clothes racks covered the floor. I wasn’t at the right angle
to look out the front, but given the holes I was already seeing in the
walls from the angle I had, I didn’t doubt that Cassie had a great view.
The front had to have a huge hole too.

I also didn’t doubt that their insurance agent would be feeling
distinctly unhappy. Chunks of rock didn’t improve most clothes.

“It’s hard to read anybody out there.” Daniel opened his eyes. “It
doesn’t help that they’re near the limit of my range.”

Izzy frowned, turning her head toward the shop and then she turned back
to the rest of us. “They’re talking, but they’re making no sense at
all.”

“Right,” Daniel said. “They’re high, and more than halfway to sleep.”

Samita put her hand to her chin. “That sounds like the result of some
kind of a faerie draught. I don’t remember what kind, but it seems like
something I read about.”

“Wait,” Amy said. “You don’t know anything about it? Are you sure you’re
really Samita?”

Samita’s lip curled. “I haven’t studied everything, and I certainly
haven’t spent very much time learning about faerie foods, and their
effects on humanity—“

She sounded like she could have gone on for a while, but Sean
interrupted. “So what are we going to do now? Are we going in or not? We
weren’t planning on a dragon.”

And he had a point. Taking on something that obviously gave Amy pause
probably wasn’t smart at all. I got the impression that she wasn’t
intimidated by much when she was transformed.

Plus, if we did, we’d have to corral more than five hundred drunk
people. The wiser option had to be keeping our heads down and waiting
for Lee and all the other teachers—provided he brought them.

As little as Lee paid attention to it himself, he’d always told his
students, “Fights are more trouble than they’re worth for you people.
Don’t escalate the situation and fewer people will get hurt, including
you.”

Footsteps echoed in the hall behind us. I turned. Everyone of us turned
finding a man there. Middle aged, he wore a
black, pinstriped suit. He could have fit into any boardroom or
political gathering and no one would have given him a second look.

Well, at least he would have fit in in Europe or its former colonies.
Over six feet tall, the man had dark, brown hair, and pale skin. Though
it wasn’t obvious, muscles filled out the suit.

Oh and one other thing—Amy’s spell that gave us the ability to see
through illusion added one more detail… The shadowy form of a black
scaled dragon existed in the same place as he stood, extending past the
walls and down the hall.

“Shit,” Vaughn said, showing that I wasn’t the only one who saw it.

When the man spoke, I recognized the voice. It was the one that had
spoken to Daniel in both versions of how he’d come to be searching for
us—the one where he was alone in the hall as well as in the throne room.

“Well met,” said the man, his voice as deep as I remembered.

“Don’t meet his eyes,” Samita whispered.

“Seriously, don’t,” Amy said.

“Wisely said.” The man stopped a few feet short of us. “Weaker minds
have been known to be overpowered by my kind. Yours are doing remarkably
well, and it’s not all because of the Bloodmaiden’s spell.”

He turned his face toward her. “How the Bloodlords have fallen, eh?
Denying the true shape of their power and hiding it behind a facade.
Only a few generations ago and you’d have been allowed to stay in your
home.”

Amy laughed. “What are you trying to do, recruit me? You’re slighting my
family, and praising our past with the same breath. You don’t have
anything I want, monster.”

“No? I’ve fought with and against your family. I’ve seen more
generations than you know, and I know this. In the end, you always go
back. The pull of the throne is too strong.”

Amy lowered her chin, looking at him as much as she could without
meeting his eyes. “I don’t want the throne, and even if I did, I don’t
want to kill my sister and plunge the kingdom into war.”

The man shrugged. “Give yourself time. You might find that you feel
differently in another hundred years.”

Hundred years? I thought.

To judge from Amy’s thoughts, Daniel replied, the nobility, and
particularly the Bloodmaidens are long lived—assuming they don’t die in
combat—and they do that a lot.

“And maybe I won’t,” Amy told him. “But enough of this, neither of us
are here to talk about my family. Before we talk about why we are here,
I think we should be properly introduced. I’m Princess Amelia of the
House of Sacrifice, Lords of the Northern Islands, sometime Emperors of
all the lands between there and the River Whip. Here, I’m known as Amy
to my friends, and Bloodmaiden to the world at large.”

Though I deliberately avoided his eyes, I saw him smile. A flicker of
fire escaped the corner of his mouth. “Though young, you are remarkably
well trained. You managed to introduce yourself completely accurately,
and yet not in such a way that your name could be used. Well done. Allow
me to do the same. I’m called Artaxus, Eldest of the Great Worms. I am
an earl of the Unseelie Court, and hold the Nightmare Mountains from the
Frozen Land south to the Great Sea. I am know as Earl Landreaver to the
fae, and in certain books that have made it to mortal lands. Some refer
to me as the Eldest.”

Amy and Samita exchanged a look.

I didn’t know what they were thinking, but found myself thinking about
our chances in a fight. Mostly I didn’t want to get into one in the
hallway. If the dragon could breath fire while wearing a human shape,
Daniel, Samita, Haley, Vaughn, Camille and Sean would probably die in an
instant.

We had to get out where Haley might be able to dodge, and the rest could
bring bring their own powers into play.

The problem was that if we did get out, we’d also have to keep him away
from the other students in case a stray blast of fire went in their
direction.

“Now,” Artaxus said, “let’s talk about why we’re here. I’m here because
a young man of your acquaintance let me in. All I had to do was agree to
be a distraction for the inhabitants for a day or two, and after that I
was free to do whatever I wanted with the compound. You, I assume, are
here to stop me.”

Amy said, “That’s right,” in a flat voice.

“Then all I ask you to do is leave me alone until tomorrow. After that
I’ll release all your friends, though I will insist that all humans
leave the compound.”

Amy nodded. “And why is that?”

Artaxus grinned, showing more white teeth than a human mouth should
have. “Because after that, I’ll hunt down every human remaining unless
they’ve pledged their fealty to me.”

From behind me, Sean’s voice rang out clearly. “Oh come on, people won’t
rest until they’ve destroyed this place and all of you.”

Still grinning, Artaxus said, “That’s possible, but I’ll take my
chances. You have to remember young man, that we tried this before, and
we learned from it. This is our beachhead in the mortal world. We won’t
surrender it easily. Let me assure you that your world’s response is
anticipated, and we are preparing for it.”

Daniel? I thought. We need to distract him until we actually have
some clue as to how they think they’ll win, or at least we need to get
out of the tunnel.

I know. Daniel replied, and I felt the nervousness coming through our
link. That was good. It meant he’d caught my thought about who would
most likely die first.

I did, he added. I told Amy. She’s going to try to get us out into
the open.

I felt a little tension go away. At least Haley would have a chance
there. Then another thought occurred to me. Any chance you could sneak
into his head and put him to sleep or something?

A hint of frustration gave way to acceptance. Not a chance. You
remember what it was like when I first spent time around Lee. I was so
disoriented I could barely function. It’s like that with Artaxus, but
not as strong. That’s not going to stop him from crushing my mind like a
grape if I make the mistake of entering it though. It’s only because of
constant exposure to Lee that I can even function near this guy.

That opened up interesting avenues to explore, but I left them alone.
Something had flashed in my HUD. Rachel, Travis, and Jaclyn’s
communicators glowed green.

Moments after they appeared Rachel sent a message. “Hey little brother,
who’s the suit?”

Touching my palms with the fingers of my gloves, I typed back, “Named
Artaxus. He’s a dragon. Don’t look in eyes. Mind control.”

Rachel texted back, “Fuck.”

Amy and the dragon were still talking. I typed, “Need to get outside.
Bad to fight here. Because fire.”

Kind of have a plan, Daniel thought at me. Amy’s about to suggest we
talk outside. If he doesn’t buy it, we run.

That’s a bad plan, I thought back.

Better than you think. Daniel said. If he decides to breathe fire and
kill us all, I’ll know a little before he does. Izzy will grab the most
vulnerable. Everyone else dives for the breach in the wall.

That might work, but it still sounds chancy.

I felt resignation from Daniel. It’s our best chance. If talking
doesn’t work, that’s the most likely way that half of us don’t die.

He ended the connection. Reminded by the green squares of Rachel,
Travis, and Jaclyn’s presence, I decided to sweeten the odds a little
more.

Texting them, I wrote, “If Jaclyn’s close enough to hear Daniel’s
warning, we could use your help down here.”

Jaclyn’s reply appeared instantly. “Already talked to Daniel. Count on
it.”

In the background, I heard Amy say, “We don’t want to fight you either.
Tell you what, we’ll take you up on your offer not to attack, and we’ll
join everyone else outside.”

“Living for millennia doesn’t leave much room for trust,” Artaxus’ voice
rumbled. I felt my armor vibrate as he talked. “All of you must look
into my eyes, and you can walk out and join your fellows.”

Amy’s mouth began to open, but whatever she would have said, it wouldn’t
have ended well. I felt Daniel’s connection to everyone’s minds grow,
making me feel fear, hope, and determination filtered through many
different minds as Daniel thought Now!

I’d half-planned to grab Haley as I ignited the rocket pack and aimed
for the shattered doorway, but her reflexes were so much better than
mine that by the time I reached out for her, she’d already jumped
through the doorway and into the shop.

My helmet’s near 360 degree vision gave me a better, and more
distracting view of the situation than I wanted. Behind me Vaughn, Sean,
and Camille were all taking flight—though I think Vaughn was dragging
Sean along with wind. The way Sean’s mouth opened and eyes widened
didn’t exactly scream control.

Cassie had stepped through the doorway with Haley and already pointed
the gun back through it toward Artaxus. Izzy had grabbed Daniel even as
he’d warned us and was coming back to grab Samita as Amy and I stood
between the dragon and her.

Artaxus opened his mouth, and flame poured out, so bright it obscured
everything, including his face.

I felt the heat through the Rocket suit—which was already issuing
warnings that the heat had the potential to breach the suit’s integrity.
Amy and I both recognized the sheer stupidity of staying in that spot at
the same time, turning toward the door ourselves, and jumping through.

In my moment of inattention, Izzy had already pulled Samita out of the
hall.

Artaxus roared, spewing out fire with all the brightness of an acetylene
torch. My helmet darkened, saving my eyes. Amy held up her arm to block
the light, and Artaxus reached out to grab her.

Cassie shot him in the face.

The gun’s beam was too bright to look at, but it only lasted for a
second, leaving blackened skin from Artaxus’ nose and across his cheek.

He opened up his mouth to breath again, but never got the chance. A
purple blur appeared in my vision, and then Jaclyn’s fist hit him in the
stomach.

I’d been about to step through the opening into the shop, but watched as
Artaxus sailed backward down the hallway, hitting the wall, and then
tumbling across the floor.

For a second, I half expected that Jaclyn would chase after him, and
finish him off, but she stayed with us—and for good reason.

“I hit him almost as hard as I could,” she said as he pushed himself off
the floor without weakness or any hint of injury. “I was moving at
nearly six hundred miles per hour.”

Then he began to grow, his human body reshaping itself to fill the space
the shadowy dragon form had occupied in Amy’s spell’s sight.

“Everyone get out,” I shouted, amplifying my voice with the suit’s sonic
system.

No one needed to be told twice. We were all out of the front door
practically before I finished the sentence, stepping or flying over the
ruined clothes, and broken displays.

Behind us, rock cracked, strained, and finally buckled. In that moment
Artaxus’ dragon form rose up from the shops and rock wall behind them.
Around four stories tall, he had glistening black scales, broad black
wings coming out of his back, milky white teeth, and a red tongue.

He launched himself into the air, making a tight turn as he dived for
us, breathing flame.

We’d drawn first blood, humiliated him, and now he intended to kill us.

Izzy shot into the air, moving so quickly that she was nothing more than
a blue blur. She hit the dragon’s wing at the joint where the small
inner wing ended and the larger, triangular far end of its bat like wing
began.

The bone made a crack that was audible to all of us below.

Izzy didn’t stop there. She followed it up with another punch that I
didn’t see, but found its mark.

Artaxus stopped breathing fire and snapped at her, twisting his neck
around. He failed to catch her. She’d shot upward again, hovering far
above him.

It might be that she should have dived toward him to finish him off. It
might be that he should have aimed a blast of fire upward at her.

Neither of those things happened because the dragon had begun to tumble.

Izzy had hit the wing on the right side, and the triangular section no
longer caught the air as well. The wing bent upward, losing most of it.
Meanwhile the downstroke of the uninjured wing twisted the dragon
sideways, aiming it to the right.

That was good because it aimed Artaxus away from us, but very, very bad
because it aimed him toward the crowd of Stapledon students now sleeping
in the park.

Someone gasped, and it may have been  me as the tumbling dragon flapped
its wings uselessly, trying to level out and control its flight.

For one almost  unbelievable moment, Artaxus appeared to have succeeded.
The dragon had stretched out its wings as wide as possible, and it was
no longer sinking. The broken wing was still slightly bent, but not as
bent.

Could it be healing? I wasn’t sure.

A thought from Daniel appeared in my mind.  Nope.

He was right even if he wasn’t bothering to  explain why.

The dragon was drifting past the edge of the park, and inexperienced
with dragons as I was, I thought it looked confused. It had turned its
head to check the broken wing, and it appeared to be flexing it, but the
wing wasn’t taut. The leathery flap ought to have been tightened by the
wind–which meant that something else was keeping it up.

Artaxus gave his wings an experimental flap, managing to tilt sideways
without changing direction or losing altitude.

It couldn’t be Daniel. He couldn’t hold more than a couple tons with his
telekinesis. While that wasn’t exactly weak, the dragon likely weighed
several times as much.

Near me, Camille grunted, and I recognized the obvious. She was keeping
him up. I’d seen her in action against the Cabal. Unfortunately, Artaxus
recognized the obvious too. He turned his head away from his broken
wing, and barked out words in a language I didn’t recognize.

I recognized the effects though. Creatures appeared in the park. Some of
them simply became visible. Others moved, and I realized that I’d
mistaken them for small trees or stumps or vines. Goblins rushed out of
the shops and dark areas in the park–which had become almost entirely
dark except for the street lamps that should have illuminated more.

It shouldn’t surprise anyone that they all went for us–the goblins’
spears glittering in the lamps’ light. Almost entirely small creatures,
the rest melted into and out of the shadows, but their eyes glowed with
reflected light.

Travis’ voice over my communicator cut through the fae’s shouts.
“Everyone! Head in the game. We’ve got to get our people out of the
park.   Let’s get in one group.  Toughest on the outside.”

We knew what he meant. Lee had had us practice variations on the Greek
phalanx. Of course, it wasn’t exact. With us, the toughest fighters went
on the outside, but the people on the inside  were Vaughn, Sean,
Camille, Samita, and Daniel.

Jaclyn, Amy, Cassie, Haley, Travis and I stood around the outside.
Presumably we’d shield them with our bodies, and they’d shield us with
their minds.

That left Rachel and Izzy outside the group altogether.

Ahead of us, the dragon bellowed something I didn’t understand, and the
little people pulled out bows, nocked arrows, and began to fire.

None of them reached us. A gust of wind came up and blew them to the
side.

From within the group, Camille groaned. I checked my HUD, finding her in
my peripheral vision.    Unlike my fear, she hadn’t taken a stray arrow.
As I checked on her, she took a deep breath as  if she’d been relieved
of a great weight. Simultaneously, Cassie said, “Look at that!”

The dragon had gone entirely past the edge, and instantly began to drop.
Artaxus’ wings did him no good, and he didn’t even try.  He pulled them
in as he dropped and hit the ground.  The weight of his body shook the
ground beneath my boots, and the answering bellow was not a cry of pain,
but rage.

I had no doubt he’d be back even if he had to climb straight up the
cliff. In fact I felt fairly sure we’d see him soon, but thanks to Izzy,
he’d be walking.

Meanwhile, we were covering ground. Not wanting to waste bots, I found
myself punching goblins, strange earthy-looking little people, and even
a walking tree.

Between its entangling roots, and tough bark, I finally beat it with an
assist from Sean. His steel ball bearings set it on fire.

After that I finished it with a punch that shattered its rapidly
blackening trunk.

We made it across the road to the park only to find that we weren’t the
only ones awake. Rod pulled himself out of the group of sleeping people.
“They put everyone to sleep with a faerie drink. It didn’t have any
effect on me. What’s the plan?”

Travis caught a stray arrow in his  hand, eyeing Vaughn as he cracked it
in two. Vaughn shrugged, but the winds didn’t falter.

“The plan,” Travis said, “is that Izzy runs interference with the dragon
while we get people inside.”

“Izzy shouldn’t have to do that alone,” I said. “I can help, but I’ll
need Haley.”

Haley whispered, “This isn’t a plan to get me out of danger, is it?”

I shook my helmet. “No. I need you to run the weapons. Think Catmecha.”

Haley glanced toward where we’d seen the dragon fall. I wondered how
soon we’d see him again.

“OK,” she said. “As long as I’m being useful. I’m not likely to do much
good against that by myself.”

“We’ve got to go to the garage, and it’ll be faster if we fly.”

Haley frowned, muttering, “Great.” But she still stepped forward and put
her arm on the shoulder of my suit. The hardness of her transformed
nails made a slight scraping noise.

I picked her up, started the rockets with my tongue, flying straight up
with the idea that it would be easier to avoid arrows and Vaughn’s
winds. Haley pulled herself closer (which would have been hugely
distracting if I could feel it through the suit), saying,
“I hate this.”

The wind pushed and pulled on me at first, but by the time we were about
one hundred feet from the ground, I no longer felt it.  With the winds
no longer shielding Haley from arrows, I twisted in the air, aiming the
Rocket suit toward the garage, or at least the elevator that would take
us to it.

Haley said something that I missed. It didn’t sound happy.

In moments we’d shot past the shops, and into the elevator. Three times
as long as the van, and twice as wide, the elevator was obviously meant
to handle as many vehicles as possible. Despite that, it moved
surprisingly quickly, sinking downstairs almost as soon as I pressed the
button.

Given what could be happening upstairs, it still felt too slow.

We watched the rock wall pass through the elevator’s front windows.

Haley bit her lip. “I hope they’re OK without us.”

I nodded. “Me too.”

The doors opened, and we ran for the van. It was only three rows back
from the elevator, and next to the  red rock wall.  I’d left it in
“rusty white plumber van” mode, and it looked worse than the glossy
sports cars on either side.

Haley  jumped over each row rather than run between cars. I jumped over
one row, set the rockets to hover, and let my own momentum carry me over
the other two.

I landed behind the van, and scrambled around the side toward the
driver’s side door. Haley landed behind me and ran toward the other
side.

I didn’t have to unlock the van. The door unlocked itself as the Rocket
suit neared, and adjusted the driver’s side seat to fit the suit’s size.

Entering from the passenger’s side, Haley stopped as she entered,
standing next to her own seat as my seat sank, and widened.  “That’s
cool, and kind of creepy.”

I shut the door, and sat down, watching as the dashboard’s screens began
to glow.  “I’ve got more of the new stealth suits in the back. You’ll
have to wear one for everything to work. There’s nowhere to change but
the back though.”

She frowned, but then stood up. “My clothes aren’t much more than rags
anyway, and I know you’ve seen me in a bikini.”

Between the fights with the goblins, and crawling through shattered
rock, her jeans and shirt had multiple rips.

It didn’t take long before she’d changed, and was back in the seat
wearing a gray jumpsuit with the Heroes’ League’s  stylized “H” logo. I
backed out of the row and drove into the elevator. As the elevator’s
door shut, I started the tranformation sequence, reminding Haley to,
“Keep your arms close to the seat!”

“I remember,” she said, and she had remembered. Her arms  were on the
armrests.

Aside from that, though, the Catmecha’s tranformation when two people
were about to go into combat was  different from the transformation when
then seats were full and there was no fighting.

Haley’s seat was moved behind mine. When we were in place, webbing
surrounded us, keeping us in our seats, and protecting us. With the
webbing came connections to the Catmecha’s systems.   The exact amount
of energy available in the fuel cells appeared along with details about
how many bots the mech held and where, the armor’s current status, and
its speed.

Haley, I knew, would be getting the same information, but focussed on
the mech’s weapons. It would be appearing on a screen that had been
created in the webbing in front of her.

“Wow,” she said. “It feels like being inside a video game.”

“It does, kind of.” I stopped there, watching the system run through its
checklist over my HUD. The Catmecha was ready. Ahead of me, the elevator
doors opened and I directed the  mech outside, wishing I’d had the
ability to put an AI inside. As unpredictable as Hal was, he made
running the jet easier.

Any wishes I had about the ideal version of the mech were swept away by
the elevator doors opening. I had the mech walk out, using my HUD to
check nearly 360 degrees around the mech.

Goblins were waiting for us outside the elevator. They had bows at the
ready, arrows nocked, but when they saw the mech, they turned around and
ran.

I gave the mech some fuel, feeling its smooth gait as I initially
directed it down the road, but once I got past the shops, I slowed the
mech down, getting an overall look at the situation before I got into
it.

We’d only been gone for a couple minutes, but in a fight, that could be
an age.

Ahead of us, the dragon roared.

I assumed Artaxus was roaring out of frustration. If so, it was
understandable. He probably couldn’t see very much. I couldn’t see much
either.

In the time we’d taken to get the van and transform it, Vaughn must have
created a fog bank. It surrounded the park, or at least the portion of
it that people were in, reaching the nearest shops, turning the
streetlights’ illumination into a diffused glow.

It wasn’t a bad idea. At the very least, it took arrows out of the
equation. Goblins could still shoot, but they couldn’t deliberately
target anybody.

Well, not unless they had amazing hearing—which I couldn’t rule out.

What was more interesting is what the goblins weren’t doing. They
weren’t charging in all at once. Nor were they pumping arrows into the
fog in the hopes of hitting Vaughn. Presumably they’d discovered that
that didn’t work already.

What they were doing was spreading out, presumably to find a place to
get past the fog where no one would notice them. The biggest group of
goblins stood at the park, but more and more were following the fog
toward the shops.

I wondered if they were aware of it, but got my answer. A few goblins
ventured into the fog only to be thrown out seconds later, sliding and
sometimes tumbling across the stone walkways.

Around that time, the communications systems reconnected with everyone
else’s, bringing up a list of everyone with a working communicator.

Izzy’s voice filled my ears. “—knocked him off the cliff again, but he’s
going straight back up.”

“But you’re keeping him down. That’s all we need,” Travis said. His
breath came quickly over the connection as if he were doing something
else at the same time.

Roaring wind came through the background of Izzy’s connection. “I’m not
sure how long I can keep on doing this. The last time he hit me with
fire, he nearly knocked me out, and nothing I’ve done has hurt him
much.”

Samita’s light brightened and she broke in. “He’s a dragon, and one of
the oldest we know of. You’d need something magical to do permanent
damage.”

Travis grunted. “Then what about Bloodmaiden? Isn’t monster slaying her
thing?”

I turned on the mech’s gravitics, and aimed it in the direction of the
park. Then I backed it onto its haunches and made it leap into the air.
We flew, silently moving toward the park and the dragon beyond it.

“It’s not that easy,” Amy said. “I’ll be happy to go after him right now
with the powers I stole, but not the spear. If I stab something that
big, and that ancient with it, I might become it.”

“That’s a pretty big weakness,” Travis told her.

After a pause, Amy said, “I’ll be sure to to mention that when I’m next
in the presence of the ancient Bloodmages who created my line.”

“We’re back,” Haley said.

“We’re nearly to Blue and the dragon,” I added.

We were. The mech’s altitude gave us a view of the whole compound—the
rocky hill behind us, and the houses in the mini-suburb below, their
lights glowing.

Around the bottom where the dragon had hit, small fires burned. Sparks
glowed all the way down the side of the cliff, and the dragon stood at
the bottom of it. Light from the fires glinted on his black scales.

He stood on his hind legs, and was already half way up the cliff without
any real effort. Roaring something that sounded like a command, he
reached out with his front claws and began to climb.

Travis’ voice came over the comm. “Do what you can. Blue, hold back and
rest while they try it, but be ready to get them out of trouble.”

I let the mech hang in air, considering the best way to dive, and asked
Haley, “Are you comfortable with the controls?”

She laughed. “It’s a little late to ask now. But they’re a lot like the
jet’s, so, I guess?”

“Good. I’m going to whip around toward his back. That way he won’t get a
shot at us with his breath.”

Haley took a breath, and said, “I’m ready.”

The mech dove, rockets activating to give it speed. We turned and I
could feel g-forces pulling on my body. Haley fired the laser in the
mech’s head. A bright beam that neither of us could watch directly
without risking blindness raked across the cliffside, shattering rock,
leaving great gaps in the hill, and finally hitting the dragon.

He screamed as the beam hit, burning a hole in his wing on the way to
hit his hide. Scales shattered, exploding, and falling to the ground.

The dragon let go of the cliff, writhing in pain, but even as Artaxus
did that, he whipped his neck around, moving so much more quickly than I
realized he could, breathing out fire that completely surrounded us.

The cabin and indirectly the Rocket suit felt like an oven. Then the
fans came on, the air conditioning running stronger than it would in any
normal van.

I felt the mech begin to sink even as error messages began scrolling
down the screen on the dashboard.  Tapping on the screen, I learned more
details. The dragon’s breath hadn’t destroyed all of the gravitic
panels. It had burned through a spot in the mech’s body which happened
to carry electricity to the one of the panels. This was good news. The
van’s self-repair systems could handle broken conducting material fairly
quickly. Repairing even a small section of panel would be slow.
Replacing one would be impossible.

So that was the good news. The bad news? We were falling.

The mech automatically gave all the gravitics more power to compensate,
so we stabilized after a second. Unfortunately, we weren’t moving
much–at least in a controlled way. The force of the dragon’s breath
combined with the gravitics, and our momentum left us moving parallel to
the cliff, but with the head of the Catmecha facing the cliff, and the
right side of the cabin highest in the air.

I activated the maneuverability jets, pushing up the left side of the
mech, but also pushing further left, and away from the dragon.

Damage to the gravitics threatened the start of a vicious cycle in which
we got hit, losing our ability to move, making it easier to hit us,
finally ending in a smashed Catmecha and our overcooked bodies.

I didn’t want that, and Haley didn’t either. She’d switched from the
laser to firing off bullets and bots because the laser had been damaged
by the blast.

Using better than human speed to fire off more than I would have been
able to, Haley kept up a constant stream of glowing projectiles as I
monitored the repairs.

In the meantime, Artaxus had fallen off the wall as he flamed at us,
twisting enough that he’d managed to land on his feet instead of his
back and shredded wings.

He loosed flame in our direction, but we must have been too far away.
The blast dispersed before it reached us.

Almost at the same time hundreds of glowing streaks converged on the
dragon. Goobots exploded all over his head, covering eyes, nose and
mouth. Artaxus tried to clear them away with his claws, but the goo
didn’t come off easily, sticking to his claws, and sticking his claws to
his snout.

The rest of the bots turned out to be paintbots—with glow-in-the-dark
paint. Haley had hit the dragon all over, turning him from a dragon with
black scales that let him blend into the dark to a dragon covered with a
glowing rainbow of multi-colored paint splotches.

“Don’t you have any killbots? Or even exploding bots?” Haley stopped
firing.

Staring as the dragon struggled to free its claws from the gooey strands
that held it to its face, I shook my head. “No. I didn’t think I’d be
taking it into battle against anything real. The worst I thought I’d end
up using it for is a really hard training session.”

Haley sighed. “So we’re stuck. We don’t have anything that will really
hurt him.”

“I wouldn’t say that. I’ve got a few killbots in my armor. If I opened a
window, I could use them on the dragon. Oh… Plus, the mech’s claws and
teeth are made to work like Cassie’s sword.”

“Are you serious?” With my helmet’s 360 degree vision, I could see her
eyes widen.

“The only problem with that is that we’d have to take him on directly to
make it matter.”

At that moment, the mech made a pinging noise. On the screen, both the
laser and the gravity panel went from being red to green, and then
disappeared from the list of damaged sections.

Travis’ voice came over the comm. “Rocket? Night Cat? Are you okay up
there?”

“We’re fine,” Haley said at the same time I said, “We’re all fixed as of
now.”

“Great,” Travis said, pausing a little longer than I found comfortable.
“We’ve been leaving you alone because we’ve got our own problems, but
right now we’ve got almost everyone inside, and it looks like you’re our
best shot at running interference. Izzy’s willing but tired, and I think
they’re going to try—“

Below us, Artaxus must have had some way to coordinate with the faerie
troops under his command because at that moment, he leapt, making it
halfway up the cliff in one jump, and pulling himself halfway on to the
ledge where the park stood, crushing the railing at the edge. Still
glowing with the paint, he appeared to have gotten his mouth cleared of
the goo even though it still coated his head.

At the same time, the dragon’s army rushed into the fog. Goblins had
spears or bows in hand. A couple of trolls carried enormous axes, held
ready to slice anyone in their path. I had no name for the rest of the
creatures. Afterward I’d have to ask Samita—assuming we all had an
afterward.

The army wasn’t our problem. I opened up the rockets on the mech’s back,
and dove for the dragon.

Artaxus pulled himself entirely on to the ledge before I’d worked out a
plan for our dive. I knew I didn’t want to get in reach of the dragon’s
claws or in range of his breath.

“Laser?” I asked Haley.

She muttered the word, “Aiming,” only barely loud enough for me to hear,
followed by the crackle and hum of the laser firing.

It hit the dragon’s back like her other shots had, destroying the
creature’s scales, and cutting into its hide, cauterizing the wound even
as it made it.

Artaxus’ head whipped around and he blew flame at us, but we were too
 far away and moving too quickly for the fire to do any real
damage.

While the dragon’s neck was twisted upward, its eyes locked on us, a
blue blur passed through the fog, and  then stopped above the masses of
goblins and fae. The goblins fired arrows at Izzy, doing no damage to
her at all, hitting her and shattering.

I knew that technically it wasn’t her body that was invulnerable as much
as protected by an invisible force field that she maintained
unconsciously. The big clue was how the arrows didn’t damage her uniform
either.

Not that it really mattered. She wasn’t flying in to punch the dragon.
She opened her mouth and screamed. She’d been kind enough to aim her
sonic blast so that it didn’t hit us directly, and I was grateful.

The whole mech shook anyway. I’d designed it to resist sonic attacks,
but we could still hear the scream as a dim noise.

Artaxus took the blast directly.

His whole body stiffened in obvious pain, shaking, extending his
shredded wings seemingly without realizing it and retracting them almost
as quickly, giving a screech of pain as he did.

At the same time, he twisted his neck around, letting loose the most
targeted blast of flame I’d seen so far from the creature. It hit Izzy
full on, completely surrounding her.

I half expected her to shrug the blast off like she had so much, but she
 didn’t. She fell.

The blast passed into the fog, burning a hole through it near the top.
It closed almost instantly. Hopefully no one else had been in the
blast’s path.

Behind me, Haley gasped.

I brought the mech around in a tight turn that left my  stomach queasy,
and dove again. This time, I realized, taking Artaxus on claw to claw,
and fang to fang, might be the only way to stop him from finishing Izzy
off.

Below us, lightning flashed within the fog, and goblins and fae fell. As
amazing as it was, Vaughn had to be getting tired. Artaxus strode toward
Izzy, his own troops running to get out of his way as he walked,
extending his neck and opening his mouth to bite.

Haley fired again, hitting him in the neck. At that he stopped walking,
jerking his neck toward us, failing to hit us with his flame as the
mech’s rockets gave the mech a speed the dragon couldn’t have
anticipated.

Unfortunately, it was faster than I was comfortable with too. I’d aimed
the mech toward the base of the dragon’s neck, hoping I might be able to
bite into it. As we closed, I realized that I wasn’t going be able to do
it. I had too much momentum to do anything but smash into Artaxus.

I slowed enough to rake across the back of the dragon’s neck, failing to
paralyze him, but creating eight parallel bloody lines on the base of
Artaxus’ neck.

Then we were past him, but making another stomach twisting turn as I
readied myself for another pass.

Even as we came around Haley said, “They got her!”

They had. Even as the mech came around, and I swerved to avoid another
blast of flame, Amy had stepped out of the fog with Travis, the red gem
in her armor shining, casually knocking aside goblins and fae to get to
Izzy. She even took out one of the trolls. Behind her, Travis avoided
spears and arrows while still wearing jeans and a t-shirt. His claws
 cut through the armor of anything stupid enough to stand in front of
him.

They pulled Izzy’s unconscious form out of a mass of fae, and
disappeared into the fog.

Travis’ voice came over the comm. “We’ve got practically everyone
inside. Get out of there!”

The fog began to fade away, leaving an empty park filled with the bodies
of the fae.

At that moment, two different things took place. The first was that I
felt relief wash over me. I hadn’t even been aware of how worried I’d
been about Izzy, and how easy it would be for Haley and I to die.

Between fighting a dragon and not fighting a dragon, not fighting won
every time.

I began to turn right and abandon the current pass when the other thing
happened: Artaxus jumped. You don’t expect a dragon the size of a three
story apartment building to be any good at jumping, but you’d be wrong.

I’d seen him jump much of the way up the cliff to the park, but I hadn’t
realized we were already in his range.

Artaxus caught the mech in the crook of his right forearm, and pulled it
in toward his chest,  grabbing the mech’s front legs with his left front
claw.

We sank toward the ground, landing with a thud.

Over the comm, Rachel said, “Nick, are you there?”

Artaxus’ voice vibrated through the wall of the mech. “Let’s see what
they’ll bid for you.”

A tap with my tongue accepted the private connection. I replied,
“Artaxus grabbed us.”

“I’m coming.” Rachel didn’t give me a chance to respond.

I didn’t have time for that anyway. The mech had begun to make the kind
of low pitched squeaks that made me think of houses settling or boats on
the water, but with more strain as the body shuddered. Somewhere,
something cracked.

I hoped it wasn’t important, and it must not have been. The mech didn’t
fire off a major alert-just a few minor ones. Of course, that didn’t
mean that I was going to stick around and find out if Artaxus could
actually crush the mech.

I activated the mech’s claws, setting the front and back legs to push
forward while twisting downward and out from under the dragon’s arm.

The dragon must not have been a cat person because I appeared to have
surprised him–or so I guessed from the creature’s outraged roar. That
was funny. In my experience, this was what happened whenever you picked
up a cat.

In retrospect, it may not have been the push to get away as much as the
claws on the mech’s paws. All of them were roughly a foot long and
extended or contracted at will. They cut into the dragon’s scales, and
could have cut deeper had the claws been longer.

Behind me, Haley muttered something I couldn’t understand, and more
paintbots flew out of the mech, hitting the dragon’s face.

Between Haley’s actions and mine, we almost got away.

Almost.

Artaxus belched out more flame, surrounding the mech, and red alerts
scrolled down the screen as all the gravitic panels failed at once. A
couple screens on the mech’s dashboard went dark, but that wasn’t the
last of it.

We fell to the ground.

“No,” Haley said, but the mech wasn’t listening as it hit and rolled on
to its side.

I stared at the controls, trying to figure out if enough of them worked
to at least get the mech righted and walking. Failing that, we might
possibly be able to turn back into a van and drive away?

It struck me that I might not be thinking clearly.

From her seat in the back, Haley asked, “Nick are you okay?”

I pushed a few buttons. “I’m fine. Just trying to figure out if anything
works.”

“It doesn’t.” Haley pulled herself out of the webbing and her seat.

That worried me a little because if Artaxus attacked the mech again,
Haley would only be protected by the stealth suit she’d pulled on before
we left the garage. On the other hand, if Artaxus ripped open the mech’s
side, and filled the compartment with flame, the webbing wasn’t going to
help at all.

“It’s self-repairing,” I said. “Anything could start working at any
second.”

“Are you willing to bet your life on that?” She pulled a particle
accelerator rifle out of one of the equipment cabinets in the back. She
pushed a fuel cell into the rifle, grabbed a utility belt from the
cabinet and put it in on.

“No, but I’m not wild about running across the grass either.”

Big suburban houses and lawns stood next to the bottom of the cliff. I
couldn’t see any of them through the mech’s walls, but I’d seen them
from the park. By comparison to Michigan, Colorado wasn’t big on trees.
We’d be running across big lawns with almost no cover, but cars and the
houses themselves.

If we got lucky, maybe someone would have a rock garden.

Plus, who were we kidding? We’d barely moved before Artaxus knocked us
down. He had to be sitting out there waiting for us. Haley might be able
to smell him even inside here by now. For that matter, she could
probably hear his heart beating.

Haley looked at me and bit her lip. “I know there’s not much of a
chance, but we should try. He’s not right next to us. We might make it
if we can get past a house.”

“Maybe if we fly,” I said. “We’d have to stay low to the ground at
first, but I’m sure the Rocket suit’s faster than he is.”

I looked at the mech’s seating compartment. We could pop out the
top–which was currently the side since we were on the ground.

“Are you enjoying yourselves in there?” The dragon’s voice filled the
space. Something about it felt unnatural. Probably magical. “Once when I
was younger, I trapped a human couple in their house, or maybe it was a
section of my lair? A castle? Well nevermind, it was  a long time ago,
and the place was irrelevant in any case. What’s important is that I
drove them mad by the sound of my voice alone. If I remember correctly,
I believe I made them eat each other while they were both still alive.

“It passed the time. Now alas, I don’t believe I can do the same with
either of you because of the excellent protection that the Bloodmaiden
has woven about you. Very impressive. It’s especially impressive when
you consider how many people she’s protecting. I suspect if I break it
on one of you, I’ll break it for all.”

The dragon walked toward us, and we heard each step.

It was too late to fly out of the top if it really had ever been
possible. Still, if we sat tight, something might break our way.

Of course, that assumed that the dragon didn’t just decide to eat us.

“Rocket,” Rachel said over the comm. “I’m going to distract him. If you
think you can run, run.”

I wondered how she intended to distract him. I had ideas, but I couldn’t
know for sure till she tried something. We’d have to watch outside for a
chance to escape–preferably without looking Artaxus in the eye. Amy had
agreed that that was a bad idea back in the hallway behind the store–and
we were already under her protection spell then.

Standing next to the hatch that was normally on the mech’s roof, and
currently on its side, Haley rested the particle accelerator rifle on
her shoulder. “What did Rachel say?”

“That she’s going to try something, and we should run if we get the
chance. Do you think you’ll be able to tell without–“

“Looking him in the eye?” Haley finished. “I don’t know. I can tell how
close he is, but not where he’s looking.”

I thought about it. “Maybe I can watch him with the sonics. The
picture’s blurry enough that it might not count.”

“That sounds good to me,” Haley said, frowning, “but I don’t know much
about dragons except what I saw in The Hobbit.”

“That’s about where I am except I read the book, and it might not be
right. Um… I’m going to open the hatch a little.”

I pushed the button next the hatch, and it began to slide open. I let go
before it had even moved an inch, placing my arm and one of the speakers
next to the opening. That would be enough.

It was unexpected though. Was the mech already fully repaired? I glanced
over at the dashboard as one of the screens turned on. From the series
of red alerts, it was obvious that the gravitics panels were still
partially destroyed. It wasn’t the power connection this time.

We were staying on the ground for a while. It looked like the main laser
might work though–once the targeting system was fixed.

Well, crap.

I turned on the sonar, focusing on the left speaker. The picture
resolved the nearest object instantly. The dragon stood generally on the
hatch’s side of the mech, but a little to the right, probably because it
could watch the front of the mech from there.

Background objects took longer to resolve. Wispy gray shapes turned into
slightly more focused gray shapes. Behind the dragon stood a three story
house, a garden full of bushes, and a number of evergreen trees. It
wasn’t completely clear from the sonar, but I knew more houses stood in
a line behind it.

He’d blocked our best route to escape, or at least Haley’s.  I could
still fly, but I’d have to do it alone.

And that wasn’t going to happen. Well, not unless I charged him,
distracting him so Haley could run. Judging from what he’d done to the
mech though, he’d probably cook me in my armor.

Rachel’s voice came over the comm and this time it was over the League’s
general frequency. “Now!”

Nothing happened, and then she said, “Ow!”

At that moment, the dragon’s head whipped around in a grayish blurry
mess, snapping at something in the air behind it.

Then something weird happened. Explosions of white appeared all over the
dragon’s head, including its eyes. It thrashed around, and maybe we
could have escaped then, but it was spraying flame from its mouth. I
could see the flame because of the roar of white noise that went along
with it and it covered half the sky above us.

It stumbled backward, tail thrashing, backing away from the mech.
Crashing noises came from the direction of the house.

However much it hurt, there was a method to its madness. If Rachel
weren’t out of phase, Artaxus’ flames would have burnt her badly, who
knows what would have happened to Haley and I?

Over the comm, Amy said, “Get back here! You’re never going to hurt a
greater dragon by phasing a bullet through it. They exist in too many
dimensions.”

Rachel’s breath came over the connection as she spoke. “It was worth a
try. Did the Mystic wake anybody up yet? I’m going to need a doctor.”

Samita’s voice rose. “He didn’t bite or scratch you, did he? Dragon
venom’s terrifying.”

The wind almost drowned out Rachel’s reply. “He smashed into me with his
neck after I shot him. I don’t think he knew I was there. If he’d bitten
me, I’d be missing a leg.”

Not giving anyone else a chance to speak, she added, “Sorry, Rocket.
Sorry, Night Cat. We’ll think of something.”

“I’m going down there,” Amy said, her voice getting louder. “It should
have been me from the beginning.”

Samita said, “No, you’re already too tired–”

Travis broke in. “We should get Storm King and Captain Commando back out
here and use them for cover. Then Bloodmaiden, Accelerondo, and I
should–”

A new name appeared on my HUD’s contact list. It said, “Immortal.”

“Stand down, Night Wolf,” Lee said. “I’m practically there, and I’m
going to take care of this. Get back into the complex. There are still
goblins to fight.”

“But–” Travis and Amy both said at once.

“No. Get back there immediately.”

Amy, Samita, Rachel, and Travis’ connections winked out on my HUD–most
likely as they disappeared into the rock.

As they’d talked, Artaxus had pulled himself back together. When Rachel
shot him, he’d backed away from the mech, but he’d come back as they
talked, stepping more lightly than many creatures that large.

“Give me a second,” Lee said. “I’m almost there.”

I would have replied, but Artaxus wasn’t giving me a second.  He leaned
down, taking the mech in its foreclaws, but not picking it up. The
ceramic hull made cracking noises, but didn’t break.

“Come out,” he said, voice taking on an unnatural, almost hypnotic,
tone, “or I will rip open your machine and then you.

“You remember about the Bloodmaiden’s protection? I’ll be able to break
it soon now. She’s not close anymore, and she’s all that’s keeping me
out of your head. You’re only moments away from going after each other–”

In one movement, Haley pointed the particle accelerator rifle out the
crack in the hatch and fired. Better, she must have hit something
sensitive because he yowled. As he screamed, I fired off a killbot. I’d
been holding off because I only had three on me, and I couldn’t aim them
accurately when I couldn’t look at the target with anything but sonar.

In that moment, I decided to take a chance, aiming at what I thought
might be the head.

I followed the bot on sonar as it went inside something, and then
exploded. It wasn’t the head. It was a bend in the neck that somehow l
mistook for the head. From the scream that erupted, it had hurt the
dragon though.

So naturally it flamed the mech again. From the temperature readings of
the flame that my suit gave me, the fire wasn’t as hot as it had been at
the beginning. That was small comfort though, because this time we had
the hatch open, however small the opening.

Flame came through, melting the rifle barrel, and burning the seat in
its path. Haley jumped backward, avoiding the fire.

It caught my left hand as I pulled my arm back, hurting like nothing I’d
ever felt.

My armor threw out a long series of errors and red alerts about my
gauntlet and all the control mechanisms inside it. Essentially, it was
useless, and so were the weapons systems on that arm. Plus, the life
support systems informed me the temperature inside the gauntlet was hot
enough that my arm had “probably been damaged.”

Given the pain in my arm, and faint scent of cooked pork that certainly
had to be me, I would have made some nasty comments about the idiot who
wrote the error messages except that was also me.

Well, a past version of me at least, a version who hadn’t had his hand
turned into–

“Cooked meat,” Artaxus said. “Was that enough to break the Bloodmaiden’s
spell, I wonder?”

Haley coughed from behind me in the cabin. The heat of the dragon’s
breath must have made it uncomfortable for her to breathe. As we both
asked, “Are you okay,” the air conditioning kicked on, and the hatch
snapped shut, showing that the mech wasn’t dead yet.

It appeared to be getting better.

Quickly checking the mech’s vitals gave me a rundown of its current
capabilities. No movement. No weapons to speak of. All that it had going
for it were better sensors and communication equipment.

Ignoring the pain in my left hand, I tapped out commands to the mech
with my right. It darkened the windows so that we couldn’t see out of
them, protecting us from looking Artaxus in the eye, and set the walls,
floor and ceiling to act as screens, giving a 360 degree view of the
area around the  mech.

Well, it showed the sonar version of the view at least.

Artaxus loomed over the mech, pausing to look it over, a huge grayish
figure set against a black sky. Sonar didn’t detect the stars.

Haley grabbed a new rifle and looked at my left hand. “How bad?”

“I can’t move my fingers. I’m trying not to think about it.”

She pursed her lips. “Ok. How’s the mech?”

“What you see is what you get.”

Outside, the dragon roared, grabbed the mech with his forelegs, and
threw it upward against the cliff wall.

Haley grabbed the webbing  around her chair before we even hit the
cliff, and caught me with one arm, pulling me in. I hung on to the
webbing with my right arm, and pulled in my left so that it wouldn’t
flop around as we tumbled down the cliff.

For all the strength in the Rocket suit, Haley’s arm around my waist was
the main thing keeping me in one place. She held on to the webbing with
her right arm and foot and held on to the rifle with her other foot.

The mech seemed to roll forever before finally coming to rest on the
lawn of the nearest house.

I felt dizzy, and Haley helped me to the floor which technically was the
side of the mech again–except this time it was the opposite side. As
difficult as it was to concentrate on anything more than standing, I
checked my HUD for the mech’s status report. Except for losing a leg in
the roll, we were doing slightly better than the last time I checked.

Current estimate for the weapons was one minute. The gravitic panels
would work in five.

A glance in the dragon’s direction found him walking toward us stiffly,
limping a little. All the hits we’d gotten in had counted for something.
But that wasn’t all. In my HUD, the word “Bloodmaiden” changed from
offline to online, glowing bright as the sonar showed a woman come out
of the sky and land between the mech and the dragon.

Amy stood in a ready position, knees bent, arms held out in front of
her. In the computer’s interpretation of the sonar, she was bright white
with very little gray.

The dragon’s head hung stories above her. “This isn’t smart. You won’t
survive fighting me.”

“I’m the Bloodmaiden,” Amy said. “Fighting monsters is what we do.”

“Oh no,” Haley whispered. Pulling up her rifle, she said, “You need to
open a window.”

My head felt clearer by then and I knew what I’d do. I’d target Artaxus’
head with a killbot, and skip opening the hatch. The mech could repair
itself, and if it worked, the the dragon would be dead. Well, assuming
magic played fair and the killbot worked normally. It hadn’t last time.

Lifting my right arm, I activated one of the two remaining killbots, and
pointed my arm toward the windshield. It was less protected there. To
Haley, I said, “No, I think I’ve got this.”

Then Lee’s voice came over the comm. “Bloodmaiden, I know I told you to
stand down. And Rocket or Night Cat, if you’ve got something planned,
don’t do it. I’ve got this.”

Amy’s voice came over the comm. “Did you really think I’d stay inside
the hill?”

“No,” Lee said. On the screen, he was walking out to join Amy on the
lawn. “But it was worth a shot.”

Artaxus tilted his head toward Lee. “Who are you?”

“Don’t recognize me? Would this form work better?” Though I could only
see him as a grayish man-shaped figure with sonar, it was obvious that
he changed, growing taller, and more muscular.

He held a short sword in each hand, and each blade had a wispy, moving
shadowy substance that rose from the blade. I wondered what it was, and
then I realized. He’d changed to his Gunther identity, and for some
reason had chosen to hold a flaming short sword in each hand.

The dragon hissed. That was probably the form Lee had used while
fighting the fae with the League back in the 1960s.

Artaxus took a step toward him. “Then I look forward to killing you as
well as your students.”

Lee saluted him with a sword, and said, “It gets better.”

The dragon’s head froze, and moved backwards a touch, and I could guess
why. Lee had just switched languages. I didn’t know what the new one
was, but it included a lot of hissing and growling. If someone told me
it was the language dragons spoke to each other, I’d have believed them.

“I couldn’t understand any of that.” Haley said.

Artaxus said (in English), “How did you know that tongue?” I wasn’t
sure, and it may have been the sonar being fuzzy, but it seemed like
Artaxus trembled.

“Easy,” Lee said, “I knew it back when the world was young, and you
weren’t much more than a hatchling. Do you remember the wars between the
elves and the goblins? We met on the day Keldrad the Younger died.”

Now Lee had the dragon’s full attention. It stared, moving its head from
one angle to another. The trembling became even more obvious. “That’s
impossible.”

Lee said, “Would you like me to prove it to you? We fought, you and I,
and you were losing, but you were young, so rather than kill you, I told
you to run, or I’d rip your throat out.”

“No,” Artaxus said, still staring at him.

“Oh yes.” Lee made the swords disappear. “Tell you what, I’ll prove it
to you. I’ll change. It won’t be but a second.”

Artaxus glanced from Lee over to Amy. She had her spear out.

The dragon turned and injuries seemingly forgotten, he ran.

Taking a risk, but not much of one, I switched the view from sonar to
computer enhanced night vision. That gave Haley and me an excellent view
of the dragon running down a street in between big suburban houses,
unknowingly tearing up flowerbeds, and smashing a Volkswagen Beetle.

As Artaxus smashed a silvery, reflecting ball on a pillar, the air in
front of him began to shimmer.

In the next moment, the shimmering had spread across the road, and
solidified into a half circle. The dragon blocked much of the view, but
I could see a grassy field and a castle wall towering over
it.

It was day there, and the grass seemed somehow greener or more lush than
anything I’d seen in the real world.

A few lawn gnomes that must have been real gnomes ran for the opening
and stepped through, one of them pausing to give the finger to the house
he’d been standing in front of.

If I remembered correctly, that house had a dog.

Then Artaxus turned and shouted words in a language I didn’t
know—Dragon, maybe? Whatever it was, winds blew and faerie creatures
began appearing on the ground near him. Most of them were hurt—broken
arms, legs, and bloody gashes. A few were sleeping or somehow
unconscious. Their eyes widened as they appeared. A few stumbled.

Trolls, goblins, elves, and unrecognizable fae, they ran for the castle
after reorienting themselves.

When they’d all crossed, the dragon followed. The opening shimmered,
shrunk, and finally disappeared.

I don’t know how many it was, but it seemed like a lot, possibly
hundreds. I didn’t count.

Haley put down her rifle. “I can’t believe it’s over.”

She stared down the street. Nothing remained of the gateway, and so she
turned back to me. “Can you fly? We need to get you to a healer. Me too,
but you’re doing worse.”

“Yeah, I guess.” I still couldn’t move my fingers while Haley’s broken
arm was still in the bandage Samita made.

Thinking about it more, I said, “I wonder if maybe someone could come
here? It hurts around my wrist, but I can’t feel my hand and fingers at
all.”

Haley gave my hand a long look. “Maybe we should talk to Amy. She said
that whatever she can do would work better on her, but even if it worked
a little on you now, it might help. I don’t want to scare you, but your
hand smells cooked. I don’t know how the different kinds of healing
work, but part of your hand has to be dead. I don’t know what they’d do
about that.”

I pressed the button that opened the hatch, letting it open all the way
this time. The spots that had blackened and burned in the face of the
dragon’s fire had already repaired themselves. A glance toward the cliff
as I stepped out showed the missing leg on one of the mech’s screens. It
was moving slowly toward the mech, getting ready to reattach itself.

I could only wish my hand worked as well.

Not completely paying attention, I stumbled on the lip of the hatch and
nearly fell. I tried to grab the mech to steady myself, but missed.
Haley grabbed my arm, so I didn’t fall.

“Are you alright?” She asked as I finished steadying myself.

“I think so. It was just a mistake. I don’t feel like I’m confused or
anything.”

“Good.” She followed me out. “Could you maybe take off your helmet? I’m
still worried about shock.”

I almost said no because I didn’t feel that bad, but taking off the
helmet sounded good. A few taps later, the helmet melted into the suit.

It felt good. The night was cool, but not cold, and the slight breeze
felt better than a helmet no matter how well the suit’s life support
systems worked.

Haley’s hand touched my cheek. “Your skin feels normal. That’s good. Um…
I’m going to call people.”

She pulled out her League phone.

Glad that she had the presence of mind to do that, I wondered if maybe I
was little off.

Amy and Lee turned toward us. The red veins in Amy’s armor glowed red in
the night. She’d taken her helmet off too. Lee looked me over, his eyes
stopping on my hand.

Amy met my eyes. “Your hand is in terrible shape. I wish I could help,
but that’s beyond me.”

Lee, still appearing as Gunther, shrugged, “It will work out. Whatever
happens, it’ll work out.”

Haley put her phone back into her pocket. “It will. Daniel woke Alex up,
and he’s sending him down.”

Not much after she said it, Alex floated down the side of the cliff. He
wasn’t under his own power. Daniel stood at the edge of the cliff,
watching, and telepathically told me, Sorry, I’d come down except that
Samita and I are tag teaming everybody’s wake up right now.

It was okay, and I told him so.

Alex touched down as I did. Tall with sun bleached hair, Alex generally
exuded a relaxed surfer attitude, but not right now. He stared at my
gauntleted hand. “Holy shit, Nick. It’s mostly dead, and I can’t raise
the dead.”

I didn’t have words at first, but I managed to say, “So, you can’t do
anything? We… amputate?”

“I didn’t say that. Could you hold your hand out?”

I did, and he took my arm. “Your armor looks perfect. You’d never know
you’d been in a fight. Was it off when this happened?”

“No. The armor fixes itself.”

Alex nodded. “Well, let’s see if we can convince your hand to do the
same thing. I’m going to reconstruct it.”

“If you think you can do it, I’m all for it,” I said.

Alex grinned. “Trust me. I’ve seen worse, and it worked out. Now, can
you take off your glove?”

I thought about it, checking my HUD for alerts. There weren’t any left.
“Assuming the repair systems worked, yes.”

I used my right glove to set the left gauntlet to split and be absorbed
into the left forearm. It worked. That didn’t surprise me and it
shouldn’t have. It wasn’t the first time I’d tried it after all, but it
was the first time I’d tried it after the suit took massive damage.

“Oh,” Haley said, staring at my hand.

Amy eyed it coolly. “That’s bad. I got a few burns like it when we
fought aliens, last spring.”

I let my eyes move from the suit’s forearms to my actual hand. It looked
terrible. The skin was wrinkled and gray, and made me think of grilled
meat. It looked a little browner around the joints, and a little
pinker on the top where I thought I might be able to feel something.

I might have been deluding myself.

Alex shook his head. “I guess it’s a good thing we spent the summer
putting on muscle. I’m going to be pulling material from your arm, and
also from stored fat. Your hand will be a little weaker than you’re used
to when I’m done,  but that will change over time. Ready?”

I nodded.

“Great,” he said, and my hand began to tingle.  A moment later, it felt
good, but a little painful at the same time, a little like it might
after hard exercise. Alex wasn’t finished though. Both the pain and the
pleasure continued, but it didn’t stay constant. It felt like it started
at my wrist, slowly moving toward my fingers.

At first my hand didn’t visibly change.  Then the skin began to crack
and flake off, the gray skin beginning to get a little color at first,
but then growing dry and starting to itch.

I gave Alex a sidelong glance. “May I touch it?”

He held up his hand to stop me from talking, and said, “Not yet. I’m not
done.”

His mouth a flat line, eyes staring at my arm or maybe at everything
inside it, Alex was more serious than I’d ever seen him.

I let him work. A few minutes later, I had a working hand. It looked
just like it had except a little more pink. It felt a little sore.

When Alex said, “You’re done,” I set the glove to reform around my hand.

“Good idea. Tomorrow you’ll want to put on sunblock unless you want a
sunburn, and you’ll want to keep it up for a while. Oh, and one more
thing. You don’t have fingerprints on that hand.”

“Oh,” I said.

“No kidding?” Lee grinned. “I know people who would pay good money for
that.”

Alex met his eyes. “How much?”

“Four, or five figures, but it’s got to be both hands.”

Laughing, Alex said, “I’m sure all these guys are totally legit and no
one would get in trouble at all.”

“You bet,” Lee said. “Not if you didn’t get caught anyway.”

Half an hour later, I’d parked the van back in the garage and we were
inside the foothill. Daniel and the others had moved everyone in to one
of the complex’s big conference rooms. Most of the people had been woken
up by then, and either sat in the conference room, talking quietly with
each other, or had left for their own rooms.

As for myself, I was talking with Daniel near one of the corners. I wore
only a stealth suit, having left the Rocket suit back in the van. Hunter
and Adam lay on the floor unconscious next to a cart covered with
plastic chairs.

“So we’ve got them,” I said. “What did you find out?”

Daniel frowned. “I found out that we’ve got nothing. Hunter was duped.
He liked Adam and trusted him, and when Artaxus took over the show he
was mind controlled.”

“That figures,” I said. “Well, at least we’ve got Adam. We can find some
answers there… And now you’re looking at me in a way that’s making me
nervous.”

“Me too,” Haley had been talking (separately) to Camille and then
Travis, but she’d walked around the chair cart just then. Or so I
assumed. Her ability to sneak up without me noticing had always been
unnerving.

“About that,” Daniel said. “Adam’s not Adam.  That’s actually–”

“Courtney.” Haley said. She’d sniffed the air as he’d said, “Adam’s not
Adam.”

I shook my head. “That’s not possible. I saw them both at the same time
more than once. She couldn’t have been him all the time. What happened?”

Daniel shrugged. “Pretty much the same thing as Hunter. She wasn’t
deliberately helping Adam like he was, but she was close when he left.
Artaxus made her believe she was Adam and change shape. And no, you
didn’t interact with her at all. She never went down where you were
held. She  spent the whole time up here working for Artaxus.”

I wasn’t sure what to say. Well, at least I hadn’t ended up fighting
her.

A second look gave me a few clues I’d missed when I’d first seen what
I’d thought was Adam. “Adam” had the same thin build and overall look,
but he seemed taller than normal. It wasn’t by much.

Haley bent down, obviously getting a closer look. “Is she okay?”

Daniel stared at “Adam’s” face briefly. “I think so. There’s no way of
knowing how she’ll take this later, but she didn’t kill anybody, or even
hurt anyone. She relayed Artaxus’ orders to Hunter and the fae. That’s
all. It’s not out of the question that being mind controlled might still
traumatize her, but she didn’t do anything particularly terrible under
his influence. She was more of a glorified gofer.”

Daniel checked around the room. Hunter and Courtney were the only people
still unconscious. “I was going to leave her this way as evidence, but I
think what’s in her head will be good enough. She remembers Atraxus
telling her what to do. She remembers what she did as Adam, and
unfortunately so does everyone else. Leaving her this way risks someone
taking revenge.”

Haley raised an eyebrow. “Is that likely?”

Daniel shrugged. “We’ve got more than 600 traumatized people. It’s not
impossible that someone might go off the deep end. She’s better off
looking like herself.”

“Okay. Is there anything you need from us?”

Daniel shook his head. “You can’t help much, but if you stand next to
me, it’ll block people’s view. That’s something.”

Haley and I stood to each other as if we were talking. Daniel closed his
eyes, and said, “She’ll wake… Now.”

“Adam” opened “his” eyes, pulling “his” body into a sitting position,
and then staring past us into the room.

“It’s over,” Daniel said, his voice even. “Artaxus lost. You don’t have
to stay in Adam’s shape.”

Courtney let out a breath, and even as she did, her body changed back to
normal-short black hair to shoulder length blonde hair, thin, muscled
body to Courtney’s own body—which was fit, but on the curvy end of fit.

More interesting, her clothes changed as she did, swelling and shrinking
as her body did. That was new. The last I’d known, she was stuck with
whatever clothes she’d been wearing. More to the point, she’d been
wearing clothes loose enough to fit whatever form she changed to.

I’d decided that now probably wasn’t the time to ask about it when my
sister Rachel walked up.

She grabbed Haley and I, pulling us into a quick hug. “I thought I was
leaving you both to die.”

She let go and stepped back. “How is your hand?”

“Perfectly normal,” I said. “Alex said it might feel weak, but it
doesn’t so far. What happened to you? I know the dragon hit you, but I’m
assuming you got healed.”

She nodded. “Alex healed me. You heard about how I got hurt, right? I
was out of phase to everything except for the dragon somehow. He didn’t
see me, but he broke my arm and a lot of ribs.”

Turning away from me, Rachel tapped Haley’s arm. “I see that you’re
missing a bandage…”

Haley held out her arm, and then let it down. “Alex healed my arm after
he was done with Nick’s hand. He said it was partly healed already.” She
shrugged. “It might have healed itself in another half hour.”

Nodding, Rachel said, “That would be nice.”

“You know,” I said, “I’d have been tempted to design a robot hand if
Alex couldn’t fix it. That might have been cool.”

Rachel began to open her mouth, but didn’t say anything. After a moment,
she managed, “Do me a favor, and don’t mention that to Mom, okay?”

I was about to answer when Courtney’s voice cut in. “I was helping him.
I can’t believe I was helping him. He could have killed all of you.”

We all turned toward Courtney then. I was about to tell her it wasn’t
her fault when I felt Daniel in my head and knew that he wanted to
reply. I let him. Rachel and Haley didn’t say anything either.

“You’re not the only one,” Daniel said. “I was ready to fight them if I
had to. Izzy did. She might have killed Amy under normal circumstances.
It’s not your fault.”

“On the bright side,” I said, “Artaxus lost. So you didn’t do a very
good job helping him.”

Courtney blinked, and from her blank expression, I began to wonder if
I’d said not only the wrong thing, but the worst possible thing.

Then she laughed, a surprisingly low laugh given her normal range.
“Don’t become a doctor, Nick. Your bedside manner is terrible.”

Daniel’s mouth widened ever so slightly. “Can’t say I disagree.”



A few hours later, Daniel and I were back in our room. Everyone had been
woken up from Artaxus’ sleep by then, and worse, everyone had been
debriefed. We’d answered questions, and signed papers for both local
supers, the police, and the FBI.

I was ready to go to bed, but since internet access had been restored,
I’d decided to check my email messages on my laptop. I had a lot of
them, but most of them were through my Heroes’ League email and
addressed to the Rocket.

A few were sent to my personal email. One of them was from Adam. It was
only thirty minutes old.

I  clicked on the email.

All it said was “You know what to do,” and underneath that sentence
there was a link to a Dropbox folder. I hesitated for a moment and then
clicked on it. It opened to a web page that listed only one file in
folder. It was called “Exposure.mpv.”

I’d heard of the video format. It only ran on the associated player and
only worked once. No one knew who had designed it. The Double V forums
were certain it was a known tech genius, but couldn’t agree on who.

Daniel’s bed creaked, and I heard him walk up behind me as I sat at the
desk. “Maybe we should get Izzy. It’s only going to play once, and she’s
got a great memory for sounds.”

“I can record it on anything that the PV player isn’t installed on,” I
said. “Which means that the stealth suit works.”

“It still might be good to get a few of us in here in case the viral
version messes things up.”

I considered arguing with him, but he was right.

About twenty minutes later,  the room felt a lot smaller. We hadn’t
called everyone, but we had filled the room. The laptop sat on the stone
desk. I stood next to it, so as not to get in anyone’s way.

We’d ended up with almost all of the League that was in Stapledon plus a
couple. Izzy stood off to the side with Daniel. Haley, Camille, Rachel,
and Tara sat on my bed. Samita, Rod, Jaclyn and Courtney sat on
Daniel’s. Travis stood next to the wall to my left next to Cassie. We
were only missing Amy and Vaughn–and not for lack of trying. We’d
already stuffed thirteen people in the room. Why not try for fifteen?

Cassie frowned, tapped her phone, and put it in her pocket. “You might
as well show it. They’re ignoring us or they’re in one of the dead
zones.”

I leaned across the desk and pressed play.

Adam appeared on the screen. He wore a black t-shirt, and sat on a wide
bed. A picture of a field of yellow flowers hung on the white wall
behind the bed. It looked like a hotel to me.

Adam’s mouth twitched, almost turning into a smile. “Hi Nick, and
whoever else happens to watch this. There are some things that you have
to know. First, I should apologize for setting the dragon on you. I
didn’t have many allies capable of keeping the program busy except him,
and well, it got out of hand. I didn’t expect him to try to kill
anybody. I knew it was a risk, but I definitely didn’t expect him to
hurt you that badly. I’m sorry. That’s what happens with allies though.
You can’t ever quite trust them, but that could happen to anybody,
right?”

“I’m sure,” Cassie muttered.

Adam grinned.  “Now that we’ve taken care of the apology, I’ll explain
what I was doing. I told you part of it in Earthmover’s dungeons, but
now I’m going to give you the big picture. The Nine have their fingers
everywhere–government, businesses, hero teams… Everyone knows it or at
least fears it, but we haven’t been able to do much about it. The Nine
kills anyone who gets very far.”

The picture wobbled as he backed up to lean his back against the bed’s
headboard. “Sorry. Just a second… Where was I? Right. My plan. I’ve been
searching for the chance to burn the Nine out somewhere and rebuild
clean. The Coffeeshop Illuminati wanted the same thing, so we’ve been
working together. Turkmenistan fell right into our lap, Especially once
you created plans to take it over, it  almost became easier to try it
than not to.”

Courtney muttered something to Jaclyn. I didn’t catch most of it, but I
did hear the word “bastard.” She turned away from Jaclyn to stare at the
screen. Her mouth tightened.

Unaware, Adam continued, “Once the Illuminati and I decided which of
your plans we’d use, I knew I’d have to keep you out of it. You and the
teachers both. One word from the Rocket or any of the legacy League
members, and Turkmenistan would be over. Whoever came up with those
plans could shut us down so quickly I don’t want to think about it.

“So I used the fae to turn Denver into chaos while the VIP’s were here
for the demo. That drew the teachers off.  Then there was the  compound
itself. For that, I used Artaxus. The Unseelie Court has wanted a
foothold in the mortal world for years. He wouldn’t be able to say no,
and he didn’t. ”

Adam grinned. “And now none of it matters because we won. Turkmenistan’s
in the hands of people we can trust. I probably shouldn’t have said
that, but it’s not as if it won’t be on the news. Well maybe the fact
that we’re pulling the strings won’t be on the news, but I’m sure you
hate the Nine as much as we do. I hope you don’t distrust me enough to
bring them back into power.

“Now, I’m sure you’re wondering why I sent this to you at all. The
answer is that I have a mission for you. Your mission is to go find out
how deeply the Nine have infiltrated. They’ve been involved for years.
Fortunately, you’ve got people you can ask. Ask Mindstryke or the Rhino
about whether the world’s heroes have connections in the Nine. Dr.
Nation might know too. After that, ask youselves if you can trust the
traditional superhero community. If you can’t, talk to the Coffeeshop
Illuminati. I’ve found them to be completely outside the Nine’s
control.”

Then he said, “That’s all, folks!”

The screen went black.

Travis rolled his eyes. “That was obvious bullshit. If we had
connections to the Nine, I think we would have noticed by now.”

I leaned over and closed out the browser window with the video. “It
could be that there haven’t been many clues. When we went to rescue
Cassie from Rook, there was this guy in Rook’s headquarters named
Prentkoss or something like that. He was a Polish speedster. A hero. But
he was fighting me with Rook’s people. I’ve always wondered why he was
there. Direct connections between heroes and the Nine would explain it.”

Travis frowned. “Damn. Do you think it might be the Dominators? You know
the Nine use them.”

I sat on the desk next to my laptop. “I don’t know. It could be, but I
looked the guy up afterward. He’s still in Poland fighting crime.
There’s no record of any scandal around him. In fact, he fought the
aliens back in the 70s with our grandparents. There are pictures with
him. He was on a Warsaw Pact team back then.”

Jaclyn sat up a little straighter on the bed, trying to meet everyone’s
eyes. “I don’t think we’ve got a choice about pursuing this. I’ll ask my
grandpa if he remembers Prentkoss when we get home. ”

A knock came from the door. Daniel said, “That’s Amy and Vaughn.”

Rod got up, and let them in. “You missed the video, but Nick said he was
recording it.”

Vaughn cocked his head. “You recorded the Turkmenistan press conference?
I’m sure it’s on Youtube by now.”

“Press conference?” I asked.

Cassie talked over me. “Not the press conference. I texted you about
it.”

Vaughn shook his head as the door shut behind him. “I didn’t read the
texts. We were busy watching the press conference on TV. The Illuminati
aren’t taking over. They’re handing over the reins to local people.”

Amy brushed a bit of red hair out of her face. “I read the texts. We
were on the way here, but we stopped in the lobby to watch the press
conference.  It’s not good news. I recognized one of the ‘local’ people
they’re handing the country off to. It’s from my end of Faerie. In fact,
I’ve fought it.”

Samita’s eyes narrowed. “You’ve fought it?”

Amy faltered. “Not me, precisely… I remember bits of the lives of all
the other  Bloodmaidens. It’s not exactly under my control, but I don’t
need it to be. I’d remember that creature even if I weren’t the
Bloodmaiden. He’s legendary. He was one of the creatures the first
Bloodmaiden fought. He’s called ‘The Thing That Eats’.”

Rod shook his head. “And with a name like that, you know he’s not
friendly.”

Amy laughed a little too hard. “Not in the least.”

Samita’s mouth dropped open. “The fae have a foothold. They didn’t get
one here, but the Coffeeshop Illuminati gave them one there.”

Rachel’s voice cut through the conversation. “Nick, Vaughn and Amy
should hear Adam’s message. You did record it, right?”

I had. It had more pops and bits of static than I would have expected,
but the stealth suit had managed to record it.

I played it for them, and the group talked more.

We talked all night.





Bloodmaiden


        Princess Amelia of the House of Sacrifice watched as the dirigible was
secured on the lawn in front of the palace. Men swarmed in from the
sides, grabbing the ropes that were thrown down and running them toward
the short posts that surrounded the airship on all sides.

Soon they’d tied the ropes to the posts. Then they carried out the
stairway platforms, assembling them and placing them next to the
gondola’s doors–including the cargo hatch.

They’d need the cargo hatch. She’d be bringing a lot of baggage with
her.

Turning away from the window, she clenched her fists. It was all so
unfair. She hadn’t asked for this. She hadn’t asked for any of it. What
she wouldn’t give to be born into a normal family right now–the daughter
of a merchant, maybe, or an airship engineer?

As she stood in the second room of her suite,  a room where she’d had
private dinners, studied with her tutors, and played with her sister,
she began to feel it again. It was always there below the surface of her
thoughts. She could hear the whispers of all the Bloodmaidens before
 her, the saviours, the merely successful, the failures, the exiled, and
the damned. All of them wanted the same thing. They wanted her to reach
within herself for her power. It would be easy, easier than it ever had
been even when her tutors had been teaching her magic.

She took a breath and let it out. She could control it. She wasn’t going
to transform again, not so soon after yesterday. If she had a choice,
she’d never transform again.

As she breathed, a new person entered the room. At a little under five
and half feet tall with short, red hair, and pale skin, the new girl
looked almost exactly like Amelia.  Clothes were the only obvious
difference. The new girl wore a pink dress while Amelia wore a black
leather overcoat that covered up everything down to her matching boots.

“Amy,” the new girl said, reaching out her hands to pull Amelia into a
hug. “You’re already leaving?”

“As soon as they can throw my things aboard the airship, I’m told. Doing
anything less invites dissent, rebellion,  and the fall of an empire.
Our empire,” Amy frowned, but didn’t let her sister go.

“I’ll be completely lost without you,” her sister whispered.

Amy shook her head. “Amanda, you won’t be. You can’t be. You’re the
Bloodmaiden. The real one.” Amy thought, but didn’t say the new one,
the better one, and the one that doesn’t terrify an empire.

Amanda pulled her head off Amy’s shoulder, and they looked each other in
the eyes. “What’s it like?”

At that they both let each other go. Amy said, “Do you remember the
feeling you had when we were first learning blood magic? When you
touched that first drop of blood, it felt like you’d touched the
smallest part of an ocean? I’m touching the whole ocean, and I’m
touching it all the  time.”

Amanda nodded. “It’s not like that for me at all. I can’t even do blood
magic anymore.”

Amy blinked. “It cut you off from blood magic? That makes no sense at
all.”

Amanda held up her hands, stopping Amy from saying anything more. “No,
it’s more like I am the blood magic. I can feel everything, and everyone
in the empire.  Our tutors, well, my  tutors tell me I’ll be able to do
all of it again, but using different techniques.”

Amanda opened her mouth, stopped, and then said, “I can sense everyone
except you.”

Amy took a breath. “Oh.”

Another voice broke into the conversation, this one a tenor. “That’s
enough. Even here, there’s a risk of being heard. Don’t divulge any
secrets except when you know you’re safe.”

Tall, with red hair and a red moustache, and skin as pale as his
daughters’, their father stood in a black, pinstriped suit. Small red
gems glowed on his cufflinks.

“From me?” Amy asked.

He shook his head. “I know that she’s in no danger from you. I wish the
lords understood the same, but I can’t blame them. Before the council
changed the nature of the Bloodmaidens, the birth of twin Bloodmaidens
almost always led to civil war. We’d thought twin Bloodmaidens was now
impossible and reverting back doubly so, but there have been no twins
since the change. The  lords are scared. The commoners are scared.
Unless we’re seen to do something about it, we risk chaos.”

He looked from one daughter to the other. “You both know what happened
to the last Bloodmaiden of the old line.”

They knew. They’d been told during their first magic lesson. Amy
remembered their tutor’s scowl as he caught her looking away toward the
stables. “Now Amelia, you may not think this applies to you, but it
applies to even the most modest practitioner, and not just to the
Bloodmaiden. When we work with blood, we work with a being’s essence.
The challenge is to separate out that portion of the essence we need.
The last Bloodmaiden of the original lineage failed to do so, forever
mingling her essence with that of her subject’s–thus your line’s
ascension to power.”

Amy banished the memory. Their father looked from one to the other of
them before meeting Amy’s eyes. “Amy, understand that we will bring you
back as soon as it’s politically possible. That may be years. Some of
the lords remember the Bloodmaiden Hildagar all too well, and especially
how she hunted down the royal family.”

“Years…” Amy could feel the scowl on her face.

“Father,” Amanda began.

He shook his head. “There’s nothing that can be done about it. Your
mother, the Empress, is even now calming down certain members of the
Council. A few of them were advocating that Amy would be executed
immediately.”

“No!” Amanda balled up her fists and drew herself to her full height.
With Amy’s newly increased sensitivity to magic, she could feel Amanda
drawing it in to her. In the next moment, Amy realized that it wasn’t
her senstivity as much as the amount of magic Amanda was drawing in.
Everyone with the slightest sensitivity in the house must be feeling it,
and sensitive people hundreds of miles away would recognize who it must
be.

Amy started as she realized that every member of the Northlands Council
would already know. Certainly the previous Bloodmaidens did. Some were
shouting that she should change. Others that she should be ready to
change, that even in her family’s house she should be ready for
assassination.

Ignoring them, she said, “Amanda,” at almost the same time as her
father, but her father continued talking.

He put his hand on Amanda’s shoulder, “They won’t kill her. We’ve calmed
them down at least that much. She’s going to be sent out of their reach.
First she’ll go to the Summerlands, and then to someplace well hidden.”

Even as he said it, guards in red coats and black pants came through the
door, some with their hands on the pommel of their swords, others ready
to draw their pistols.

“It’s nothing,” her father said. “Go back to your station.”

All the guards did so, but one. He gave a short bow, and said, “Sir, the
dirigible will be fully loaded shortly, and can depart as soon as you
give the word.”

Her father nodded, “Excellent. We’ll be there shortly. Please let them
know.”

The guard bowed and hurried off. Amy’s father said, “Well, it appears
that our time is growing short. If there’s anything of yours that you
planned to carry, please take it and we’ll walk out toward the airship.”

Amy nodded and walked back to the window, picking up a brown, leather
bag. Then she walked toward the door. Following her father and sister
out, she took one last look at the room. She hadn’t stayed in this
palace as much as the palace in the city, but this had been her room.
Now it still held her furniture, but none of her things. Her old dolls,
books, clothes and other possessions had been put into storage or packed
up.

As of now, the room was empty of anything that made it hers.

She gave it one last look before shutting the door, closed it, and
followed her family toward the dirigible.

Moments later she was walking across the grass, and walking up a
stairway to stand on a metal platform next to the airship’s gondola.
They weren’t alone. Along with the guards, a couple stood talking with
her father. Amy recognized them. Both were on the far side of middle
age. The man had thin, blond hair and a matching moustache. His brown
suit covered a powerful physique as well as the beginnings of a
potbelly. The woman’s black hair was streaked with gray, and she smiled
at Amy as she caught her looking.

Amy recognized them. They were William and Agnus Harcourt. She’d heard
Mr. Harcourt jokingly referred to as the “court assassin.”

Her stomach sank, and for an awful moment she wondered if that was why
they’d come. She stepped forward anyway, the platform ringing with each
step.

Her father smiled at her and said, “You’ve met the Harcourts before.
They’ll be accompanying you on your journey.”

Amanda’s jaw dropped and she caught Amy’s eye. She’d obviously heard
rumors about Mr. Harcourt’s profession as well.

Amy stuffed down her anxiety and said as calmly as she could,
“Accompanying me?”

He nodded. “The Harcourts served the Crown for several centuries,
gathering information and solving problems. They’re retiring.”

Mr. Harcourt inclined his head toward her. “A number of people are
surprisingly ungrateful about all the problems we solved, so we’re
hoping to retire someplace hard to find.”

Amy smiled as her father laughed at the man’s joke, and hoped he meant
what he’d implied–that this was as much for them as for her, and that it
was a stroke of luck that left her with protection, and them with a good
hiding place.

Except her father ran the empire’s intelligence as well as the military,
and he’d taught her and all of her siblings about politics. If she’d
retained anything from that, she’d learned not to let the details
distract her from the big picture. As much as the Harcourts might say
that they were her bodyguards, the possibility that they were her
assassins fit just as well.

“Well,” Mr. Harcourt said, “I’m sure you’ll want to say your goodbyes
privately. We’ll see you inside.”

With that, the Harcourts stepped inside the white painted gondola,
shutting the door behind them with a musical click.

Her father met her eyes. “The Council insisted they go along with you,
and yes, their orders are to kill you if you appear to be preparing to
overthrow the government.”

“Father,” she began, and she heard Amanda begin to talk too. She stopped
when she saw her father’s face.

He looked pale in the sunlight, and tired. There were bags under his
eyes, and she thought she saw something glisten in the corner of his
right eye. “I’ve talked to them. I’ve told them that if they kill you
and can’t prove that it’s anything less than high treason, I will use
every resource I have to make sure their lives will be short and
miserable.”

She blinked away tears, unsure of what to say, and not wanting to lose
control here with the Harcourts in the gondola, and guardsmen waiting on
the lawn.

Amanda hugged her, burying her face in Amy’s shoulder. From the wetness
dripping on her neck, Amy knew that Amanda had already lost the battle
against tears.

“Ten years,” her father said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “We’ll
have this taken care of within ten years. If it takes more than ten
years, come back yourself. Do reconnaissance, and don’t come alone, but
come back. If we can’t finesse this within ten years, we’re either dead
or need your help.”

Amanda stopped crying and pulled away from Amy to stare at their father.
“Is something wrong?”

He shook his head. “Nothing unusual. There are always threats against
the empire. In ten years one of them may grow to become too powerful for
us to handle on our own.”

Amy might have found that comforting except that he’d hesitated.

She raised an eyebrow. Keeping her voice low, she said, “Are you telling
me create an army and invade?”

In a quiet, but even voice he said, “I’m telling you to find out what’s
going on, and then make the best choice you can.”

Three days later on the airship, she found herself thinking back to that
conversation, and wondering if she’d made more out of it than her father
had been trying to say.  She knew better though. Everything she’d
learned from him said that if he had the chance to hide her from harm,
but also use her as the family’s insurance against an enemy, he would.

She wouldn’t disappoint him.

Around noon, they sighted land. She was ready for it after three days of
almost constant water. Ahead lay the coastline of the Summerlands,
specifically that of New Amsterdam.

She’d heard that it was large, but seeing the many towers rising above
the water, she realized it must be as large as any city of the Northern
Islands. Even from this distance, she could see that they were far from
the only dirigible in the sky. The airships flying over the city weren’t
much more than dots, but there were more, some of them larger than any
airship she’d ever seen.

That wasn’t all. When they were only an hour out from the city, a ship
rose into the sky. A long metal cylinder floated upward, fansails
extended on each side, a multicolored glow spilling out around the edges
of each sail.  The aethership flew higher, the sails glowing brighter
the higher it went. Amy had no idea whether the aethership was heading
toward the Moon, Mars or Venus.

It didn’t matter. She wouldn’t be riding it.

They weren’t going to another planet, not even one of the outer ones.
They were flying toward one of the towers in the city. She didn’t
remember which.

She’d moved toward the front, and stood next to the windows when they’d
reached the city, gazing at the apartments, factories belching out
smoke, the shipyards, and airships that floated above the city.

Then she realized that the dirigible was aiming toward a tower with a
mooring mast. The tower stood out from the others around it partly
because it  was taller, but mostly because it had been sheeted in a
silvery metal.

As she watched  it get larger,  Mr. Harcourt’s voice interrupted her
thoughts, surprising her enough that she had to fight back the urge to
change.

“We’re going to dock at that building over there.” He pointed at the
building she’d already seen, and she strangled the urge to tell him so.
“It’s the property of a well known inventor in these lands, a man name
Joseph Vander Sloot. I’ve visited before, but not officially–not that
this visit is official.” He chuckled to himself.

“Note the…” He stopped. “Now that is unusual.” He pointed ahead.

A boy her own age floated in the air, held up by a device that had been
strapped to his back. Judging from the twin streams of fire, it appeared
to contain two rockets.

Flame burst from the twin rockets on the boy’s backpack, and the boy
flew upward toward the mooring mast. Then, lowering himself to the
building and landing next to the mast,  he stepped behind a metal
cabinet.

The airship moved closer to the mast, and when it was close enough that
Amy wondered if the nose would hit, the mooring mast bent and extended
toward the nose of the airship.

Amy didn’t see it, but she heard a metallic clank, and felt the airship
stop moving forward. It hadn’t been moving much. She barely felt it, but
she felt something.

Then ropes fell from the airship, landing on the roof of the building.
No one waited to grab them, but long metal beams rolled out from the
middle of the roof and out toward the edges, catching the ropes in metal
teeth and then depositing the ropes’ ends into holes on the roof of the
building.

She felt the dirigble descend, pulled downward by the ropes and by a
clanking track on the mooring mast.

Mr. Harcourt shook his head. “There’s an unusual landing procedure. It’s
not the first time I’ve seen it automated, but even then there are more
men needed.” He cleared his throat. “Well, then. It seems that it’s time
to disembark.”

She gave him a smile, thanked him, and walked back to her seat to grab
her old, leather bag. The airship’s crewmen would unload the rest.

Minutes later they’d walked down the steps to stand on the roof of the
building, waiting for the boy.  Besides the rocket backpack and a denim
jacket, he wore grease stained jeans like a railwayman, but didn’t carry
himself like a commoner. He walked up to where Amy and the Harcourts
stood, smiled, and waved them toward a small building next to the mast.

“The elevator’s over here. My grandpa’s waiting for you downstairs.”

They followed him, walking into the small building to find that it was
nothing but elevator. Unstained wood covered the floor. Above five feet,
the walls and ceiling were little more than metal beams, and Amy could
see the cables that held the elevator in the air.

The boy followed her gaze. “We mostly use this elevator for cargo, not
people. Sorry, if it’s a little dirty.”

Mr. Harcourt laughed. “Young man, my wife and I have seen far, far worse
in the service of the Empire.”

The boy nodded, “I can only imagine.”

Then he pulled the doors shut, locked them, and pressed a button. The
elevator car rumbled downward, coming to a stop on the second floor.
Someone had written in the numbers with a pen next to the buttons.

The boy opened the elevator doors, and led them out, and into a work
room. It could have passed for a junkyard or possibly a hardware store
just as easily. Half assembled steam engines, difference engines,
horseless carriages, machines whose functions she could only guess at,
and all their parts lay scattered across the room, a room that appeared
to take up the entire floor.

It smelled of oil and metal.

White haired, and slightly stooped over, an old man stood outside the
elevator. Approximately the same height as the boy, he shared many of
the same features, including a wide eyed interest in whatever he
happened to be examining at the time.

He was examining them, smiling as he said, “Good afternoon. I’m sure
you’ll want to rest  after such a long journey, but Mr. Harcourt and I
should sort out some details, and I should introduce myself. I’m Joseph
Vander Sloot, and this is my grandson, Nicholas.”

Nicholas nodded to them.

Mr. Harcourt said, “We are William and Agnus Harcourt, servants of the
Crown, and this is Her Royal Highness Amelia of the House of Sacrifice.
 I could go on for some time about her titles, but this isn’t the time.”

Joseph nodded. “It isn’t. Nicholas, why don’t you show Amelia around?
They may be staying for a day or two, so give her the tour, but please
don’t take her around the city. We don’t want a repeat of what happened
when Daniel visited.”

Nicholas  cocked his head, and said, “I’m sure she wouldn’t be
interested in doing that anyway.”

The Harcourts looked at each other.

Guessing what they were worried about, she said, “I’ll be perfectly safe
with him.”

Mr. Harcourt said, “Of course.”

Joseph looked from the Harcourts to Amy and back to the Harcourts, “If
you are worried about her safety, I could call one of my
associates–Captain Lee, formerly of the Summerlands marines.”

Mr. Harcourt blinked, and he swallowed. “That won’t be necessary. I have
full confidence in your grandson.”

“Great,” Joseph said, “then let’s talk about where you want to go.”

As the adults began to talk, Nicholas walked up to her. Shrugging, he
said, “I guess they want us out of here. I can show you the building, if
you want.”

She watched the adults walked over to a desk, pulled out chairs, and
began to talk. Keeping her voice low, she said, “Who’s Daniel, and what
don’t you think I’d be interested in doing?”

Nicholas’ eyes darted over toward the table where his grandfather had
opened a bottle of wine. “Uh… Let’s start walking.”

He pointed toward the nearest doorway. Amy raised an eyebrow, and they
walked past a metal shelf that was covered with gears and a machine
whose purpose Amy couldn’t even guess at.

When they reached the stairway, Nicholas said, “That way. I’ll show you
the way up.”

The stairway wasn’t much. Only wide enough for one person to walk, the
stairs were worn brown tile, accompanied by cracked, white plaster
walls.

“You know,” Amy said, following him up, “if they were listening, leaving
the room won’t make them less suspicious.”

Nicholas glanced back, frowning. “I know. I couldn’t think of anything I
felt comfortable saying back there. I don’t know what the Harcourts are
like, but… Well… Okay. Daniel’s probably my closest friend in the world.
Our families live far from here normally. We’re in the Western Lakes
Confederacy’s territory. It’s a thousand miles from here. Anyway, he
visited with us last time, and we got in a little trouble.”

He stepped into a room and she followed him in. The third floor appeared
to be almost entirely filled with row upon row of brass capped cylinders
mounted upright against short walls. In the middle of the room stood a
disc that was approximately a foot thick. Silver on the sides and black
on top, it stood ten feet away from anything but small podium made of
wood and brass.

Amy guessed that the podium contained controls for the disc. Wires led
from it to the disc. Wires from each row of cylinders combined into one
thick cable that led into the side of the disc.

“Watch out for the cables,” Nicholas said. “They’re all shielded, but
they carry a lot of power. If the shielding’s even a little too thin,
you could die.”

Amy stared at the device. “What is all this?”

“A dimensional gateway. My grandfather found it. The cylinders are
batteries—dry cell, if you care. It takes a lot of power—over 1.21
gigawatts.”

Amy took the whole room in. “That’s a lot of electricity then?”

Nicholas stared at her.

Her lip curled. “I’m trained in magic, but you’ll find my understanding
of technology lacking.”

He shrugged. “Sorry. I thought you might want to see it before tomorrow.
We’re sending you… Well, somewhere. Actually, another of my friends is
coming by to help with that. He’s studying weather magic, and he’ll be
creating lightning to power it.”

“They’re sending me to another universe?” Amy walked toward the disc,
stopping a few feet away. The black disc reflected no light, becoming a
sea of darkness except where threads of silver ran across the top of the
disc.

Nicholas nodded. “That’s my understanding. We’re supposed to find
someplace you’ll find comfortable, but not too comfortable, and
someplace you might be able to get back from, but not easily. Basically,
someplace that will challenge you.”

She turned around to meet his eyes. “Who gave that order?”

Nicholas put his hands in his pockets and walked toward her. “I don’t
think it was an order. Anyway, I’m not sure. It’s what my grandfather
told me before you arrived. I’m guessing it’s not the Harcourts. Your
guess is probably better.”

Deciding not to say her guess, she looked up at his face. He had blue
eyes. She hadn’t noticed that before. “You never told me exactly how you
and Daniel got in trouble.”

Nicholas smiled. “Nothing impressive. Daniel’s family has a talent for
telling the future. Anyway, on the streets,
there are people who play a game where someone hides a marble under a
cup, and you’re supposed to guess which cup he hid it under. The problem
is there are three cups, and sometimes these guys cheat.

“Well, Daniel can predict where it will be—even if the crook palmed it.
It was pretty funny the first couple times. They had to give him the
money, but the problem is they were crooks, and we weren’t even all the
way down the block before a bunch of thugs showed up to take the money
back.”

She looked him up and down. He didn’t look particularly strong, and if
he fought the same way he talked, she didn’t like his chances. “What
happened?”

He froze. “Well…”

Then he said, “Our grandfathers met during the Nightmare War, and we’ve
both trained with Captain Lee. Between that and a few things I happened
to be carrying, the thugs became very badly hurt and decided to run
away.”

“Excellent,” she said. “This the first time I’ve ever been in New
Amsterdam, and it’s likely to be the last. I’d like to do something
other than sit in my room. You can be my bodyguard.”

Nicholas frowned. “Are you sure? Don’t you want to do more than that?”

Amy raised an eyebrow, “What exactly are you meaning by that?”

Nicholas’ eyes widened. “Not what you’re thinking I mean, I bet. No, I
mean that my grandfather doesn’t like the idea of exiling you to another
dimension. You’re traveling with a pair of assassins. I’ve read Imperial
history. They’re probably going to kill you. If you want to escape, we
could arrange something. It’d look like an accident. We’d send you, and
only you, someplace where we have friends.”

She thought about not leaving. It wasn’t what her father wanted, but
wasn’t New Amsterdam far enough? She felt the corners of her eyes
moisten, and blinked. She wasn’t going to cry just because she’d met
someone sympathetic. Besides, he didn’t know the whole story.

Trying to keep her voice upbeat, she said, “How about we discuss it
somewhere else?”

“Somewhere that’s not in the building?” Nicholas frowned, and glanced
around the room.

Amy nodded. “I’d feel safer.”

Nicholas paused, but then said, “Well, at least you’re dressed for it.
Have you ever ridden in a gyrocopter before? It’s a little cold.”

She hadn’t taken off her overcoat. If that counted as “dressed for it,”
she was. “Don’t people wear goggles on those things?”

He shrugged. “We’ve got goggles, but you’ll have to leave your hat.”

She turned back toward the stairway. “It’s just a hat. Which
way?”

Nicholas turned toward the far end of the room. “There.”

Past the rows of batteries, a round metal stairway stood three-quarters
of the way down the room. They walked over to it and Nicholas led her up
the stairway and into the first room she’d been in that didn’t take up
an entire floor of the building. This room was smaller, feeling more
like a shed or a storage room. Two big, cylindrical tanks stood against
one wall. Tools hung on another. The last wall was covered with
shelving, and shelves held oil cans, parts, tires, gears, strange
machines, and cans with unknown liquids.

In the middle of the room stood a machine that might have been a plane
except that its wings were smaller and its propeller extended into the
air behind the second seat and hung above the passengers.

Nickolas walked to the doors in front of the gyrocopter, unlocked them,
and pushed them open.

Immediately the sound of horse hooves on the street combined with the
noise of people talking hit Amy’s ears.

“So,” Nicholas said, “We’ll end up landing eventually. What should I
call you? You’re going into hiding, so ‘Princess Amelia’ seems like a
bad idea, and I’m obviously not going to be saying ‘Her Royal Highness’
either. So what should I do?”

Blinking against the brightness of the sun, Amy walked up to the side of
the gyrocopter. “Call me Amy. My family does.” Meeting his eyes, she
smiled, and said, “What should I call you?”

He stopped, frowning as he thought, and then said, “My family mostly
calls me Nicholas, but my sister and friends at school call me Nick.”

“Nick.” She nodded, and asked, “So what do we do next?”

“We push this thing out on to the balcony. If you take that wing, I’ll
take this one.”

In a few minutes, they’d pushed it outside, and shut the doors behind
it. This section of balcony was wider than the rest of the floor’s,
sticking out over the road.

They climbed in. Nick told her how to put on her seatbelt, and pointed
out the goggles stowed in a glovebox. As she was about to put them on,
she discovered she hadn’t taken off her hat. She took it off, and
stuffed it between her seat and the body of the copter. It was small and
meant for traveling. It wouldn’t take too much damage, and if it did,
well, it was just a hat.

The rockets at the tips of the blades above her fired, cutting the air
with a roar, and she began to wonder how noisy it was. Certainly people
on the street were looking up.

Then the gyrocopter lifted into the air, whipping her hair around and
into her face. She’d have braided it if she’d known she’d be doing this.

The blades tilted forward, and instead of simply lifting, they were
flying above the street. Everyone was looking up at them–including the
Harcourts, who had run out onto a second floor balcony, and were
shouting something at her that she couldn’t hear over the noise.

She didn’t need to hear it to guess. She could catalog her mistakes. For
one, she was flying away unchaperoned with a boy she barely knew. For
another, she wasn’t even attempting to keep a proper amount of distance
between them. First names and even nicknames were far from appropriate.
If anyone ever heard of this her virtue would be in question.

She laughed. A few days ago, she might have been scandalized by all of
it. Now, in the face of running from home because she bore the mantle of
a being with a near demonic reputation, it all felt completely
meaningless.

Of course, she wasn’t sure that the Harcourts would agree, but she
didn’t have to think about it until she returned.

She waved at them until the next block of buildings hid them from her
view. A part of her knew that waving could only make them more angry,
but another part knew that she didn’t care. It wasn’t as if they were
her parents, or had any authority over her.

Turning away from them, she looked ahead at the vast city. Nick stayed
low, flying above the buildings, but only as much as he needed to.

Turning his head partway toward her, he shouted, “Is there any place
you’d like to see?”

Amy shouted back, “I’ve never been to New Amsterdam before. If it’s not
in a penny dreadful, I’ve never heard of it.”

Barely understandable between the wind and the gyrocopter’s blades, Nick
shouted, “Right! Penny dreadfuls!”

The propeller behind the passenger compartment roared and the gyrocopter
flew upward, leaving the area above the street, and reaching an altitude
higher than most of the buildings.

Avoiding the factories’ billowing smokestacks, Nick flew the gyrocopter
across the city until they reached a wide green area. A lake stood in
the middle of it, but the land around it was large enough that the lake
didn’t dominate the place. Amy guessed that the land could hold several
small towns.


As the rockets at the tips of the gyrocopter’s blades turned on, and the
gyrocopter slowly sank toward the ground, Amy realized that she had
heard of the place.

It was called, “The Green” and it did appear in penny dreadfuls.

Nick set the gyrocopter down at a small dusty lot where several other
flying machines were also parked–at least twenty.

Nick took a few minutes of pulling levers before getting out. Amy had
already pulled herself out of the seat by the time he did.

“So,” he asked when he stood up in his seat, and then slid down the
side, “do you recognize it?”

Amy laughed. “I’ve heard of the Green. Anybody who’s heard of New
Amsterdam has heard of the Green, and not just people who read cheap
books.”

Nick nodded. “True, but they exaggerate its significance beyond belief.
The way they imagine it, the Green is the tribes’ foothold in the city.
If half the serials were true, the Iroquois League would control
everything. It’s not true. It’s really just a park and the Iroquois
trade here like everyone else.”

Looking from the green grass in front of her toward the other side of
the street where shops ran down the street, Amy didn’t feel a huge sense
of the difference between the two, There was something, but it felt much
the same as the difference between city and countryside back home.

Nick had continued talking. “People make so much out of the fact that
the Green was part of the conditions of selling the land. It’s not as
complicated as they think, you know? So anywhere you want to go? We
could walk to the lake, or even around it, but that would take a while.
We’d be here late, and you might be in enough trouble as is.”

Amy thought about it and shrugged. “It’s not as if they’re my parents.
Let’s go.”

They followed the trail then, one foot in front of the other, pounding
the dirt, growing ever closer to the lake.

After about thirty minutes the lake lay ahead of them. A few boats were
on it. People sailed. A few couples rowed. Nick and Amy walked next to
each other on the trail.

He caught her eye. “Please don’t take this wrong, but you’re not much
like what I imagined someone in your position would be like.”

She gave a half smile. “Are you disappointed that I’m treating you like
a person instead of a servant? Should I be hinting that I’m the product
of generations of superior breeding?”

Nick grinned. “Well, not that exactly. I don’t know. I guess I didn’t
expect that you’d want to take a walk now as opposed to going shopping
or something?”

Amy shrugged. “If you think about my family, we don’t sit back and
command people to solve the empire’s problems. We’re out there working
with everyone else. Besides, if I’m traveling to another world, I’m
already carrying along too much stuff.”

Nodding along with her response, Nick said, “I’ve seen your luggage. As
for the rest, I hadn’t thought about it in exactly that way, but I can
see it.”

He kept on talking, but she didn’t hear anything. Somewhere around here,
someone was practicing magic.

She ran a fingernail across the back of her forearm. It barely hurt at
all, and it drew blood. She muttered a few words she’d been taught. With
this spell, she barely had to think. This spell for making magic visible
was one of the first spells she’d been taught.

A hazy reddish glow appeared in the direction of the lake, centered on
the crowd of men and women next to the lake. Some were fishing, others
watching the boats, and still others were holding hands.

She couldn’t tell who’d cast a spell. Either she didn’t have the power
at this distance, or she didn’t have the will.

Voices whispered in her head. They told her she’d have both if she only
changed form, but she knew better than that. The light and noise of the
transformation would attract too many people’s attention, Plus, there
was the minor matter that people would recognize what she was–not only
Bloodmaiden, the Bloodlords’ greatest tool, but also one in the old
style.

That could result in a literal rather than a figurative declaration of
war by the Summerlands’ combined governments, not only the colonists but
the tribal nations around them.

Nick’s voice broke through. “I don’t know if you noticed, but those two
guys on the far right end of the group? They’re standing such that they
can see us out of the corner of their eyes. See how they’re standing
slightly diagonal? I don’t know if that means anything, but–”

One of the men drew a gun.

The man pointed his revolver at them, saying, “Don’t move!”

In the time that it took him to speak, four men had stepped away from
the group, all of them in dark suits, all of them pulling pistols out
from under their jackets.

A woman standing near them covered her mouth with her hand while the man
holding her other hand said, “God in heaven!”

Next to Amy, Nick barely moved his mouth, saying, “This isn’t as bad as
it looks–”

But she barely listened. The sound of wailing voices filled her head.
They shrieked danger and told her to change and to do it now. She didn’t
hesitate. She let the voices have their way. The shrill screaming turned
to music, and red light surrounded her as her limbs felt lighter.

Just like when she’d first transformed (on her birthday at the very same
instant her sister did), she felt the weight of armor and the cool,
smooth layer between her and it.

This time, unlike the last time, she didn’t stare down at her armor and
changed body with horror and amazement. This time, she ran, feeling the
strength in her arms and legs and power surging through her body.

Her first step threw her halfway to the crowd, and she’d drawn a spear
without thinking about it.

The members of the crowd who weren’t firing weapons at her scattered,
some of them screaming. Bullets ricocheted off her armor, and she bashed
one of them in the head with the shaft of her spear, knocking him to the
grass. He didn’t get up.

She heard a roaring noise flying in her direction. She turned toward it
in time to recognize that it was coming from a small rocket and watch
the rocket explode. The net that expanded out of it tangled two of the
men, and they fell to the ground, struggling to find their way out.

The third and the last of them dropped his gun and leapt for her.

One look at him answered the question she’d been wondering before—who
was using blood magic? Now that she’d changed, she could see that it
clung to him, a reddish haze enveloping his body.

When he aimed himself at her, it was obvious what he’d done with the
power he’d generated. His hand blurred as he aimed for Amy’s face,
moving faster than a normal human, but not faster than she could.

She batted his hand away with the shaft of her spear before she’d even
realized it.

His eyes widened as her other hand hit his cheek, but he’d backed away
enough that she grazed it, drawing blood with the gauntlet’s gem like
exterior.

He took another step back, wiping the blood with his hand, and when it
was covered, he said a word, and it burst into flame.

She’d heard of masters of blood magic who could turn blood into a fire
that ate through armor. So she knew that she should be backing away and
stabbing him with the spear, but as the hand burst into flame, the
voices burst into laughter in her head.

Letting other hands guide her, she hit the burning hand with the shaft
of her spear as he struck at her.

The flame went out instantly, the blood drying out, and turning to dust.
Then words came from her mouth that she didn’t know she knew, and the
all the blood on the man’s face turned to fire which was then drawn into
the blade of the spear.

His face turned white, and he fell to the ground, lying there unmoving
as memories of his life appeared in her head.

She didn’t want them, but they answered every question she would have
had about how they happened to be there.

Nick’s voice snapped her out of a parade of events from the man’s life.
“Amy? Are you in there?”

“What? I…” She let go of the form, and in a flash of red found herself
wearing her clothes.

He blinked, and stiffened as she changed, but it didn’t stop him from
saying, “We need to go.”

He pointed toward the nearest trees. “There aren’t that many people
around, and nobody’s dead, so we should be able to disappear. People
don’t die when you pull fire from their heads, right? He is breathing.”

They ran away from the lake, and made their way back to the gyrocopter,
staying near trees whenever possible. When they’d gotten far enough
away, Nick stopped next to a group of trees. No one could be seen
nearby. Nick shook his head. “That was amazing. You, or she, or both of
you were moving too quickly for me to follow most of the time. Did any
of that make a bit of sense to you? I mean, whoever that last guy was,
he was moving quickly too.”

“I…” She took a breath. “I don’t know their names, but he was a member
of the Bloodlords’ Guard. They sent him and all of them here to kill
me.”

Nick glanced back toward the lake. “What’s the Bloodlords’ Guard?”

Amy pulled her arms to her chest and looked him in the eye. “You know
that there’s the old line of Bloodmaidens and the new one.”

Nick nodded.

“The Bloodlords’ Council advised the emperor in the bad old days, and
after the last of the old line killed the royal family, it became the
Lords’ Council—officially. It’s still the same families. They’re the
most powerful users of blood magic. The Guard never changed their name,
and it’s loyal to the Council. It’s officially loyal to our family too
as we’re members of the Council, but we bring our own guards to
sessions. We know where their loyalty lies.

“I knew they were nervous about me, but I thought the Harcourts were
their only agents.”

Nick stared at her. “You knew that and you’re still traveling with
them?”

Keeping her voice calmer than she felt, she said, “There’s more to this
than just me. It’s important to the family that I’m out of reach of
whatever’s going on back home.”

Nick stood up a little straighter and took his hands out of his pockets.
“What’s going on back home?”

“I don’t know,” she said. All of it washed over her then—the shock of
her first transformation, having to leave her home, her family and
everything familiar, and then the fight. She could still see the
expression on each of the men’s faces when she took them down. During
the fight, she’d felt nothing—except maybe satisfaction.

Tears rolled down her cheek and then she began to sob.

Nick’s mouth opened, but he shut it before saying anything. Then he took
a step closer to her and put his hand on her shoulder. She leaned into
him, still crying. After a moment, he held her in both arms.

They stayed that way for a time. Then she pulled away, and he let go.

“Are you okay?” Nick asked, glancing toward at a gap in the trees to
check the lake again.

Amy shook her head. “No.”

Then she thought about what she’d done. If she’d been home, holding him
would have caused problems that wouldn’t have been over for months. But
she wasn’t home, she told herself, was she? For that matter, she wasn’t
going to be here much longer either.

She grabbed a handkerchief out of a pocket and dried her face. “I’ll
just be a moment.”

“Take your time. They’re still down. They’re taking the two guys you hit
away in a wagon. They can’t move themselves.”

She almost started crying again, but this time, she blinked away the
tears. “What happened to the men you fought?”

Nick grinned. “Still caught in the net. Sleeping, in fact. There’s a
poison on the threads. Um… Was this your first fight? If it was, you
were amazing.”

Amy smiled a little at that. “It might surprise you, but they don’t
encourage princesses to learn how to fight. I learned a little, but
mostly because my twin sister was going to become the Bloodmaiden, and
everybody knew it. She didn’t want me to feel left out. I know more
about magic. I assume that you’ve been trained to fight?”

Nick shrugged. “Captain Lee, a friend of my grandfather’s, taught me the
basics and a bit more.”

“I heard your grandfather mention him. I assume he’s very good?”

Nick grinned. “My understanding is that he’s utterly terrifying in
battle, and that’s not surprising. I think he’s got Elder blood in him,
so he’s had hundreds of years to learn. You’d know more about that than
I would. Aren’t most of the nobility descended from the Elders?”

Amy put away her handkerchief. “That’s what I’m told. I wonder if we
should go back? If they found us, there might be others.”

Herbert Johnson, the man whose memories she’d absorbed, didn’t know of
any, but he didn’t have any special need to know. Well, so far as she
could tell. His memories were a jumble when she took them, and she felt
sure that she was losing them moment by moment.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Nick was watching her, hand held out as if
he thought she might need support.

“I’m fine. I don’t know what you know about the old Bloodmaiden’s
abilities, but remember the man with the fiery hand? I took his
memories. I don’t know how. I was remembering them as we talked.”

Nick blinked. “I had no idea. Did you know that the Elders did that?
That’s in texts about fighting them—the ones that didn’t get burned
during their rule.”

Amy shivered. “I did. Please don’t tell anyone. Oh, and this is going to
sound silly after everything else we’ve discussed, but please don’t tell
anyone about how I broke into tears, and what happened after.”

Nick frowned, and then his eyes widened. “Oh, right. I did learn that
much about royalty in school. Your marriages are used to pull the empire
together. Rumors of a romance with some boy in the Summerlands would
cause problems.”

She smiled at him. “It might cause problems for you too.”

“Unlikely,” Nick said. “I’m not going out with anybody. I almost dated a
girl last year, but it turned out that she was a werewolf. When her pack
realized what we were doing, they left. I don’t know where they went.”

Amy stared at him. “A werewolf? They’ve killed whole villages.”

Shrugging, Nick said, “She looked like a normal girl when we met. I
didn’t find out about the werewolf part till later.”

They walked back to the gyrocopter landing area hand in hand. She wasn’t
precisely sure how that had happened. Their hands had bumped a couple
times, and then, if she was honest with herself, she had to admit that
she’d taken his hand. On the other hand, he didn’t have to walk next to
her, and she was fairly sure that he’d bumped her hand first. So, they’d
had the same mutually bad idea.

And it was a bad idea. She was literally leaving tomorrow, possibly for
ten years. Plus, if everything went well, and her parents brought her
home next year… Well, if any hint of this reached the tabloids, it would
be the royal scandal of the season.

On the other hand, given what she’d become, her existence was a scandal.
Even if she could go home, the smart choice would be for her parents to
use her to frighten their enemies, not make alliances.

In one sense, it was the end of everything she’d ever expected, but in
another she was free.

She wouldn’t have to be part of a sham marriage built on a need to keep
the peace or provide heirs. The old line of Bloodmaidens had only rarely
gotten married, but they’d had lovers. Of course, this was back when
there was no empire, and the family ruled little more than their own
islands. They were a rougher and wilder clan back then–

Voices and images interrupted her thoughts, the voices telling her about
loves lost and found during both war and peace. The images told her more
about the human body, male and female than she’d ever known or
wanted to know.  It wasn’t all people having sex, and there were as
many or more sweet and slightly awkward scenes, but it was too much.

She found that her cheeks were burning.

Nick turned his head toward her. “Are you alright? If you’re
uncomfortable…”  His grip loosened.

She squeezed his hand. “No. It’s not you. It’s… Listen, I can hear all
the Bloodmaidens of the old line in my head. They’re all offering me
advice. Some of them are nice. Some are smart. Some have the restraint
of a cat in heat. Guess what they’re telling me?”

He blushed, but then he stopped. “Do you have all of their knowledge?
That would be hundreds of years of magical background, or history, or
combat. Think about that. That would be amazing. Have you used it?”

She stopped walking. She was about to say no, but, “I think I did when
we were fighting the assassins. I never learned how to use the spear–at
least not that well.”

Nick furrowed his brow. “Do you think they could take over?”

“I hope not.” She didn’t feel like they could. For all that they
shouted, she didn’t feel like anything but herself.

Inside her head, she heard only a chorus of denial, all of the past
Bloodmaidens saying, “No”–all except one, the closest one to her. That
one said nothing, and now that Amy thought about it, the closest one
hadn’t ever said anything.

That one only watched.

Amy looked up at Nick. “We need to get to the gyrocopter. There might be
more of them. Anyone with any magic sensitivity at all will have felt me
change.”

Nick’s eyes widened, and he nodded. “That’s a good point.”

They hurried to the copter, no longer holding hands, and took to the
air. The sun had fallen in the sky since they’d gone to the park. It
wasn’t dark, but the sun was setting. It hung in the west. Amy wondered
if the towers there were all part of New Amsterdam or other cities that
butted up against each other.

Whatever the truth was, towers extended as far the eye could see.

Nick landed the gyrocopter, and the Harcourts burst into the room as
Nick and Amy pushed the copter into the storage room that served as its
hangar. Mr. Harcourt’s first words were shouted at full volume,
“Whatever possessed you to change in the middle of this city?”

Not waiting for a response, he turned toward Nick, “And what gave you
the idea to take a princess who is supposed to be going into hiding out
into the middle of a city?”

Nick opened his mouth, but beyond the word, “I…” nothing more came out.

Red light filled the room along with music and the wails of all the past
Bloodmaidens. The wailing was only heard in Amy’s head, but she heard it
very well as she transformed.

Meeting Mr. Harcourt’s eyes, she felt her eyes narrow as his grew wider.
“You’ve no right. You don’t know why we had to.”

Amy’s hands had stopped touching the copter’s wing when she changed, but
she knew without asking that she was strong enough to throw it at him if
she wanted to, and if the room weren’t so small.

Breaking William Harcourt’s neck wouldn’t take much effort either.

Agnus Harcourt touched William’s shoulder, pulling him backward, and
saying, “Of course not, your highness.”

Mr. Harcourt tried to pull away from her, but Agnus kept her hand on his
suit coat. “Let me go, if we don’t stand up to her, she’ll never respect
us.”

He put his right hand in the front pocket of his suit coat. Amy didn’t
know what was in it, but the pocket glowed with the red of blood magic.

Nick’s grandfather entered the room with no sign of weakness, walking
like a much younger man than his years. Amy saw no sign of magic, but
she thought she heard the clacking of gears as he took a step. His suit
jacket and pants seemed bulkier than before too.

“There will be no violence under this roof,” he said.

He wasn’t alone. Along with him came a long haired man in the blue
jacket and white pants of New Amsterdam’s army.  He held a short sword
in each hand. “Harcourt,” he said. “I see that your head is still
attached to your body. It’d be a shame if that changed.”

Mr. Harcourt pulled his hand out of his pocket and let his wife pull him
back.

Captain Lee nodded to Amy. “My ladies,” he said. “It’s good to meet the
most recent of your number.”

Amy felt approval from some of those inside her, fear from others, and
saw no sign of magic in him at all. Whatever Nick might say, he was no
Elderkin.

The women in her head agreed. He wasn’t descended from the Elders. He’d
existed before they’d come through the portal to Earth. The first
Bloodmaiden knew him then. Her voice echoed in Amy’s mind. “We only
thought he was a mercenary, but when the gilfangs of Korandur’s Deep
crawled up to the surface, it became obvious that he was more than
simply a man. He didn’t wear his current shape then, but he liked those
swords.”

The other Bloodmaidens whispered, and Amy caught glimpses of their
memories. Whatever he was, he was dangerous and so powerfully magical
that he didn’t even appear to be connected to magic.

In his favor, he terrified the Harcourts. This was someone she needed to
know better.

In a flash of red, she let the Bloodmaiden form fall away. She gave a
small bow which Captain Lee matched, and she said, “The first
Bloodmaiden remembers you as do many of the others. I can’t speak for
all of them, but many are glad to see you.”

Captain Lee smiled. “Many, eh? That’s better than I might expect. Could
be that it’s been so long since they’ve been embodied that they’ve
lowered their standards.”

Amy sensed amusement from more than one of those inside her at that.

Then Captain Lee nodded. “The first Bloodmaiden, eh? Gilfangs and winter
wolves if I remember.”

Amy felt approval from within her, and she said, “Yes, that’s it.”

Lee’s swords disappeared from his hands. It wasn’t flashy. They were
there and then they weren’t. “Well,” he said, “I could stay and
reminisce about very, very old times, but there are a few other things
that need my attention. I expect that I’ll see you in the future one way
or another. Until then, be well.”

He nodded to her as he walked out, waved to Nick’s grandfather, and
grinned at the Harcourts.

The Harcourts moved out of his way, and he walked through the door.

When he’d left, Joe walked around the copter wing to stand next to Nick
and Amy. “Unless the two of you ate while you were out, you’ll want to
come to the dining room. Giles’ staff made dinner. On the way down,
we’ll want to talk about what happened out there.”

Nick and Amy explained what had happened, interrupted by questions from
Nick’s grandfather, and sometimes William and Agnus Harcourt.

As they talked, Amy noticed that this was the only floor she’d seen so
far that didn’t look like an inventor’s laboratory or a warehouse. This
level had white, plaster walls, black wood near the ceiling and running
along the floor, and black and white tile covering the floor.

It looked like a place that a person might want to live in.

The dining room had a balcony and window that looked out over the city.
The long table in the middle of the room was covered with a tablecloth,
and blue and white decorated plates. A man and woman in dark red and
white uniforms stood next to the door. The woman’s uniform included an
apron.

Both on the servants’ uniforms showed a coat of arms that had a bolt of
lightning on the shield. Amy noted it for future reference.

William Harcourt stared at it. “Is there any way,” he asked as they all
sat at the table, “of moving up Hardwick’s arrival time? Their
misadventure this afternoon shows that it’s only a matter of time before
the Council’s assassins attack here.”

Joe shook his head. “There’s no way they can get here more quickly.
They’re taking a dirigible overnight, and they’ll be here tomorrow
morning. In the meantime, we’ve taken precautions against blood magic.
Captain Lee is only the most obvious of them.”

Harcourt glowered. “I’m a master practitioner of blood magic, and I’ve
seen no sign of anything that could prevent my entrance.”

Joe picked up a roll and began to butter it. “We know practitioners from
many magical disciplines. Consider the fact that you can’t detect our
defenses a mark of their quality. Remember that you were captured when
you broke in.”

Harcourt’s mouth tightened. “I never encountered hostile magic.”

Joe nodded. “That you know of, yes.”

Harcourt opened his mouth to continue the argument, but Agnus put her
hand on his arm. “Either it will work or it won’t. We can take our own
precautions.”

Joe gave her a small smile. “You may, but please only within your own
rooms. I’m told that working magic in the halls could be dangerous.”

The rest of the meal was calmer. Amy and Nick talked mostly with each
other. Joe appeared to know a number of people in common with the
Harcourts, and they talked about them for the rest of dinner and some
time into the evening.

When they all went to bed, Amy found herself alone in a bedroom that if
smaller than hers at home looked to be more comfortable than a blimp’s
stateroom. It had a wide bed and rugs that covered most of the floor.

With nothing more to do, she opened up one of her suitcases and began to
look for her nightclothes.

A soft knock came from the door of what she’d thought was a closet.
Nick’s voice came from inside. “I hope you’re still dressed. My
grandfather wanted to give you the final say on where you go.”

Amy turned toward the door, leaving the suitcase open on her bed. “I’m
dressed. You may come in.”

The closet door opened, and Nick walked out, brushing against her coats
where they hung in the back, and shutting the door.

Amy considered stepping around him and opening the door, but didn’t.
“How did you get in there? I looked in that closet.”

Nick glanced back at the door and then back to her. “The wall on the
left side opens into a hidden passageway. You press on a panel a third
of the way up the wall. It’s no big deal.”

“Wait,” she said. “Can you spy on people in their rooms?”

Nick gave a half smile. “Yes, but we don’t unless there’s a good reason.
 For example, Harcourt got in here once, and we kept track of him by
following him in the passages, and eventually cornered him.  We don’t
check in on people we trust.”

“Good. Don’t. I was just about to change when you got here.”  Another
thought came to her. “Why was Harcourt here?”

Nick’s mouth opened, but he didn’t say anything at first. Then, “Well…”

“Just tell me.”

Somewhere outside, a horse neighed and a wagon clattered down the
street.

Nick sighed. “Ok. Grandpa’s pretty sure he broke in to see the
dimensional gateway we’ve got downstairs, probably on behalf of your
father or the Council. I don’t think either of them knew for sure before
that.”

Amy frowned. “Why did they even suspect? I’ve never heard of anyone
having their own portal.”

“In the Nightmare War, the creatures were coming through a portal, and
the only way to close it off was from the inside. Grandpa and his
friends never went in that anyone saw, but they did come out when it
began to close. I imagine that was a clue, or at least it would be for
your intelligence services.”

Amy ignored the comment about the Empire’s intelligence services. She
knew very well that they had spies everywhere they could. The first part
of what he’d said was the interesting part. “How would your grandfather
be involved in the war at all? I was always told that the Bloodlords’
Guard and my great aunt Mina, the Bloodmaiden, working with our best
troops, closed the portal.”

Nick nodded. “That’s all true, but the Summerlands Adventurers’ League
was also there, and my grandfather was then, and still is, in the
League.”

“Oh.” She’d seen guards and servants reading about the Adventurers’
League, but she never read the books herself. “Was he the armored one?”

“Yeah. He was the only one without any kind of magic.” Nick pulled out a
simple wooden chair from the corner and sat down. “He still puts on
armor when they need him to, but lately that’s been me.”

Amy sat down on the bed. The bed cover was coarser than what she had at
home. “I’d think so. He’s got to be ninety years old. Armor or not, I’d
think that his bones would break unless he’s Elderkin.”

Nick shook his head. “He’s not, but he is aging better than most people.
So is my grandmother.  There are people in the League whose magic can
slow aging down.”

Grabbing one of the poles that held up the bed’s canopy, Amy said,
“There are people who would pay or even kill for that.”

“I know, but the League’s a secret society–sort of. They try to keep
what they do quiet even if it does get embellished. Speaking of which,
they’re involved with all of this. A League member owns the building.
They found and repaired the dimensional gateway as a group. As of the
moment your father called us, getting you out of here became a League
project.”

She said, “So now I’m in a penny dreadful?”

Nick grinned. “I guess. We’re both in whatever book takes place years
after the famous stories end. Which reminds me, where  do you want to
go? Harcourt wants to go someplace extremely different, someplace where
assassins will stick out because they won’t know how people look or they
won’t know the culture. The idea is that it would be too much to absorb
all at once.”

Amy put her hand to her chin, and sat there, thinking. “That’s a good
idea. I wouldn’t have thought of it, but honestly, I’m more frightened
of him. It’s not likely they can travel to another universe, but he’s
worried that I’m a danger and he’ll be with me.  You saw what he was
like this afternoon, and I can’t say that he’s entirely wrong. Back in
the bad old days there were twin Bloodmaidens who fought over control of
the Empire. It happened more than once. They sent one off to be fostered
or exiled, and they’d come back leading armies against the family.”

She pulled her legs up to her chest, and wrapped her arms around them.
“What I’m worried about is that he’ll interpret even my good intentions
as high treason. My father told him that he wasn’t supposed to do
anything to me unless I actually was planning to take over the throne.
The problem is that my father told me that if it took a long time for
them to bring me back, the family was probably in trouble. If that were
true, coming back with an army would be the best thing I could do.”

Nick leaned back in the chair, and didn’t say anything at first. Then he
said, “Why didn’t he tell Harcourt?”

Amy thought about it. “Probably because he might be involved, or might
be friendly to someone who is. They’re sending me away because I make
the Lords nervous. Being nervous might be enough to justify a coup, and
even if he wouldn’t participate in the coup itself, he might be against
me setting it right–especially if I were putting together an army.”

She let her legs back down to the floor. What was she, ten?

“You know what?” She leaned forward, both arms to her sides. “He’s
afraid of your Captain Lee. Send me to an alternate dimension where he
exists. If I hired him, that might make Harcourt think twice before he
tries anything.”

“Huh,” Nick said. “That’s a good idea, but Lee’s a bit of a wild card as
a mercenary. You’d probably be better off someplace where he’s connected
to another version of me or Grandpa.”

She thought about it. “Can you do that?”

“I think so. Lee ends up being connected to my family in a lot of
different universes apparently.”

Amy gave a small smile. “I’ll see you and your grandfather both then.
Maybe I’ll send your greetings.”

Nick grinned. “Yeah, that would be neat. ‘Another you told me to say
hello?’ I’d want to know how much he was like me, and how. Of course,
whoever that Nick is, he wouldn’t be me. It’s anyone’s guess what he’d
think.”

She raised an eyebrow. “How different could he be?”

Shrugging, Nick said, “I don’t know. There are an infinity of
possibilities. Even assuming I have the same potential everywhere, I’m
sure I won’t care about exactly the same things, and who knows how
different it might be? For example, maybe it worked out with Haley—the
werewolf girl. Or maybe I never learned how to fight from Lee, or
Grandpa died when I was two… It boggles the mind.”

Nodding, she got up from the bed and walked over to the window. The
building was a little taller than the brick factory across the street,
giving her a view of New Amsterdam’s skyline. Even at night, some towers
stood out. Gyrocopters landed and took off from one tower far, far in
the distance, running lights blinking.

She’d never see this city again after tomorrow, and if she were unlucky,
she’d never see any city in the Northern Islands either.

Nick walked up and stood next to her. “I should probably go. Your
guardians will notice me if I stay too long, and since I know what you
want, I can tell Grandpa.”

She turned and looked up at him. He’d been looking out the window too,
but as she turned, he did too, and their eyes met. “Thank you. I never
expected anyone here to care what happened to me. I’m grateful you asked
me if I wanted to escape before, and that you’re giving me choices now.
There’s a chance that I’ll come back. It won’t be soon, but until then
know that I won’t forget you.”

She took his hand, and then leaned toward him. It was inappropriate, and
far too forward, but, she reminded herself, she was inherently
scandalous now.

He caught her hint, leaned toward her, and they kissed. He didn’t quite
aim perfectly. His lips ended up a little above where they should have
been, but it was all right. They adjusted.

After a little while, they pulled away from each other, still holding
hands.

“I didn’t expect that,” Nick said quietly.

She felt a hint of a smile tug at her mouth. “Neither did I.”

Letting go with his right hand, he touched above his heart. “Did you
know that your necklace was glowing?”

She looked down. The red gem on her necklace was glowing. She’d hid
it under her shirt where the gem made a soft red circle. “No. I didn’t.”

She touched it with her free hand, willing it to go dark. The glow
dimmed, but didn’t fade entirely. “It appeared when I became the
Bloodmaiden. I can’t take it off, and I can’t completely control it.”

“Really?” Nick stared at it. “Too bad that you’re leaving so soon. I’ve
got friends who could analyze it, and maybe help you figure it out.”

“I wish I were staying longer too.” They hung on to each other’s hands
for a minute longer, saying nothing.

Then Nick let go. “I should go,” he began.

“I know.” She watched as he stepped into the closet and shut the door.
When she opened it a moment later, she found only coats inside.

She decided to find her nightclothes, walked over to the bed, and opened
her suitcase. As she went through her clothes, she felt a twinge. She
wasn’t sure for sure what it meant, but she suspected it was blood
magic. It felt a little like her change, but much less powerful, and
from a distance—maybe as close as the street below.

Turning off the lights so that no one outside would see her, she moved
her face close to the window. She didn’t see anything on the street or
on the roof of the buildings on the other side of the street.

Pulling out a pin, she stuck herself, and with a few words, used the
drop of blood to see if any blood magic were being performed nearby.

Again, she couldn’t see anyone or any scrap of power. She considered
transforming, but didn’t, guessing that if she’d felt a spell that was
being used to search for her, the last thing she wanted to do was
confirm it.

She’d have to tell Harcourt though. Just as well that she still hadn’t
found her bedclothes yet, she wasn’t ever going to get to sleep.



The Next Morning:

Along with the Harcourts, and several suitcases, Amy stood on the black
and silver platform she’d seen the night before. They were in the middle
of the room. Joe and Nick stood behind the wooden podium near it. Nick
read Joe numbers from his side of the podium. Joe pushed buttons and
read off other numbers to Nick, causing Nick to run out into the room to
check the rows of brass topped canisters, and the wiring that led from
the canisters to the platform.

A low hum came from the platform below her.

She hadn’t had any time to talk with Nick. They’d exchanged waves from
across the room when she’d come in, but nothing more. He’d been moving
ever since and probably before. All for the best then that they’d said
their goodbyes last night.

Footsteps came from outside the room, and a man in the red livery with a
lightning bolt family crest stood in the doorway. “Mr. Vander Sloot.
Master Hardwick and his heir have entered the building. He sends word
that there are a number of men gathered down the street. He thinks that
they’re coming toward this building, sir.”

Joe looked up from the dials on the podium, shook his head, and sighed.

Moments later, three more people came through the door. The first two
were teenagers—a boy and a girl, holding
hands. The boy wore a sporty blue jacket
made of wyvern leather in a style that had been popular at Court last
year. He was short—only a little taller than the girl who came in with
him—and his brown hair went down to his shoulders, a style that was
still popular.

His eyes darted from one spot to another in the room, and he grinned as
he took it all in.

A low murmuring came from the voices in her head when she saw the girl.
Blonde, blue eyed and pale skinned, the girl wore a brown leather coat
and pants—the kind Amy had seen in illustrations of colonists and
frontiersmen. From her clothes alone, it was obvious to Amy that this
person didn’t care about fashion at all, but that was the least of it.

The girl’s ears had a slight point, and her walk hinted at a physical
strength that didn’t fit with her slim frame.

Based on a steady stream of memories, Amy guessed that whoever this girl
was, she was more Elder than human.

Nick knew both of them, looking up from the wire he’d been checking to
shout, “Vaughn! Cassie!” He waved his right hand. “Vaughn, you’ll need
to go over to the corner. Cassie, you’ll need to stand next to the door,
and be ready to uh…”

“Fight,” said the third person to enter. Nearly bald with a ring of
white hair around his head, he wore a black suit with a silver lightning
shaped pin on his tie. He carried a black, wooden cane, accented with
silver metal, but didn’t walk with the weakness she would have expected.

To her surprise, she recognized him as Giles Hardwick. He’d been
introduced to her last year at Court as an ambassador from the
Summerlands.

Amy sensed powerful magic around him (and his grandson) without even
trying.

At the sound of Giles’ voice, Joe looked up from the podium. “Up for a
fight, Giles?”

“As ever,” Giles said. “But remember when we arranged defenses for this
building? We were assuming at most ten people sneaking in. It appears
that several times that will be attacking tonight.”

Joe frowned. “Then I suppose we’ll be redesigning again tomorrow.”

Outside, someone screamed and fell past one of the front windows. He was
followed by a head and a hand. The hand was on fire.

Giles raised an eyebrow and crossed the room to stand a few feet behind
Joe. “Captain Lee’s on the roof?”

Joe chuckled. The end of the chuckle was overwhelmed by a solid sounding
thump, followed by a flash of lightning and the crack of thunder.

“I’m going to guess,” Joe said, “that they tried to batter down the
front door. They’ll know that only works once soon enough. Cassandra,
please be ready.”

Cassie grinned and pulled a curved dagger off her belt. Made of a black
metal, it was spiderwebbed with veins of dark red running down the
blade. “I am ready.”

The voices in Amy’s head wasted no time in pointing out that it was one
of the Elder’s weapons, an old one that originated wherever they came
from.

“Dammit,” Harcourt muttered. “What did I say, Vander Sloot? Give me a
moment and I’ll join the defense.”

Joe narrowed his eyes and stared. “Stay where you are unless you plan to
stay. The fight will end when you’re gone, and we can hold them till
then.”

Harcourt clenched his fists. Then, pulling a revolver from inside his
jacket, Harcourt said, “I’ll assist from here then.”

Nodding, Joe said, “Don’t shoot the batteries.”

From below came the hum of a big engine followed by a crash, and the
sounds of shattering, splintering, and tearing.

Joe turned away from the noise. “Nicholas, have all the connections been
checked?”

Nick looked up from staring at the floor. “Two more to go.”

In a low voice, Joe said, “Quickly.” Turning toward Vaughn’s corner of
the room, he said, “Are you ready? Charge up now, and let it go when
Nicholas gives the word.”

Vaughn saluted, grinning. Joe ignored it.

From below came the sound of shouting, and boots hitting tile on the
stairway. The noise echoed in the stairwell past Cassie’s doorway, and
then a man stepped through.

Cassie’s knife arm whipped out, and she cut his neck. The red veins in
her knife glowed brighter, and for a moment, the man’s blood flowed
upward toward it.

Punching the next man, she ducked, avoiding a shot from his pistol, and
cut the inside of his leg. Blood spurted out, and he fell over. Cassie,
in turn, blurred with speed, stepping over him and into the stairwell.

Screams came from inside, and then gunshots, one after the other.

Over the noise, Nick shouted, “Connections checked!” He ran toward the
middle of the room and the podium where his grandfather stood, jumping
over the clusters of wires on the wooden floor.

From the corner, Vaughn shouted, “Charging!”

Amy shielded her eyes as bright, white lightning illuminated the room.
Meanwhile, more gunshots came from the stairwell. This time, Cassie
screamed.

As the  bright light faded, the first men entered the room, pistols
drawn.  They were dressed in black suits, none of them unusual, but seen
all together, they were obviously the same design.

She didn’t see them for long.

A bolt of reddish tinged lightning surged forward from Giles Hardwick’s
hands, and the men fell forward, unconscious, or dead.

“Careful with that,” Joe turned away from the dimensional gateway’s
control panel to give Giles a look. “They’re not going anywhere if you
short out the system.”

The next man stepped over the bodies, pistol in hand, and a web of red
floating in front of him.

Amy remembered seeing that spell. It protected against lightning, a
favorite of weather mages, and there was a counterspell. She didn’t know
it, and for the first time in her life, she wished she did.

Next to her, William Harcourt mumbled a few words, raised his own pistol
and fired. The bullet left a bloody trail in the air, flying straight
through the floating web and stopping in the man’s chest. He fell
backward, landing on the other two men.

Standing behind the podium next to his grandfather, Nick said, “It looks
like we’ve made the connection to the target world.”

Joe pressed a few more buttons, and said, “Confirmed. Time to set up the
power surge.”

After that they talked too softly for her to hear.

“Harcourt,” said a tenor voice from beyond the door. It reminded Amy of
the palace guards, and that didn’t surprise her at all.

Harcourt frowned. “Sebastian? What do you want?”

“Something you’ll find easy to do. She’s a destabilizing influence. Give
her to us, and we’ll let you go.”

Harcourt’s lips curled. “I’m loyal to the Empire, and I promised to take
her away. I will keep that promise.”

Sebastian said, “Even if the Empire burns?”

Agnus Harcourt pulled something out of her jacket. It was a black knife
much like Cassie carried. She held it by her side, hidden from direct
view by her husband.

“Sebastian,” Agnus said, “you can’t speak to what the Empire will do.
I’ve met both the Emperor and Empress, and you are neither.”

“I was tasked to do this by the Bloodlords Council. The princess is a
danger as you well know.”

Agnus said, “A danger that we’re bringing to another universe where
she’ll be unable to destabilize anything.”

William Harcourt, still holding his gun in the voice’s direction said,
“Come out. Let’s talk about it some more.”

The man began to laugh, but it didn’t last long, ending in a wet noise,
followed by a head rolling out of the doorway on to the floor. Cassie
stepped out after it, giving it a small kick.

She walked with no difficulty, but her chest had four bullet holes, and
her leg two. New pink skin showed through the holes in her clothing.

From the corner, Vaughn laughed. “Thought you were alive.”

Cassie smiled, looking like she was about to reply, but then she whipped
her head toward  the other side of the room, staring at metal staircase
that went up to the third floor three quarters of the way across the
room.

Four men were coming down, guns in their hands, and firing. Shots hit
the podium. One hit Joe. He fell backwards on to the floor.  Nick dove
after him. Giles ran toward the podium and crouched behind it.

Somewhere among the rows of batteries, came the sound of a ricochet, and
amid the gateway’s growing hum came a crackling sound Amy hadn’t heard
at first.

Amy assumed Nick was helping his grandfather, but as much as she
approved, she couldn’t help but notice that no one was manning the
gateway.

At the same time William Harcourt turned around, pointing his gun toward
the stairway and firing. The head of the lowest man on the stairway
exploded in response.

Harcourt fired two more shots, cursed, and began to reload his revolver.

Joe said something Amy didn’t understand between the sound of gunshots,
and Nick stood up, pushing buttons and pulling levers on the podium. The
humming grew louder. Amy could feel the vibrations in her legs.

As a grayish cloud began to form around the cluster of men on the
stairwell, one of them jumped off it, impossibly clearing a quarter of
the room, and running toward the podium. Someone, probably Cassie,
shouted, “Duck,” in time for Nick to duck and a bullet to hit the wall
behind him.

The man was still running toward the podium, gun in his outstretched arm
when Nick shouted, “Bye!”

Amy had been about to change regardless of the consequences, the voices
telling her to do what she wanted to do anyway, when everything turned
white and faded away.

Near Tampa, Florida: One Year Later

Amy stood on the front lawn of the house. It wasn’t as large as any of
her family’s houses, but it was large for people here. Equally large
houses stood on either side of their house, tall fences between them.
She’d never talked to the people who lived in either one.

On the other side of the house lay the ocean. She wasn’t sure what she
thought of that, or the ever present heat of this place.

Her mind went back to the reason she’d wanted to be alone. They wouldn’t
let her in to the magic school she’d applied to, and she’d let her anger
get the best of her. She’d gone there to ask why. Harcourt was still
smoothing it over.

As much of a debacle as it had been, at least she’d learned something.
They hated blood magic here. She didn’t know why, and she didn’t know
what to do about it.

Well, not entirely. She’d caught a whiff of blood magic last week.
Tonight she planned to find out what practitioners did here that made
them so hated or to find out if the Bloodlords’ Guard had found them.

After a period of time,  she walked back into the house, going straight
to the kitchen where she heated water in the microwave and dipped a tea
bag into it.

She’d heard of tea bags back home, but not good things.

Sipping the tea, she didn’t think it was so bad, and they certainly had
more flavors here. It was strange, though, to make her own tea, but they
didn’t have servants. So far as she could tell, no one had servants.
The cleaning woman, the men who cared for the lawn, and the security
guards were all employees.

That wasn’t the end of the odd little differences about this place–their
need to combine rooms for example. This house combined the dining room,
kitchen and room for entertaining guests into one big room. They had
many other rooms besides, most with no obvious purpose.

That didn’t even touch the big differences–horseless carriages
everywhere, airplanes (no airships), and the constant notifications from
her phone.

Leaning back against the cupboard, she cupped the warm mug in her hand
and listened to Harcourt talking in the other room. The words weren’t
clear, but he sounded calm. He sounded like the phone call was coming to
an end.

She wasn’t wrong. Moments later Harcourt walked around the corner. He
put the phone into a pocket on his vest and glared at her.  “I hope you
heard that.”

Amy shrugged. “Not much, but I can guess what happened. He was angry
because I didn’t let his secretary stall me forever, and made threats
that he has no hope of following up on. You made it clear that he was
better off with us as friends than enemies, and that on our world I was
some sort of spoiled princess. Then you apologized, calmed him down, and
you were done. Does that cover it?”

His lip curled. “You have no idea how much risk you put us all in even
by applying to that school. They hate blood magic here. I’ve made
inquiries, discreet inquiries, and learned that sorcerors of competing
schools of magic join forces to destroy sorcerers that use blood magic.
Can you imagine the kind of risk bursting in to the school president’s
office and all but threatening him brings? What could you possibly have
been thinking?”

He all but shouted the last sentence.

Amy put the mug down on the counter. If it wasn’t in her hands, she
wouldn’t throw it at him.

“I was thinking,” she began, “that they already knew I was here. You and
I both know that when I change, anyone nearby with the slightest magical
sensitivity feels it. Powerful people can sense it from across the
ocean. Anyone that we need to fear is already making plans for us, and I
need the best training I can get.”

Barely moving his jaw, he said, “I’m training you.”

Amy rolled her eyes. “You are not. You’ve got a copy of the book they
used to train the old line of Bloodmaidens, but you’re barely using it.
Half of the exercises you make me do aren’t even in the book. You’re
doing your best not to train me at all.”

He nodded slowly. “My duty is to the Empire, not you. The moment you
have full command of your potential, you threaten it. Your sister needs
to be secure in her power before you go back. If you follow my program
you’ll be fully trained, but she will have the advantage.”

Amy shook her head. “I don’t want to fight my sister.”

Harcourt shook his head. “Many a royal sibling has said the same before
the lure of the throne becomes fully felt.”

Amy began to reply, but realized that the conversation was going
nowhere. She picked up her mug, didn’t throw it, and walked down the
hall, and up the stairway to the second floor where her room was.

She didn’t make it all the way to the room. Agnus Harcourt stood next to
the wall only a few feet from the stair. Amy could see Agnus’ Elder
blood more clearly since they’d left. The Elder knife in Agnus’ hand
during the fight had been the clue she’d needed. She didn’t appear to be
as strongly Elder as Cassie, but she was closer than most people.

Agnus’ long, black hair covered the points of her ears–that and the hats
she wore. Here, she wore a simple red dress, no hat, and had her hair
pulled back.

“You’ve been arguing with my husband.” She wasn’t accusatory. If
anything, she sounded amused.

“Yes.” Amy didn’t see any point in denying it.

Agnus smiled, showing canines that were slightly longer than a normal
person’s, but were only obviously so if you knew to look. “Remember
William and I have been serving the Crown for centuries. As frustrating
as you might find him right now, his suspicions have often proved
correct. Give him the chance to know you, and he’ll change his mind.”

Amy smiled at her. She deserved a smile even if it wasn’t completely
real. Agnus wasn’t that bad. “I’ll try.”

She walked down the hall, stepped into her room, and changed. It was the
same as every other time–red light like the glow from the gem on her
necklace, singing, and somewhere deep chanting. Amy couldn’t quite
 understand the words of the chant, but she had a feeling that she
wouldn’t like them if she could.

Taller, stronger, and covered in armor, she opened the window. Even as
Agnus ran for the door saying, “Amelia,” she crawled out, flying into
the night.

It didn’t take long before she caught the scent of blood magic, and it
was the same place as before. She was flying over a housing development,
or at least it was supposed to be. It was only partially finished when
the housing bubble burst. They’d cut down the trees, and flattened the
land, but only put up a few houses, none of which they’d sold. In the
meantime, the plants had grown back, but they weren’t grass, giving the
place a wild, post-apocalyptic feeling during the day.

During the night, it was simply dark. A few streetlights had been
installed, but none were lit.

Amy could feel that something was down there, several somethings, in
fact. She could feel blood magic centered in the third house away from
the road.

Something about it felt wrong.

Amy said a few words that Harcourt had taught her. She couldn’t fault
his knowledge or even his teaching. He knew magic, and he could explain
it. That helped make up for the fact that he was the only master of
blood magic she knew, and maybe a little bit for the fact that he was
deliberately sabotaging her progress.

Magical energies became visible before her eyes, a slight reddish tinge
where there wasn’t much power behind it, brighter red where the magic
was stronger.

At least, that’s the way it normally worked.

The third house from the  road was surrounded by spots of red, and it
wasn’t the only one. The reddest spots clustered around that house, but
she could see more next to the other houses, and a few more spots next
to trees.

Even more were scattered around the edges of the intersection.

The voices in her head found it interesting. Winifred of the Northlands,
the first Bloodmaiden,  said, “A predator’s pattern. It reminds me of
the Elders–the first ones that appeared. That was always a sign of a
good fight coming.”

Then Amy looked at the third house closely. In addition to the red spots
around it, she noticed something new. The house held a dark red stain,
barely containing it. It dripped out of the windows and the doors. Just
looking at it made her feel cold even in Florida’s heat.

A softer, more nervous voice said, “I’ve never seen that before save in
the presence of black magic–the Elders at the height of their power–when
they’d stopped acting like beasts, and allied themselves with darker
forces…  By then, they’d stopped killing indiscriminately, and instead
constructed machines that killed a person and removed his blood more
efficiently. Trying to fight them, the Empire copied those machines.”

Amy recognized the new voice as Runa,  Bloodmaiden in  one of the mostly
forgotten eras. Over the past year her voice had started to poke past
the others during these discussions. As in this one, Amy found herself
grateful. Runa often knew or noticed something no one else did.

It did worry her though, that she’d begun to know the personalities of
her predessors. She needed to spend more time with living people.

Banishing that thought, she considered her next move. From what she
could see, the black magic wasn’t being used in any intentional way, and
from what Winifred and Runa said, the creatures were indiscriminate
killers. The red marks were probably the remains of a feeding.

She willed her spear to appear in her hand and flew downward.

Landing in front of the house’s front door, Amy never stopped moving,
using the momentum to hit the door with her shoulder and smash it open.

Made of metal, it bent inward and fell to the tiled floor, cracking the
tiles.

She sensed the sources of the magic deeper in the house. It felt like
blood magic, but cold.

She couldn’t see anything down the hallway.  The house was completely
dark. It didn’t take a head full of dead, magical warriors to guess that
she’d be ambushed at the end of the corridor.

She took a moment to consider whether she should wade in, relying on her
armor to carry her through the initial attack, or use magic to even the
odds.

A moment was all her opponents needed to bring the fight to her.

She felt a chill before she realized that it wasn’t a draft from the
open doorway. There were three of them, one appeared in front of her.
The other two attempted to flank her–one on each side.

The one in front of her was a child. The boy couldn’t have been more
than ten. He wore a suit that looked brown in the red glow of her gem.
The suit looked like something that might have been worn in her own
world, but not quite.

The boy looked up at her, and said, “Interesting. You’re like us, but
you’re  not dead. What would you be like if one of us turned you, I
wonder?”

Amy felt something stirring in her mind. She’d always felt one presence
more closely than any of the others. She’d felt it, but whichever
Bloodmaiden it had been, it had never said anything.

Amy had her suspicions.

Now, however, the presence said, “No.”

The child’s eyes widened, and he took a step back. “Did she say
something?”

“No, master,” said the man to her right, a fat man in an Adidas t-shirt
and shorts. Something about his face seemed strangely attractive even if
he was looking at her much as a hungry man looks at a steak.

The woman, who was disquietingly attractive, stared at her, mouth open.
“Master, she’s–”

The boy shouted, “Grab her!”

Amy didn’t wait to be grabbed. In a move from Winifred’s memory, she
knocked the man to her right on the side of his head with the butt of
her spear, cracking bone.

Then she stabbed the woman in the heart, feeling all the woman was in
the instant of contact. The coldness she’d felt when she’d sensed black
magic returned, and along with it, an overwhelming hunger for blood.

Along with the hunger came memories.

The woman (Sheila Schettler) had been a waitress at a Waffle House
restaurant. She’d left her second shift job one night and seen a child
alone in the alley behind the restaurant. When she’d gotten close, he’d
looked into her eyes, and she’d found herself unable to do anything but
come closer.

He’d commanded her to bend over, and when she did, she’d seen his
teeth—long, sharp canines that would have been the stuff of nightmares.

They would have been if she’d been able to have nightmares after
that.

He bit into her neck, slurping and sucking with complete and total
enjoyment. Sheila never moved even though she desperately wanted to get
away. She’d thought about how her sister told her not to take the second
shift because it ended so late. She thought about her roommate, pinning
her hopes on the possibility that her roommate would call the police if
she didn’t come home.

Eventually, she stopped thinking. When her body woke up, it woke up
different, stronger, and conscienceless. Sheila was dead even if her
memories remained. Something else was in the driver’s seat.

Between what used to be Sheila and her master, they’d sucked her
roommate dry, and made another vampire out of her ex-boyfriend Phil.
What remained of Phil wasn’t much better at being a vampire than a
boyfriend, but master said there would be more soon.

At the center of what used to be Sheila was something else, and it
didn’t want to die. Amy felt it reach into her, trying to find something
to hang on to.

Within Amy though, another presence reacted—the one that had kept silent
almost the entire time since Amy became the Bloodmaiden. It said, “Don’t
make my mistake. Let go of her!”

At the same time, Amy knew what she meant even if she couldn’t explain
how. She drew the vampire’s essence toward her, but threw it out at the
same time, directing it into nothing. She didn’t know where it went, but
the woman’s body fell in on itself, turning to dust and shattered
pieces.

Pulling the Bloodspear away from where the body had stood, and pointing
it at the child, she said, “Who’s next?”

The man she’d hit with her spear (Phil) struggled to rise from the
ground, and fell over again, tripping over his own feet. Sheila had been
right. He wasn’t a particularly impressive vampire.

The child hissed at her and tried to meet her eyes. For a second she
found herself losing the ability to move, but as she did voices within
her screamed, and she drew on her own power, stabbing the vampire before
he could do anything more.

She didn’t make the same mistake twice, controlling and directing his
essence through her and into nothingness. She felt him draining away
into nothing, his memories flying past, many of them about dominating
vampires, and devouring humans.

He’d been alive for more than two hundred years, and his given name was
Jerome. She learned that without even wanting to. Paying attention to
his memories meant coming into contact with his essence, and he had so
much more of it than the first vampire. She felt certain it would
overwhelm her if she did anything more than aim it away.

It felt like it took forever even though she knew it went quickly. All
the same, despite his incompetence, she knew that Phil could still hurt
her if he attacked before she was done.

Worse, she could feel that she was getting tired.

She could sip energy from Jerome’s essence, but she knew better. It
wouldn’t be much more. She could feel that.

Steeling herself, she put more power behind it, tearing out everything
she could as quickly as she could.

It was a success. She could feel the last remnants of his personality
unravel. Whatever child must once have been there was now gone. All she
felt going past her were orgies of bloodletting. They were easy to
ignore—all except one.

Some time in the recent past, Jerome had sensed blood magic. Like her,
he’d sought it out. He knew it wasn’t the magic he’d seen some vampires
use, but he never managed to find it. Whoever used it was good enough to
evade him.

Jerome had caught her attention with that, but even a hint of interest
created a chorus of, “No!”

As much as part of her reflexively wanted to investigate purely to annoy
them, she didn’t. Jerome’s last gasp
vanished into nowhere.

The body turned into a pile of dust as Phil began to laugh. “There’s no
more master. I am master.”

He was standing. Amy turned her spear toward him, ready in case he
charged, wondering if she could destroy another.

She didn’t have to. He ran out the front door. She knew she should chase
him down, but everything in her wanted to sit.

From outside came the sound of a thump followed by a shriek. Amy shook
her head. Now, what?

Ignoring how tired she felt, Amy walked toward the front door, spear in
hand. The door stood open and she stopped just short of walking through,
waiting off to the side. In the background of her mind, the voices
murmured about different ways to strengthen herself. She didn’t have
time for any of them.

Phil lay on the porch, neck at a strange angle, but beginning to push
himself off the concrete. William Harcourt stood over him, seemingly
unafraid, possibly unaware of how powerful these creatures could be.

Phil’s head twisted, his neck straightening, teeth out, ready to
attack.

Except before he could, Harcourt shouted a series of harsh sounding
words. After the first, Phil’s arms went out, and his chest hit the
concrete. Then blood exploded out of his skin, drenching his clothes,
and spattering everywhere except where Harcourt stood.

What was left looked exactly like the vampire remains inside—dust and
desiccated chunks.

She didn’t know how he’d done it. She could imagine doing it, but it
would take at least as much power as she’d put into destroying the
others—except that he wasn’t tired. Amy wondered if he was that
powerful, or if he was simply that skilled.

“You aren’t ready to learn it yet,” a voice said. Amy recognized it as
Sybil, a Bloodmaiden as famous for her innovative magical techniques as
for being the Bloodmaiden of her time.

Harcourt turned toward her. “So how long have you been doing this?”

Amy stepped into the doorway. “Fighting vampires? Only tonight. I felt
someone using blood magic, and I thought I’d find out who.”

He tapped the remains of Phil’s body with his shoe, and a piece of
Phil’s chest crumbled into dust. “This isn’t the first time you’ve been
out. You’ve become better at hiding the burst of magic that takes place
when you change, but not so good that I haven’t felt it. When did you
start?”

She looked him in the eye. She was taller than he was after the change.
“Soon after we got here. I wanted to look around. It’s better than
sitting at home watching the television.” She tapped her armor. “This
was made to be used.”

He shook his head. “You’re not ready. You’re barely trained both in
magic and in the powers you’ve inherited—“

“And whose fault is that?” She asked, keeping her voice low.

He continued as if she hadn’t said anything. “—And this world isn’t
safe. There are real dangers hiding behind the facade. Some of the
dangers aren’t even hiding. I assume you’ve seen the ‘superheroes’ and
‘supervillains’ on the news. I’m telling you for your own good not to
reach their attention. Nothing could be more devastating than if certain
parties realize that you’re here.”

As he spoke, Amy realized that everything he was saying was ridiculous.
If he honestly feared that she wouldn’t have the skills to protect
herself, he’d be teaching her how to protect herself better. This was
nothing more than an excuse to keep her from learning much of anything.

“No,” she said.

Frowning, he looked up at her. “What do you mean, ‘no’?”

She walked out the door, onto the porch, and since Harcourt was standing
in front of the steps to the walk, she jumped off the porch, landing in
the mixture of grass and knee high weeds that passed for the lawn.

She turned back to face him. “I’m not going to stop. I saved a woman’s
life last week. A half-human, half-alligator thing was stalking her, and
I killed it. I don’t know what it was, but that doesn’t matter. She’s
alive, and she wouldn’t be if I listened to you. Consider yourself fired
from being my tutor. I’ll figure magic out by myself.”

Harcourt’s mouth hung open, but only for a moment. “Don’t be naive. You
can’t hope to figure out magic without assistance. There are dangers
that will leave you no second chance, and that’s especially true when
you’re the Bloodmaiden. You can’t—”

Amy had already decided to fly away, but another voice said, “Excuse me,
but I have another option.”

This voice came from the lawn across the walkway. Amy turned toward the
sound only to find that a man stood there. Shorter than either Harcourt
or her transformed self, he wore a dark green hooded robe and carried a
staff. The belt around his waist held many pouches of a variety of sizes
and shapes. He had dark skin, and his eyes darted between Harcourt, Amy,
and the vampire remains near Harcourt’s feet.

Harcourt stared at him, putting his hand into his suit jacket, and
pulling out the revolver Amy knew he kept there. “Who are you?”

“Most people know me as Reliquary.” He stared at Phil’s remains. “And
that is a remarkably dead vampire. I see that you’ve removed all the
blood from his body. Amazing. It seems that someone’s found a good use
for blood magic.”

Harcourt blinked. “It was effective, wasn’t it?”

Reliquary nodded. “Remarkably so. It’s a pity that the magical
establishment is too stuck in their ways to appreciate the options that
new approaches offer us. Am I right in guessing that you’re not from
this universe?”

Harcourt froze for a moment. Amy could see well enough in the darkness
to know that his eyes widened.

Not waiting to find out if he’d lie to preserve their cover, Amy said,
“That’s true.”

Harcourt caught her eye, mouth tight, but smiled at Reliquary, and gave
him a nod that hinted at a bow. “As she said, you’ve guessed correctly.
It’s not something that I’ve made known. Blood magic isn’t appreciated
in this world.”

Reliquary smiled. “No. It’s not appreciated at all. Of course, in this
world, it’s more often taught by vampires to their human servants and
acts as a gateway to becoming involved in necromancy… Let’s say that as
much as I think that the magical establishment is hidebound, I
understand their fears.

“Nonetheless, I don’t share them.”

Reliquary walked closer to the porch and to Phil’s desiccated remains.
He held his staff above the dust. Then he looked up at Harcourt. “As I
said before, that was an impressive display of magic. On the surface, it
appears to be a simple removal of life from the undead, but it’s more
complicated, a multi-layered spell that released what was left of the
poor man and destroyed any connection between the remains and replacing
spirit. That’s a flexible tool, and distinctly different from what
vampires use.”

He turned toward Amy, holding the staff between them. She could sense
magic in the staff, and that she somehow had the staff’s attention. It
didn’t have a red glow. It had a white-blue glow that emanated from
constantly moving parts. She could see the glow whirling around within
the staff, sometimes twisting and separating only to rejoin itself.

Even as Amy wondered if the staff were in some way alive, Reliquary
said, “What we see isn’t her, is it? It’s an inherited magical
construct, created with blood magic, tied to a family line… I don’t
suppose you might be willing to show me the basics of your methods,
would you? I know a number of magics that you might want to learn.”

Harcourt shook his head. “I’m afraid that I have a duty to protect the
mysteries of my craft. We have firm traditions about who we teach.”

Reliquary sighed, but then said, “That’s not unusual.”

Amy took a step, standing next to Reliquary. “I’d be willing. I’m not
a master of blood magic, but I do know the basics, and I’d like very
much to learn anything you’re willing to teach me.”

Harcourt’s fists clenched. “No!”

Amy looked up at where he stood on the porch. “You’re doing your best
not to teach me anything at all. I have better things to do than wait
ten years to learn the basics.”

Looking down at her from the porch, Harcourt said, “I forbid you to do
anything of the kind. You are my responsibility. Your father placed you
in my care.”

“My father,” she said, “gave me instructions too, and you’re making it
harder to follow them, not easier.”

Harcourt glowered down at her. “What did he say?”

She said, “I can’t tell you.” Then she turned toward Reliquary. “Teach
me. Please.”

Reliquary took a breath and gave a slow smile. “That’s the primary
reason I’m here.”

“What?” Harcourt stared.

“I teach magic at a school for superheroes, and I was told by one of my
fellow teachers to watch for you. It took some time to figure out where
you were, but I did in the end. Your change was an excellent beacon.”

Amy raised an eyebrow. “How would anyone in the school know I was here?
Was this a sorcerer?”

Reliquary shook his head. “No. It was one of the combat instructors. His
codename is Immortal, but he told me to tell you that Captain Jason Lee
vouched for you.”

Harcourt gritted his teeth. Amy said, “Oh.”

Reliquary stepped back from the porch. “I’m glad that we’ve got this
sorted out. I’ll be dropping by your house with forms to get you
involved in the Stapledon program as well as for college. Once you get
to Stapledon, one of my apprentices will teach you the basics, and I’ll
be involved in advanced courses. There aren’t as many of us learning
magic as the people learning technology, but I think you’ll enjoy it.”



One month later, she found herself moving again. All of her possessions
were packed in the back of the BMW she’d been bought. Both Harcourts had
helped her pack, but she had a feeling that William would be grateful to
have her gone. He’d barely spoken to her since they’d met Reliquary.

She leaned against the car. It was parked in the circular driveway in
front of the house, and she was torn as to whether she should simply
leave. It was tempting. She felt almost certain that William wouldn’t be
able to leave this alone.

She was right.

He walked out the front door carrying a thick book. It was black, bound
in leather, and had no words on the outside, just a representation of
the Bloodmaiden’s spear.

He opened the passenger door and put the book inside.

“Hey,” she said, “what was that?”

“It’s yours.” He walked back to the house, shutting the front door.

Letting him go, she opened the book, recognizing the smell and feel of
vellum. After flipping through the pages, it became obvious that it was
a manual for training Bloodmaidens.

She wouldn’t have expected that. If she’d known it existed, she would
have expected him to have mutilated it or never shown her the book in
the first place.

She considered walking back into the house to thank him, but then she
noticed that the entire last chapter, “Advanced Magics,” had been cut
out with a razor.

She put the book back in the passenger seat, walked over to the driver’s
side of the car, and drove away.

Epilogue: 8 Months Later…

She felt whole for the first time in hours, and tired enough that she
could sleep—not that she really could. Even if she hadn’t been fighting
aliens for the last three hours, leaving her dead tired, but at the same
time too full of energy to sit, she was in an airplane hangar. There
wasn’t any place to sit down but the concrete floor. Even if she’d
wanted to try napping, she was sharing the hangar with nearly one
hundred people, all of them veterans of the same fight.

She looked better than most, if only because her body physically
changed, and instead of being in her armor, she was now in her clothes,
the jeans and white, wool sweater she’d been wearing back when they all
thought they were about to go home.

Other people were standing in small groups and talking quietly. In fact,
Nick was sitting down on the floor reading something on his tablet,
leaning back against the block of glossy gold that had transformed into
a suit of armor before the fight.

She thought about going up to him and saying, “hi,” but what would be
the point? He wasn’t “her” Nick—if spending a day with a guy made him
hers. Besides, he seemed to be deeply involved in reading whatever it
was.

Deciding to leave him, she thought about her own
luggage. Maybe she could make it
comfortable. Maybe the floor wouldn’t be so bad.

Who was she kidding? She knew the floor would be terrible.

From behind her came a male voice. “So, are you going to talk to him?”

She didn’t need to ask who it was. She turned back over her shoulder and
said, “Asshole. I already talked to him.”

Mark grinned, managing to look like he always did, overdressed for the
occasion. He wore a dress shirt, slacks,
and a bowtie. His blond hair was cut short to the point that it was
almost a buzz cut.

A cut on his forehead was healing even as they talked.

He put his hands in his pockets. “Seriously? Because I’ve been seeing
that look for the last eight months. It’s not the ‘I talked to him’
look. It’s the ‘I don’t have the nerve to talk to him’ look, and it’s
getting old.”

“I was in his group. We bonded. It’s okay.” Amy snuck another look in
Nick’s direction. He was still reading. That was good. He’d noticed when
she’d transformed, and he wasn’t the only one. The light and music had
filled the whole hangar—embarrassing.

“But you didn’t tell him, right?” When she didn’t instantly respond, his
smile widened.

“No,” she said, “I didn’t. I’m not going to go over and tell him. That
goes way into crazy ex-girlfriend territory, and we never got that far
in my home universe. I only knew him for a day.”

Mackenzie, Mark’s sister walked up as they talked. She had the same pale
blond hair and light skin he did, but her clothes weren’t out of place.
She wore jeans and a red top. Her left hand appeared to have been cut
off and stitched back on, but there wasn’t a cut. Stitches and a red
line circled her wrist.

She looked from Mark to Amy. “Still bugging her?”

Mark scowled. “I’m not bugging her.”

Amy said, “Yes.”

Mackenzie folded her arms across her chest. “I don’t want to run your
life, but you might be happier if you said something. It’s obvious you
want to.”

Amy held up her hands. “Okay. I’ll introduce myself. Will that stop
you?”

Mark nodded his head slowly. “Sure.”

Mackenzie said, “Good luck.”

Amy checked again. Nick was still reading. Well, she thought, no time is
better than the present. She hoped they could talk when no one was
trying to kill them.

It wasn’t as if she could assume they got along naturally. When she’d
met his counterpart in her homeworld, she’d been cut off from everyone
she knew and he was the first sympathetic face she’d seen. Of course,
she’d been drawn to him. She’d needed someone desperately.

She crossed the short distance to stand in front of him. “Nick?”

He looked up, briefly confused, but then his eyes widened. He’d
recognized her. She opened by talking about what happened after they’d
separated during the battle.

“Once you got inside, the ship moved too quickly for me to do much good
with the Bloodspear. I’m sorry about that. I managed to get a few of
them, but not enough.”

She’d been useless by then, Bloodmaiden or not. The only thing that kept
her alive was her own magic and the fact that the aliens they were
fighting could regenerate. She’d duplicated the power, and it helped so
much.

“Don’t worry about it. It worked out. Besides, you were in pretty bad
shape. Are you okay?”

They talked about that for a little while, and it struck her how much
this Nick was like her world’s. She hoped that he’d survived the
Council’s attack. She didn’t tell him about that, though. It was time to
end the conversation. She’d tell him someday.

“Anyway,” she said, “I thought I’d introduce myself in case you didn’t
know my name. You didn’t, did you?”

“Sorry, no.”

“I’m Amy,” she said.

“I’m Nick,” he said, which she found funny because he and his
grandfather were every bit as famous here as they were in the
Summerlands. She didn’t laugh.

“I know.” She glanced further back into the hangar. “Everyone knows your
name.” She gave a single wave as she walked away. “Talk to you later.”

Walking back toward her friends, she wondered how her family was doing.
She hoped she’d see them soon.
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Excerpt from Infection


        The Stapledon program ended in the third week of August. My first
classes started in the second week of September, so I had two weeks to
relax—really more like a week and a half. I spent most of it sleeping.

Okay, that wasn’t true. It felt like I slept a lot, but that’s mostly
because I wasn’t having to get up at six or seven in the morning to be
out on the field running or fighting. So anyway, it was a wonderful week
and a half. I spent it hanging around with Daniel, Haley, Vaughn, and
Jaclyn. Cassie even managed to sneak up from D.C. for a few days.

We had a couple of movie nights with as close to everybody as we could
get and then came school.

Grand Lake University’s classes started on Wednesday, making Monday the
first official day students could move in unless they were freshmen or
RA’s. That meant that Sunday was my last official day of freedom—sort
of.

It wasn’t a day full of wild, crazy fun. Haley and Travis were with
their parents. They’d flown somewhere for the weekend. Daniel was in
Chicago even though the University of Chicago hadn’t started yet. He was
hanging around with his dad at the Midwest Defenders HQ. Izzy was
joining him there.

Midway through Sunday afternoon, I walked from my parents’ house to my
grandparents’ house (which I’d inherited) and took the hidden elevator
down to League HQ.

I still wasn’t used to the changes.

The elevator doors opened and I looked out into the main room of Heroes’
League HQ. The size of a basketball court, with the League’s accumulated
trophies displayed on one end and a twenty-foot tall screen on the
other, it used to have forty-year-old olive green carpet on the floor.

At some point during the summer, the League’s board had hired workmen to
remove the old carpet and replace it with dark red carpet. They’d left
uncarpeted paths around the sides of the room and through the middle.
There, though, they’d smoothed out and stained the concrete. It almost
looked like marble.

It looked good, and more to the point, it no longer looked like an
extremely large basement storage room. It looked professional. They’d
even moved the big pile of boxes to one of the side rooms.

I’d seen it when we’d had people over for movies, but I’d been
distracted by seeing everyone then. Now it felt like another place.

Well, almost. I walked down the middle path toward the table in the
middle of the room. Marcus sat there using one of the computers as well
as the big screen on the wall. He’d thrown a bunch of things up on the
big screen, mostly social media—Twitter, Facebook, YouTube, and
SuperTV’s web page.

Marcus stood up when I was near to the table. Slightly taller than I was
with light brown skin, Marcus wore jeans and an Incredible Hulk t-shirt.
A backpack lay on the floor next to his chair. It was probably filled
with art supplies.

“Hey,” Marcus said, clapping me on the shoulder, “I am so glad you’re
here.”

I shrugged. “I saw your text. What’s going on?”

“Well, you know how you fought a dragon during the summer? People
started sending the League links to videos of the fight.”

“Huh.” I thought about that, staring upward at the big screen. “Where
are people sending links to?”

Marcus looked up at the screen too. “A bunch of places—our website’s
contact form, Twitter, the Facebook page… All of it.”

“When did we set all of that up?”

Shaking his head, Marcus said, “We didn’t. The board did. We’ve got
access to all of it, though. They asked us to clear it with them before
we say anything with the accounts.”

“No kidding.” The board seemed to be doing a lot these days. Of course,
it made sense. All summer, the most junior members of the League were
the only ones around—Marcus, Chris, Sydney, and Kayla.

Marcus nodded his head. “It’s been weird without everybody. So much
stuff falls in your lap. Stuff like that.”

He pointed up at the screen. The YouTube video showed us fighting the
dragon inside the compound, paying attention to some parts of the fight
that I’d missed. I’d been nowhere near the part of the fight where
people had been passing people out of the compound’s main park while
goblins attempt to attack.

The fog didn’t entirely solve the problem, but Jaclyn was amazing,
knocking back anything that made it through the fog. For that matter,
Sean was great too, hitting the fae with cold iron constantly.

I even looked good. The visuals painted Haley and me in a positive
light, showing us engaging in a hopeless battle so that the rest of the
team could pass unconscious bodies back and away from the attackers.

It was interesting how much work the editors had gone to in order to
keep people’s identities secret. No one had their identity revealed.

That had to be a clue as to who was releasing the video, but I had no
idea where it pointed.
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