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From Far Away


        It wasn’t much different from picking someone up from the airport,
provided the airport orbited at Lagrange point 4 and you had to pick
them up in the Heroes’ League’s “jet”—which only resembled a jet in its
shape.

You might see stars in the sky while you pick someone up from the
airport, but you don’t see them in all directions including below you.

Also, when you go to the airport, you’re usually going to pick up family
or friends. You’re not generally going with your girlfriend to pick up
someone who once told you that you were “the one who got
away.”

On a gut level, that would seem like a bad idea, but that was exactly
what I was doing with Haley. I’d told her about it, of course—both
because I didn’t want her to go into whatever was coming next blind and
because she could guess at a person’s mood by their smell and hearing
the rate of their heart.

With any luck, Kals had been lonely and drunk dialing with the
interstellar ansible system when she’d said that. Either way, we needed
her and she’d come when I asked for her help. Earth didn’t have anyone
trained by the Dominators that I could find or trust. We needed to
unwrap everything in my cousin Ana’s head, partly for information but
mostly because she deserved a life more fulfilling than being the Nine’s
puppet.

If that weren’t enough, Kals might even be able to interrogate the only
Dominator we’d managed to capture, a woman whose real name we didn’t
know. I called her the Amethyst Archer because that had been her
codename in the early 20th century.

Glancing over at me from the weapons console, Haley asked, “What are you
thinking about?”

Gray and black with a stylized cat’s head on her chest, her costume had
been reinforced to double as a space suit if necessary. Unlike normal,
her dark hair had been put in a ponytail in case her costume had to grow
a helmet. She raised an eyebrow to look at me.

“I don’t know, “ I said. “Everything all at once—Kals, Ana, and
whatever’s going on with us in the media. It still hasn’t let up. It’s
been a few weeks and it doesn’t seem to end.”

She shook her head, “The initial story’s past, but it’s still going in
social media. It felt like it stopped last week, but then after the
interview with the Defenders unit in Arizona… What was that guy’s name?”

I thought about it, “Major Justice, I think. I’d never heard of him
before—which is crazy because he’s been out there since the 1980s.”

Her voice became louder as she talked, “He’s got a dumb name. It’s like
he’s trying for a military theme, but also a police theme? And who
designed his costume? Green camouflage and a silver shield that looks
like a policeman’s badge? It just looks bad.”

I found myself nodding, “I know. It’s weird looking. It’s got to be one
of those costumes from before anybody brought in fashion designers.”

Haley shook her head, “Even by comparison to the 80s, it’s bad. I’ll
take pastel costumes and big, feathered hair over camouflage and silver.
That’s just gross.”

I thought about it, “I’m sure silver would work with some version of
camouflage, but not this one. Besides, I doubt I’d care about his
costume at all if he didn’t rake us over the coals constantly.”

“That’s what I was trying to say. Most superheroes were supporting us,
but then he did that video, and after that other heroes started the same
thing. I don’t think they’re all working for the Nine. Some of them were
even in Stapledon when you were,” she let out a sigh.

“Yeah, I know. I think it’s mostly kind of old guard supers, both the
young ones and the old. We’ve pissed off a few by taking in Tara, and
I’m betting a bunch just blame us for power juice and the way it’s
pretty much tripled the number of supers, both good and bad, making the
old guard less important in the hero community.”

I stopped for a second to look ahead of us with the jet’s sensors,
seeing the Xiniti base and the giant round gate that allowed ships to
jump between the stars. It flashed as I watched, opening to allow a
long, cylindrical ship to slide out and into normal space. My implant
identified it as a modular cargo ship with a small number of passenger
modules.

As the implant identified it and translated it for me. It was named
after a huge animal famed for carrying large loads over a long distance.
It was like a camel if camels were the size of elephants. It was like an
elephant if elephants could cross deserts with barely any need for
water. At a loss for a perfect word to express what the name meant, I
nicknamed it Really Big Camel.

I knew the name for one other reason that I explained to Haley as we
flew toward the ship, “Kals’ ship just came through the gate.”

Haley nodded, “Will it be a problem if I keep the weapons console
active? Someone might be out here.”

She wasn’t wrong. The first time we’d flown out to the gate it had been
partly to take the jet into space and partly because we could make out
without worrying about being interrupted. That did not work out as
planned. We’d been interrupted by an alien AI that wanted to piggyback
on our ship to get out of the system, supers monitoring the area, and a
small but multiple ship battle near the gate.

“It’s probably a good idea. It’s not weird at all to find local ships
with their weapons active near a gate. You never know who’s going to
come through.”

I looked toward the gate. We’d traveled a distance even since we’d
started talking. A massive circle of
silvery alien technology hung in the middle of space. Not far from it
floated a huge, gray sphere that definitely wasn’t a moon, it’s smooth
surface was free of the inevitable asteroid craters. Despite its
superficial resemblance to Star Wars’ Death Star, it also lacked any
obvious weapons. Being the creation of the Xiniti, I wouldn’t have been
surprised to discover that it could blow up a planet despite that.

In my head and on a screen on the dashboard, we received a communication
from Hal.

[Communication initiated by the Really Big Camel. Request that
you match velocities for passenger transfer.]

“I’ll come around and match speeds,” I said, calculating the best route
to do that in my head, my implant gathering information from the ship’s
control systems.

Within seconds, I changed the jet’s direction, swerving to my left and
then coming around, finding ourselves matching speeds with the cargo
ship.

Haley watched the jet’s sensors and looked over at me, “You’re much
better at this with the implant.”

She grinned, “We didn’t have any time to make out this time.”

I looked over at her, “We barely had any last time.”

As she laughed, we matched the cargo ship’s speed and direction and got
as close to it as I dared without attempting to land on it. I hoped this
was good enough.

I didn’t even have time to wonder about that as lines shot out of the
cargo ship’s hull, hitting the jet around the door. Within seconds, a
filmy substance extended from the lines on the ends, filling the spaces
with a transparent layer of goo.

Moments later, the jet contacted me again.

[Ship to ship docking completed. Air pressure equalized. Cargo
ship has notified me that the their airlock is about to open for the
passengers.]

I barely had time to register that passenger now had an “s” on the end
when the sensors registered both Kals and Katuk walking down the
passageway toward the jet. Kals wore a green spacesuit with a
transparent helmet that extended out of the main part of her spacesuit.
Through the helmet, I could see her light brown skin, black hair and
enough of her face that I knew it was her. Katuk, by contrast, wore
silver Xiniti armor that in its most powerful version wasn’t much
different from a small warship.

I doubted Katuk wore that version—though I couldn’t know it. Still, he
wasn’t high up in Xiniti society. It wasn’t likely.

Ignoring that thought and all the memories I had of both of them and the
time that we’d spent on Hideaway fighting for our lives together, I
opened the airlock.

I opened it a little early. They were still more than ten feet away, but
there wasn’t much of a wait. Soon enough, Kals and Katuk stepped into
the airlock. It wasn’t a large one—barely big enough for the two of them
to stand next to each other with no room behind them.

Almost the moment the door behind them shut, the sensors reported that
it was safe to open the door on our side, allowing the two of them into
the cabin.

Through the implant, I felt the dock remove its tethers from the side of
the ship and saw through the sensors as the four lines and filmy walls
merged into one line and withdrew into the cargo ship.

Even as part of my brain saw that, another turned the ship toward Earth
and began to accelerate, all of those parts working directly through my
implant. The rest of me turned around in my seat as Haley did the same,
watching as Kals’ spacesuit absorbed her helmet. She smiled and I
noticed another detail about her that I hadn’t thought of in a
while—nothing about her hair or the makeup I assumed she was wearing was
out of place or smudged.

It was just as noticeable here as it had been out of place in a
backwater colony out past the edge of civilization.

Next to her, Katuk’s helmet also melted into his suit, revealing that
he, like every other Xiniti, looked like “the grays” in Earth’s alien
conspiracy theories—gray skin, big heads, and big, black eyes. The major
difference between the reality and the theory was that the Xiniti had a
mouthful of sharklike teeth and warrior culture while the grays seemed
to spend a lot of time abducting people and using anal probes on them.

Kals, meanwhile, had stopped looking at us to glance around the jet.
Turning back to us, she said, “It’s been so long since I—we’ve—been in
here. I can’t believe it.”

She smiled again, walking to the front to take a seat in the first row
behind the cockpit. “Nick, I’m so glad to see you.”

Before I could reply, she looked past me to my right and continued, “Am
I right in guessing that you’re Haley? I’m Kals.”

In that moment, I realized that Kals wasn’t speaking whatever they spoke
in the Human Ascendancy. She spoke English and her accent sounded like
the one out of old movies—somewhere between the US and British. I could
only guess that wherever her implant downloaded it from had updated its
language files in the 1950s.

I hoped that it automatically adjusted with exposure to new variants in
the language. If not, she might be able to pass for someone from India
who’d studied in the US and the UK. Hopefully, it wouldn’t come to that.

Katuk wouldn’t be able to pass for a human at all.

Haley, of course, wasn’t troubled by my memories of the group hiding our
origins from everyone including the colonists, so she smiled at Kals and
said, “Hi Kals, Nick told me all about you.
I’d shake your hand, but I’m running this
thing.”

She gestured toward the weapons console.

Kals’ eyes widened as she grinned, “That’s right! Everyone can touch
each other here. I didn’t know that until I met Nick. In the Human
Ascendancy, people bow.”

She gave a small bow to the degree that she could as she sat, “My mom
always told me that it wasn’t polite to bow while sitting, but we’re not
that formal outside of the Ascendancy. The Ascendancy’s manners are
about showing who’s more important—not showing respect.”

Strapping herself in, she added, “I can’t believe we’re going to Earth.”

Haley looked over at me and turned around to her console.

I wasn’t sure I liked how Kals had phrased the bit about touching
people, but I had told Haley the whole story. The Ascendancy had kept
the Abominators’ methods of breeding humans for specific powers alive. A
core aspect was keeping different lines from mixing by an allergic
reaction when different lines touched.

It didn’t work with relatively unmodified humans. Thus, Kals and I could
have done just about anything, but we didn’t.

“For obvious reasons, it doesn’t seem too weird to us,” I said, turning
the jet away from the gate, the Xiniti base, and the gate’s approach
area.

“Nor to me,” Katuk said. He’d already strapped himself in behind Haley
and to Kals’ right. “We expect to be stationed near the human homeworld
at some point in our lives.”

He’d spoken in English as well, but that wasn’t so weird.

Setting the course for Earth, I said, “It does surprise me that you’re
here though. I didn’t know that you were coming.”

In a near monotone, Katuk replied, “Based on our past mutual
experiences, I was chosen to be her personal bodyguard. Under normal
circumstances, there are more of us, but it was deemed that more than
one of us would cause too much attention on Earth. It was also believed
that you and the others would serve as appropriate substitutes for the
rest of my unit.”

I nodded, “That works for me.”

Then I brought the jet into nearspace. The stars turned into lines,
crossing much of our solar system in minutes, coming out of nearspace
near the moon’s orbit.

Kals looked out at Earth, its blue oceans, green and brown continents,
and white clouds hanging against a background of darkness and stars,
“The Abominators had our Dominators set up an aversion to visiting Earth
in their human servants to prevent them from messing up their breeding
project. Our Dominators are still doing it. Mom and I had to remove it
in the Hideaway colonists.”

We dove toward reentry above North America, slowing to slip through the
ozone layer instead of hitting it at high speed.

As we entered the atmosphere, Kals asked, “I know what you told me
through the ansible. Your cousin has been manipulated by the Dominators
and you’d like me to free her if I can. But also, you have someone that
you think might be a Dominator herself. Is there anything else you think
I need to know?”

“Uh… Honestly, I’m not sure whether I can tell you some of what I want
to know about,” I said, thinking back in my head to the book we’d looked
at. It had shown a drawing that might have been a machine, but not a
machine from Earth, a machine that had been created by a race of
creatures older than our universe that wanted to kill all sentient
beings but themselves. Worse, my teacher Lee had stolen it and might
have hidden it on Earth.

I wanted to ask the Amethyst Archer, an associate of Martin Magnus and
probable Dominator whether she knew anything about that. The problem was
that it had potentially world-ending significance.

Kals stared at me from the back seat, “You know that’s not going to help
at all.”

Haley laughed.

“I know,” I said. “I think we should start with talking to Ana. You
remember near the end of when I was on Hideaway and Tikki kind of became
Kee. We’re touching that territory now and it’s important not to talk
too much about it. If you can get our captured Dominator to answer
questions, I’ve got questions for her.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Kals take a breath, “I wish I knew
how good she is. Back in the Ascendancy, I could guess her skill level
from what school she went to. On Earth, I don’t know if your Dominators
lost a lot or if they went in new directions. She might be better than I
am.”

Below us, the lower section of Lake Michigan came into view, the city of
Chicago with its sprawling suburbs at its southern end. Aiming for a
shiny complex on the water, I contacted the Midwest Defenders, letting
them know that we’d be landing in minutes.

The Defenders’ staff recommended a route for our approach that avoided
air traffic from both O’Hare and Midway. Following their advice, I
brought the jet in. Hal, an AI that specialized in predicting how best
to win battles between fleets of starships, probably could have worked
out a more direct route through Chicago’s many flight paths, but we
weren’t in that much of a hurry.

Besides, it was best not to annoy people unless you needed
to.

Their advice had been to bring the jet down over the water and fly low
on the way in. I did, flying toward Chicago with its skyline of
buildings like the Willis (formerly Sears) Tower. Black with white
antennas, it towered over everything else. Other buildings stood near
it, one of them close to the same height, but I didn’t know their names.

To the south, I could see Soldier Field with its odd combination of
1920s concrete at the base with glass and shiny metal added as part of a
later renovation. However much some people might not like the
comparison, something about the shape reminded me of a toilet bowl.

That’s not where we went. The Midwest Defenders base was an island just
offshore—maybe one hundred feet at most. It wasn’t natural either.
Earthmover had been brought in to create it more than thirty years ago.

I landed the jet on a helipad next to the huge, silver dome. Leaving the
jet on the tarmac, we walked toward the entrance, a section of wall with
a rectangular outline that split in the middle, retracting into the wall
around it. As it disappeared, I got a comm call identified as, “Midwest
Defenders,” and accepted it, hearing a male voice that said, “Welcome to
the Chicago Defenders base. Follow the arrows to reach the containment
facility.”

I don’t know what I expected the Defenders’ base to be like, but I must
have expected a more human touch and maybe a surprisingly normal block
of cubicles. What I got was bare walls, all made out of the same silver
material as we saw outside. My guess was that this was the entrance for
prison deliveries—which you’d want to be as controlled as possible.

We walked down a featureless hall that ended in a circle of gray metal
twenty feet across. The glowing arrows on the wall were painted toward
the circle and we walked to the middle of it. Panels rose up around the
edges and we shot downward, feeling a hum through the floor.

Haley frowned as we dropped, possibly hearing something irritating on
frequencies that I couldn’t hear without my suit. Katuk stood unmoving,
seemingly emotionless. Kals stood to my right, but not quite unmoving.

She glanced over at Haley and me, took a breath, and tapped her foot
before sighing, “They never told us anything about the Dominators on
Earth. I remember learning that we’d had contact with them once in
school, but no one knew anything. I never knew whether the rumors were
true or if they’d passed them on to test our responses.”

“They did that,” I asked, unsurprised. From the little I’d seen of it,
the Human Ascendancy had all the charm and humanity of Nazi Germany or
Star Wars’ Empire.

She nodded, “If you were too curious about certain topics, you
disappeared, and if you reappeared, you didn’t ask as many questions.”

The elevator stopped and a panel to our left sunk into the floor,
opening into a hallway made of grey rock. I didn’t know how far we were
down, but the rock would have told me it was Earthmover’s work even if I
hadn’t already known.

I remembered a similar cellblock in Colorado where Haley and I had both
been involuntary residents. We followed the hallway into a long room
with hallways that extended out of it on all sides. Inside the room were
four guards, all of them wearing sleek, red powered armor with the
Defenders’ “D” on it. Along the walls were lockers and on the right side
shelves filled with boxes.

Greeting us, I saw Daniel’s father, Mindstryke in his black uniform that
between its jacket, slacks, and Greek Ψ always made me think of the TV
show Babylon 5.

He smiled, “I’m glad you made it. Kals and Katuk, welcome to Earth. I’m
a friend of the Rocket and Night Cat. We’re hoping you can figure out
how to undo what’s been done to Ana and if we’re very lucky, you’ll find
a way past our other prisoner’s protections.”

In response to my unspoken thought, he added, “I’m absolutely not going
to call her by her codename. ‘Amethyst Archer’ sounds like something
Stan Lee came up with on a bad day.”

He pointed down the hall behind him, “We’ll start with Ana unless you’d
prefer not to. If it will help, I’m willing to read Ana’s mind to see
how she reacts to whatever Kals tries.”

Kals froze for a moment before responding, “I’ve never met a telepath
before. The Human Ascendancy kills them whenever they discover
them—which means that you scare them. Let’s try it.”

Mindstryke grinned, “Everything I’ve heard about the Ascendancy is bad,
so I can’t say I’m surprised. You’ll be the first person with the skills
of a Dominator that I’ve worked with. The few times I’ve encountered
them, they’ve been trying to kill me.”

He nodded toward one of the hallways, “We’ve got them down this way. We
can’t keep them close enough that Ana would be in the range of the
Dominator’s voice. We’ve got a buzzer to prevent that sort of thing, but
we both know that accidents happen. Over here.”

We followed him down the hall, stopping in front of a cell. Though the
wall was all grey stone like the rest of what we’d seen, this section
had slats of stone going up and down like bars, allowing enough space
that you could see inside. The cell could have passed for a studio
apartment. All one room, there was a bed on one end and a living room on
the other. It had a couch, a TV and green carpet over the rock floor.

I assumed there must be a toilet and shower somewhere, but we couldn’t
see them.

Ana lay on the couch. Black hair cut short
in a bob and wearing a black t-shirt and shorts, she glanced toward the
TV, but she wasn’t watching it. On the TV, a couple was explaining to a
woman, probably a real estate agent, exactly what they wanted in their
ideal house.

If Ana cared, it wasn’t much. She turned away almost as quickly as she’d
looked.

Pointing her head in our direction, she got off the couch, and walked
over, separated only by the stone bars, “Are you going to release me
now? I don’t know what kind of arrangement you have with the FBI, but I
can’t believe that any private citizen can legally keep another citizen
in a cell for two weeks. Unless you plan to kill me, I’m going to get
out someday and when I do, I’m going to hire a lawyer and we’ll see what
happens after that.”

Mindstryke nodded, “I’m aware, but I believe that we’ve got permission
to do what we’re doing, something that I’ve explained to you before.”

Ana stared at him, her eyes narrowing, “I remember, but you wouldn’t
tell me why it’s legal.”

Smiling for less than a second, Mindstryke said, “That’s correct and
it’s not because you wouldn’t understand it. It’s because the reason
might hurt you more than we can fix.”

She frowned, but then looked at Kals and Katuk, “I know who the Rocket
and Night Cat are, but who are they?”

In our heads, Mindstryke said, I know she seems like anyone who’d been
kidnapped and then kept down here, but she’s not. She’s following
implanted commands even now. Even worse, if she gets a hint that we know
she’s controlled by the Nine, another command might trigger and they
have some that are worse than suicide.

Kals replied I know where I’ll start. I don’t know how different
techniques are here, but we have different techniques from school to
school back home.

To Ana, Mindstryke said, “They’re here to ask you some questions.”

Ana’s lips curled, “I’ve answered too many questions already. I have
rights as a US citizen that you’re not letting me use. I want to call my
lawyer.”

She put her hands on the bars and stared at us. I didn’t know what to
feel. Even though Mindstryke said she was still acting on orders, some
part of her had to feel like she’d been captured and put in a cell. The
Defenders had kept her on my request. I hoped she understood why after
Kals undid what she could.

Ana opened her mouth to continue, but Kals said something that was more
a note than a word. My suit’s buzzer activated along with Haley’s and
Mindstryke’s. If Katuk had an equivalent buzzer, assuming he needed one,
it was too far ahead technologically for me to notice.

Ana, though, stared at Kals, eyes wide and mouth open, seemingly unable
to speak.

I wanted to ask Kals what she’d done, but I didn’t need to. She used the
link Mindstryke had set up between the group to say, We can use
feelings in addition to words. I’m trying to make her trust me and bring
her to a point that she’s unable to act against me even if her trigger
tells her to.

Haley thought back, If it’s a trigger, would it even matter what their
feelings are?

Shaking her head, Kals thought, Yes, normally, but it’s more
complicated than that. The commands we write are still written in people
and people don’t act like computers. Strong emotions can prevent
triggers from activating. I’m the expert. Let me do my job.

From the way Haley’s lips twisted, I guessed that she didn’t trust Kals.

We watched as Kals kept on humming the note and Ana’s arms dropped,
hanging loose with Ana’s eyes closed. Except then instead of relaxing,
Ana lurched toward us, hitting the stone bars with a cracking noise that
I hoped wasn’t Ana’s bones breaking.

With a glance at her face, I realized that it wasn’t her bones. She’d
been wearing glasses and the plastic frame broke. This wasn’t as good
news as you’d expect. Blood ran down her cheek from the spot where the
plastic dug into her skin.

The glasses hung for a moment longer and then fell to the floor.

Ana didn’t seem to notice as she stood straight up and then moved her
head back as if getting ready to hit the bars with her face.

And then she didn’t.

Her face relaxed and she slowly sat down, looking out at us through the
bars.

Daniel’s dad thought at us, I couldn’t see it before, but someone hid a
command deep down. I don’t think she even consciously knew that she did
it. Give me a second. Now that I’ve seen it, I can take it out.

I don’t know how long it took before he was done, but her blood had
stopped dripping down her face. It was at least five minutes. I suppose
I could have timed it, but there was no point. Ana stared at us with a
glazed look after that, but she wasn’t trying to hit her head against
the bars—not even when Mindstryke said, I’m
done.

Kals nodded, thinking back, Let me know if you see anything.

Then my buzzer buzzed again as she said, “Tell me the commands you
remember being given.”

Ana looked into Kals eyes and began, “I was told to trust anyone who
said ‘I’m number ten’ if they told me ’18’ when I asked about other
numbers. I was told to await instructions when…”

She went on for more than 20 minutes. She’d been given a lot of commands
over the last year, they included phone numbers to call if something
happened, code words for different problems and emergencies, and names
to ask for.

I recorded all of it—both with my suit and my implant.

She also asked if there were any more telepathic commands implanted or
if anyone had implanted any kind of device in her body. Ana didn’t know
of any.

At my suggestion, Kals asked, “Tell me about your mission at the last
place you worked.”

Without hesitation, Ana said, “I was to tell my master if anyone I
worked with suspected that something unusual was happening in the
company, but my most important duty was to design mechs and other
devices for the Nine.”

Kals’ smile widened, “And who was your master?”

“I called her Colette,” Ana said, showing no more emotion than if she
were giving directions.

“Thank you,” Kals said, still smiling. “Where would we find Colette?”

“She’s imprisoned here as well,” Ana looked down, feeling some emotion,
but I could only guess which.

“You’ve helped us and so we’re going to help you,” Kals said and, as she
continued, my buzzer became louder. “None of the commands that you’ve
been given need to be followed any longer. They were all given to you by
the Nine and you know what the Nine is. If someone tries to command you
in the future or to use any of the triggers implanted in your brain
either ignore them or pretend to obey, whichever you think is wisest.
Then, contact…”

She paused, no doubt realizing that she couldn’t say my actual name or
the one she’d known me by on Hideaway, but that she couldn’t think of my
codename.

The Heroes’ League or the Rocket, Haley suggested through Mindstryke.

“The Heroes’ League or the Rocket,” Kals said, nodding at Haley. “For
now, though,” she added, “go and lie down on your bed and go to sleep.
You’ll feel better tomorrow.”

Ana got up and walked away from us, going to the back of the unit where
here bed was. When she’d pulled the covers over herself, Mindstryke led
us further down the hallway, far enough that she couldn’t hear us.

I looked over at Kals, “I’d assumed that she’d be able to come home
today.”

Kals shook her head, “I’m sorry. What they set up in her head was
complicated even without considering what Mindstryke had to fix. You
heard all of the triggers she had set up? You didn’t hear it, but I had
to remove the emotional content associated with those triggers and I’m
sure you heard me asking questions but you didn’t notice that I was
listening for hesitations and hints of emotions. They’d wrapped her up
in a circle of fear, anger and direct commands. Whoever this Colette is,
she’s got a lot of experience.”

Haley raised an eyebrow, “So the Dominators here know more than you
thought?”

Kals frowned, but shook her head, “No. She was clever and experienced,
but Colette, if she did all this, is hundreds of years behind the latest
techniques. If she were up to date, I might have been here for
weeks—which I have done with other people.

“That’s been my life for the last two years. I don’t know what I thought
my mom did, but I’ve spent so much time freeing people’s
minds… You won’t find many people better at
it—even in the Ascendancy.”

She frowned, “But that might only be because almost no one in the
Ascendancy is interested in undoing enslavement.”

Kals stopped and looked into the cell where Ana lay in bed, staring up
at the ceiling. I didn’t know what she was thinking and then she spoke
into my head via my implant.

That’s your cousin? I’m sorry I couldn’t do more. I think she’s going
to be back to normal unless there’s another telepathic trigger in there
or one of the other things you mentioned over the ansible connection.
You told me there was magic and telepathy and unpredictable technology.
I understood you, but I didn’t get it until now. I understand why your
people couldn’t figure it out.

Hidden by my helmet, I smiled, I get it. I at least know that no one’s
put anything like an implant into her head. We checked for that early in
her stay. She doesn’t seem to have anything inside her body that
shouldn’t be there.

Haley tilted her head and looked over at us, “Are you talking over your
implants?”

“Sorry,” I met her eyes. “I didn’t mean to leave everyone else out.”

Mindstryke shook his head, “It’s not a problem. Kals, are you up for
talking to Colette if that’s her real name?”

Kals grinned at him, “I’m ready for her, but,” she paused, “have you
checked her out?”

Nodding, Mindstryke said, “Yes. The Rocket checked for tech and I’ve
checked for any telepathic triggers or shields. She’s got a basic
shield, the kind you develop if you know a telepath. Whoever it was, she
didn’t know them well enough to have more than the basics. I slipped
through and I could read her surface thoughts, but she’s old—very old.
She might be older than Dr. Transylvania and he was young during the
Middle Ages. I don’t know what language she spoke when she was younger,
but it wasn’t English. Memories are mingled with the language you think
about them and I can’t search through hers easily.”

Kals didn’t say anything for a moment but then said, “I know how to
handle that. Let’s go.”

Mindstryke regarded her and then said, “Alright. Let’s.”

Waving us down the path, he added, “It’s going to be a little different
from Ana’s. We’ve had to put buzzers outside her cell to cancel out any
sound she makes. The inside is soundproofed and anyone who goes in wears
soundproofed powered armor, but we have a system for sending in food
without being exposed to her.”

Haley looked up at him, “You sound prepared.”

Mindstryke laughed, “It’s not the Defenders first time holding someone
like her. The first time, someone they didn’t realize was a Dominator
walked out after seconds in the cell. The second time, they were better
prepared, but the guy committed suicide after noticing the soundproofed
room and the food delivery system. Both of them were captured before I
started with the Defenders. The third time’s the charm, right? Colette’s
the first Dominator we’ve kept around.”

My first thought was that the Defenders sounded like they couldn’t be
trusted to keep pets. I didn’t say it aloud, but Mindstryke laughed
anyway.

Despite the invasion of privacy, it felt good, reminding me of visiting
Daniel’s family before we reformed the Heroes’ League—a houseful of
telepaths, all of them reading each other’s surface thoughts and
commenting in each other’s heads. Going deeper into each other’s heads
was rude—which didn’t mean that his younger siblings didn’t try. The
beginnings of my own shield came into being as a result.

As warm and happy as those memories were, I didn’t feel the need to say
anything about them to Mindstryke—he knew already.

We walked down the stone floor to another cell. This one was exactly
like Ana’s except that the open spaces between the rock bars were filled
with a transparent substance. I had no trouble seeing through the gaps,
but when I turned the sonics on it, I saw nothing. The computer
reconstruction of the scene showed only a wall.

Colette, if that was her name, watched us through the windows. Of
average height, she had long, dark hair, a thin face, and piercing blue
eyes that tracked our movements. Instead of normal clothes, she wore a
fluorescent green unitard that covered her body. From the bulges around
the joints, I recognized it as a prison uniform for supers that had
become popular in the 1990s. Of normally flexible material, it hardened
on someone’s remote command and when someone attempted to use greater
than human strength, immobilizing them.

The “standard” Dominator in the Human Ascendancy had better than human
strength and limited regeneration as a result of the Abominators’
genetic manipulation—Kals and even Julie from our team did too. From the
fact that the Defenders put her in that uniform, I guessed that Colette
needed that level of restraint.

Kals looked her up and down, “I feel like I should know her. She looks
like half of my teachers at school.”

Turning to Mindstryke, “I don’t know what those windows are made of, but
if you want me to talk to her, I’m going to have to go inside.”

Thinking about all the things that could go wrong, I said, “Maybe I
should go inside with you?”

Kals opened her mouth and began to say, “I’d like th—“ but then she
stopped. “You know what? I know I told you about techniques your buzzer
doesn’t block and that you fixed them, but if she knows techniques that
I don’t, I should probably take Katuk.”

I nodded, “Yeah. She probably doesn’t have experience with Xiniti.”

Katuk added, “We hear frequencies that you don’t and our brains are
different enough that few Dominators can manipulate us.”

Plus, though neither of us said it, Katuk’s armor was most likely years
ahead of mine.

Mindstryke regarded the two of them and then said, “That sounds wise. If
Kals is okay with it, I can pass on what she sees and hears to the
Rocket and Night Cat.”

Kals raised an eyebrow, “Are you sure you won’t pass on her attempts to
take me over?”

Mindstryke shook his head, “I’d be worried about that if I were using
clairvoyance, but if Kals isn’t affected, we’re fine.”

Glancing over at Colette, who was still watching, Kals said, “You’re
going to be okay. She shouldn’t be able to do anything to me. Between my
mom and my teachers, I’ve been training to fight since I was born.”

She walked over to the door, which appeared to open into a chamber large
enough for two people—a kind of airlock.

Mindstryke tapped a rectangular device on his belt and the metal door
slid down into the ground. Kals and Katuk walked inside as the outside
door slid up. I could hear the inside door slide down through Kals’ ears
and see it through her eyes.

Mindstryke had been thoughtful enough to filter out any thought except
for the ones where Kals deliberately addressed the group.

Katuk stepped in ahead of her, keeping to her right, but seemingly ready
to step in front of Kals if the situation demanded.

Colette glanced at Katuk and then over at Kals. Her eyes looked down at
Kals’ body or more likely her armor. It wasn’t strange as costumes for
supers went, but anyone who’d been to space would recognize the detailed
ornamentation around her collar and sleeves as Ascendancy designs.

Colette’s eyes narrowed.

To be fair, Katuk’s presence was more than a small hint that off-world
origins were a possibility, but Ascendancy designs on a woman guarded by
one of the Xiniti? That would make anyone with a basic understanding of
our galaxy’s political situation ask questions.

From the blank expression on Colette’s face, I guessed that she had a
few. That guess was confirmed by the first thing she said.

“Who are you and what’s he doing here?” Colette didn’t seem to know who
she was the most worried about—Katuk or Kals. She kept her eyes on Kals,
but they flickered toward Katuk every time she moved.

Stepping backward to stand with her back to the wall, Colette asked,
“What do you want from me?”

Next to me, Haley said, “I can’t understand anything.”

That’s the moment I realized that Colette had been speaking in
Ascendancy, a language descended from whatever tribe of humans the
Abominators first kidnapped. I’d spoken it with my implant’s help often
enough that I no longer noticed.

“Colette wants to know who Kals is,” I said.

“I didn’t understand that either,” Haley said, her voice getting louder.

“Sorry,” I began, deliberately using English. I was about to translate
except then Kals spoke.

“I’m Kalsekafora of the Akri lineage, the third set of Dominators. Both
my mother and father attended the College of Mind and Will in the
Citizens’ School. So did I.”

I wouldn’t have known what that meant without my implant, but Colette
did because she grimaced and her muscles tensed.

I told Haley, “Kals just told her she went to a good college.”

Haley raised her left eyebrow, “That’s all? Because Colette’s preparing
to fight for her life.”

It wasn’t all, but it was all I could get out. The College of Mind and
Will taught the Human Ascendancy’s greatest Dominators how to convert,
control, and rule the Human Ascendancy. In the context of the Human
Ascendancy, Kals had just told Colette that she’d attended the
Ascendancy’s equivalent of Harvard crossed with a military academy.
Plus, she was a legacy and old, old money.

I knew also that her parents had rebelled against the Ascendancy, that
both of them were dead, and that while she’d learned a lot from her
parents, she hadn’t gotten to finish her school’s program.

Kals continued, “We don’t have to fight. Tell me what I need to know and
I’ll leave you alone.”

Staring at Kals, Colette started talking, her voice low, but intense,
“You don’t know what you’re stepping into. You people are all the same.
I’m sure you’ve been trained well, but you don’t understand this place.
We on Earth have taken our own path. I don’t know whether you’re working
with the Xiniti or manipulating one of them, but it doesn’t matter. Go
home. You might hear about what we’re doing here someday, but if you do,
you can join us then.”

Kals laughed, “Oh, really… I can join you then? Do you think I’ll want
to? That I’m desperate enough that I’ll sit around waiting for something
interesting to happen in my life? You’re very impressed with yourself
and whatever you’re doing. I think you need to tell me everything about
it.”

I didn’t need the buzz of the Defenders’ protections to tell me that
Kals had chosen violence (or mind control. The difference was arguable).
I heard the tone of her voice take on an odd tone, but not quite the one
I remembered.

Of course, we were hearing through Kals’ mind, so it might be different.

As she spoke though, Colette opened her mouth, humming something akin to
noise-canceling headphones or the buzzers I’d designed.

As Kals stopped to take a breath, Colette shouted, “Surrender.”

Kals didn’t finish the breath, she responded with another word, “No,”
and blocked it with an inverted copy of the sound.

That continued with one of them attacking and the other blocking in a
cacophony of sounds that sometimes pierced the buzzers and activated the
buzzers in our armor—because the Defenders apparently hadn’t updated the
software of their buzzers with my most recent release.

Between our armors’ buzzers and the room’s, none of us rushed in to
worship either Kals or Colette. It didn’t stop the noise, strange tones
that reminded me of recordings of dolphins—except that the Xiniti
implant in my head translated the words I didn’t know.

How long it went on was hard to say—less than a minute, but it felt
longer. They started with words, but near the end, it was clear that
neither of them would follow the other’s commands. They resorted to
blasting each other with sounds carrying a load of emotion—a scream of
fear, elation, love, or despair.

I didn’t know much about Dominator on Dominator duels. Even the Xiniti
implant knew little more than that they happened. Still, it felt like
they were tiring. Kals’ eyes widened at Colette’s scream while Colette
backed away at one of Kals’ before taking a step toward her.

The big clue came when Colette started walking toward Kals.

She walked slowly and I knew why. The fluorescent green unitard she wore
would immobilize her if she tried to use her full strength, but Colette
might understand its limitations. I’d never used it, but it might take a
second to react. She might be able to distract Kals enough to get into
her head.

I realized this only as Colette leaned in with her head and pushed off
with her feet, using the muscles in her legs and shouting as her
forehead aimed for Kals’ face. Katuk must not have realized it either.
He reached out but missed her.

I could only guess how Julie, formerly of Justice Fist, would have
reacted. I doubted that Julie would have handled it as well. Kals swung
out with her fist while making a wailing noise that hit many of the same
frequencies as Colette’s shout. Kals’ fist hit Colette in the side of
the head.

While I knew that wasn’t one of the best spots to hit if you were hoping
to knock someone out, it worked for her. Colette stopped defending
herself as Kals said, “Silence!”

Falling to the ground, Colette said nothing even when she hit the floor.
Not giving her even a moment to lie there, Kals said, “You may only talk
when I ask you questions or tell you to say something. Until I tell you
otherwise, you cannot use your abilities. You may only answer my
questions or follow my orders. My first order is that you lie on the
ground until I tell you get up. Do you understand?”

Colette didn’t try to adjust her position as a crumpled heap on the
floor. She did say, “I understand.”

Kals turned toward us and grinned, “You can come in if you want.”

Frowning, Haley looked in through the window even though we were still
receiving pictures from Mindstryke, “How confident are you? I don’t
think we should go in unless you’re absolutely sure she can’t break
free.”

Smiling, Kals shook her head, “Katuk?”

Katuk let the helmet withdraw into the silver of his suit, “I’ve watched
Kals subdue other Dominators before. This woman appears to be as
controlled as any that she has fought. None of them have escaped.”

Looking over at us through the window, she said, “I’m good at this. I’ve
had a lot of experience since taking over for my mom. If I wanted to, I
could start to make her love me and turn her into my slave or a mole in
your Dominators. I won’t because it’s wrong, but you don’t have anything
to fear now.”

Haley looked over at me.

“I trust her,” I said.

“From what I’m sensing,” Mindstryke said, “I think you can. Colette
doesn’t like it, but she’ll follow any command Kals says right now.”

Letting out a breath, Haley said, “Alright.”

I followed her to the door and we walked inside.

Glancing back, I saw that Mindstryke wasn’t coming in after us.

“I’ll be staying out here,” he said. “One person should stay outside.”

Haley glanced back at me and then at Mindstryke before the door closed
behind us, “I know he wouldn’t put us in danger, but that doesn’t make
me feel better.”

Ahead of us, Kals told Colette, “You may sit up now.”

Colette did, staring at Kals the entire time.

Turning toward us as we walked across the stone floor, Kals asked, “What
do you want to know?”

What did I want to know? Everything? What she was about when she chose
to turn Armory from a superhero into a purely profit-seeking weapons
developer? How it happened that she had some kind of relationship with
Bullet and why she did it? What did she know about Martin Magnus and
what they’d been using Master Martian for?

We kind of knew the answers to those questions, but we only really had
guesses and Master Martian’s version of events.

For that matter, did she know why Master Martian kidnapped my parents
and asked them questions that sounded almost exactly as if he knew that
both of them had the potential to develop abilities related to the
Artificers and the Cosmic Ghosts? Did that have any relationship to the
fact that they’d kidnapped and brainwashed Ana?

Also, and probably most important, did the diagram from Magnus’ book
mean that he was looking for the Artificer device that Lee had stolen
from his people, hidden somewhere, and never given solid answers on?

Specifically, was it hidden somewhere on Earth? Because that was my
working theory and I didn’t like it much.

Anyway, those were all the thoughts that went through my head when she
asked what I wanted to know. It wasn’t a short list and I only stood
there dropping my jaw—not that she could tell through my helmet.

“Nick,” she said—except she didn’t really say “Nick.” She said the
Ascendancy name I’d used on Hideaway. It didn’t even sound like Nick
unless my implant translated it for me—which it did, noting that it was
the Ascendancy version.

“Sorry,” I said, “I’ve got way too many questions to ask for the first
one to just pop into my head… Uh… Let’s go with the one she talked
about. What are Earth’s Dominators doing? What did she think you’d beg
to be a part of if you heard about it?”

I didn’t ask that on a whim either. I had a hunch.

Kals gave a slow nod and grinned. Turning toward Colette, she said, “A
little while ago, you told me that Earth’s Dominators had their own
purpose. I’d like to hear more and why you think that I’d want to join
up if you told me about it.”

Colette’s jaw muscles tensed as if she might be trying to resist, but
not for long, “We don’t work for either the Masters or the Human
Ascendancy. We’ve found our own path. The Human Ascendancy is thinking
too small. It’s little more than the caged remnants of the Master’s
empire. Our leader thinks bigger. The Masters wanted to rule the galaxy
and even more. They wanted to rule the future. There’s a time coming
when the young races of the universe will rebel against the elder races
and we will lead that rebellion.”

Kals glanced back at me, the expression on her face asking, “Do you know
what she’s talking about?”

We hadn’t told her anything about Lee, the Artificers, or how their
species had divided into two factions, one of which intended to destroy
all intelligent life except for themselves. Though Kals couldn’t have
caught any clues from me because of my armor, she did glance at Haley.
Whatever she saw in Haley’s expression or posture, she turned back to
Colette.

“What elder races are you talking about? The Abominators are dead.”

Colette laughed, “That’s the sort of small-minded thinking that we’ve
progressed away from. The Abominators are nothing. I’m talking about the
Artificers. At least that’s what you call them. The Ascendancy knows
them only as an ancient race that left dangerous ruins and technology
all across the universe. We know better. Our leader has learned that
they still live and that they’ve retreated because of their fear of us.
They know that someday we’ll destroy them.”

Kals nodded, “Tell me more about that. How does your leader know and how
will you destroy them?”

“Our leader knows because he has a touch of their power and he grows
stronger all the time. He says that he can hear their conversations and
he knows that one of them hid some of his power here. Magnus believes
that he can use it if he can find it.”

Haley and I looked at each other. We didn’t need to say anything. I’d
told her everything I knew about the Artificers and my connection to
them, the “Galaxy Core Device” that Kee had made for the Artificers’
Destroy faction, and that Lee had used it once and hid it. She also knew
that the Artificers had split into the Live and Destroy factions after
seeing visions about their future. Members of Destroy had seen visions
of younger races killing them and decided to get them first. Live had
decided to teach younger races.

She also knew that Lee had seen someone very like me assisting him in
fighting his own people in the future. He’d even implied that it wasn’t
just me.

I hadn’t woken up this morning thinking that I’d be worrying about a far
future cosmic war, but life is unpredictable. Now I knew that there was
little chance that it could have gone any other way.

Kals looked over at Haley and I and then back at Colette, “How do you
fit into all of that?”

“I’ve known Magnus for a long time. He trusts me to handle the details
he doesn’t have time for,” Colette said, her voice catching as she
talked.

I couldn’t help but suspect that even though she answered Kals’
questions, she was screaming inside.

Kals sighed, “What kind of things do you do? I need to know more
details.”

After a pause that might only have been Colette gathering her thoughts,
she replied, “I do projects for him. Sometimes this means running the
Dominators for him. Sometimes it means acting as an ambassador to the
Human Ascendancy. When Magnus was one of the leaders of the Cabal, I
helped him run it and work with the other leaders. I also communicated
with the Cabal’s original creators when Magnus needed information and
sometimes their assistance.”

“Original creators,” I said. “Like, who? The Abominators?”

Colette didn’t say anything, staring at Kals.

With a look back at me, she told Colette, “Answer his question.”

Colette took a breath, seeming to take extra time before answering, “The
Abominators didn’t create the Cabal. Other immortals organized them to
be soldiers that served them. Magnus was once one of them, but the
others have drifted away into their own interests and projects. The
leadership of the Cabal was still loyal to them, so I sometimes had to
get permission from the others for things he wanted to do.”

Haley and I looked at each other. While I couldn’t read minds, I saw her
eyes widen. She had to be thinking what I was thinking—crap (or some
variation on the same concept). We’d had no idea. Way back when we’d
fought Grand Lake’s mayor, Daniel drilled into the guy’s mind and I
watched a conversation with the mayor and a representative of the Cabal.
The man had made a reference to other people in the Cabal’s leadership
being slow to change. Now that I thought back to it, they could have
meant other immortals.

I wasn’t sure how we’d missed that, but the mayor might not have known
himself and when the Cabal came for us, they were going after us on
their own. We never asked if there were immortals behind the immortal
warriors even though the organization had to come into being somehow. It
just hadn’t ever seemed important enough to ask about.

Haley looked over at Kals, “Ask her if the other immortals are involved
in looking for the Artificers’ device.”

Kals did.

Colette tilted her head and frowned for a moment, “I don’t know. I know
that he learned about the device from the others. I don’t know if they
are helping him look for it. They kicked him out of the Cabal’s
leadership, but there are still a few that are friendly to him.”

Haley spoke up the second she stopped, “Who are they? Where can we find
them?”

Kals stared at Colette, “Answer her.”

Colette opened her mouth, “I… I don’t know. Magnus doesn’t tell me
everything. These are his personal friends. I know one name—Urin. I
don’t know where he lives.”

The name Urin rang a bell. That was the name of the person who’d written
the Sumerian tablets that Cassie read to us, assuming that they were
true. Urin had been immortal and sensed Artificers, much as I could.

Frowning, Haley said, “You told us that you talked to these people. You
have to know more names and you had to meet them somewhere.”

“Explain that,” Kals said, grinning at Haley and then Colette.

The muscles in Colette’s face tensed, “I do know names and I have met
with them, but I don’t know if any of them are still friendly to Magnus.
Urin’s the only one and I’ve never met him.”

Haley looked over at Kals, “Tell her to list the names of every immortal
she’s met and where she met them.”

Then she looked over at me, “You’ll remember them?”

I said, “Yes.”

The implant would anyway.

“You won’t know any of these names,” Colette told us. “They don’t use
them with everybody.”

Then she started listing them in a near monotone. She was right. I
didn’t recognize any of them.

When she was done, I told Haley, “I’ve got them.”

I did. They were stored with thousands of years of history and
everything else the Xiniti had given me.

Haley narrowed her eyes and asked, “Where’s Martin Magnus? Even if
that’s not his real name, you know who I mean. If it’s an alias, he used
it for years.”

Kals grinned and glanced back at Haley, “I like your style. Colette
answer the question.”

Colette’s eyes widened and she moaned, her body tensing.

“Oh, no,” Kals stepped forward toward Colette, “If you’re doing that,
stop. Reverse the command. Don’t kill yourself.”

Then Colette fell forward, hitting the ground with a muffled cry
followed by a scream that ended in a cough and rattle.

“Shit,” Haley said, “she’s dead.”

“Wow,” I looked back toward Mindstryke. He responded to my unspoken
thought.

“She didn’t know it would happen. I reached into her brain to try to
stop it, but she couldn’t control it. I think I know what happened
though. Some of the Nine’s people have died in the same way. We haven’t
figured out how to stop it.”

He shook his head and even though his mask covered his face, I could see
him shake his head and hear him sigh. “The one bright side,” he added,
“is that they don’t do it to everybody, just those with critical
secrets. There’s no sign that Ana has any kind of trigger.”

“Yeah,” I looked down at Colette’s body where it lay, limbs splayed out
too far to be comfortable. “I find it interesting that they didn’t have
any protection at all against us finding out about the other
immortals—just Magnus.”





Relative Uncertainty


        I put my dishes into the dishwasher, letting the door shut with a click.
Despite the 80s look, which included big silvery plastic buttons
surrounded by fake wood grain, it still worked. It worked better than my
parents’ dishwasher in fact. Theirs tended to leave bits of food if you
didn’t rinse the dishes before putting them inside.

It didn’t seem likely that 80s dishwashers were that much better (or
longer lasting) than present-day appliances. I’d never taken it apart,
but I wouldn’t have put it past my grandfather to stick alien tech or
his own tech inside. It beat having to fix or replace the
dishwasher.

I turned around to Vaughn, “That’s all of it. Colette’s dead. I never
did get to ask her what Magnus was looking for when he kidnapped my
parents back before I was born. My assumption is that if he’s part
Artificer, he sensed it in my parents too.”

Vaughn shook his head, “Wait… Did she say that?”

“No,” I stopped, trying to remember her exact words. “She said that he
was connected to them, but I don’t think she knew how. She did believe
that he could use the device that Lee seems to have hidden on Earth or
in some nearby alternate version of Earth? I have no idea where it is
exactly.”

Vaughn stopped leaning in the doorway and stood up straight, saying,
“You’ve got to call a group meeting or something. This is pretty big.”

I nodded, walking across the kitchen’s wooden floor to stand in front of
him, “I know. I’m writing a report that I’m going to send to everyone.
I’m almost finished, but I got hungry.”

“I saw. Spaghetti, again? That’s, like, the third time this week,” he
grinned at me, but more in disbelief, I suspected, than amusement.

I shrugged, “It’s easy and it’s food. Also, it’s better than ramen.”

“Barely. What are we doing next?”

Throwing up my hands, I said, “I don’t know. It seems like our best lead
is to go find all of the immortals that Colette mentioned to Haley. The
problem with that is they’re immortals. They may not want to be found.
They might have powers and they definitely have more experience than any
of us.”

“Well,” Vaughn said, “maybe not more than all the past Bloodmaidens in
Amy’s head. Thousands of years worth of experience there. Plus, the
early Bloodmaidens fought immortals. That’s why they exist. Pull her
in.”

“Good point,” I said. He’d dated her long enough to know more than I
did.

Holding his index finger up, Vaughn said, “I’ve got one more. Those
immortals that Colette told you about? You know there have to be a few
of them that hate Magnus and might be willing to go out of their way to
screw him over.”

I paused, staring at him for a second, “Maybe you should handle all of
that. I mean, seriously. I handed the names and last known locations
over to Hal to find them, but you’re already further on what to do once
we find them than I was.”

Vaughn grinned, “It’s a gift. If you really want me to, I’m fine with
it. I don’t want to do it alone though.”

“Would you be okay with working with Amy on that?”

With a small shrug, he said, “We’re fine. It was a little weird for a
couple of days after we broke up, but we got over it. I kind of think
you should be in on it too. That guy, Urin? He sounded like he was
descended from Artificers too. Even if you’re not in the room, I feel
like you should be around just in case. Well, unless Lee shows up. Where
is that guy?”

“No idea,” I said. “I heard that he came in through the jump gate, but I
haven’t seen him around. I saw Guardian after Colette died and he’d
heard that Lee had left again. I didn’t see him at all.”

“Huh,” Vaughn frowned. “I wonder if he was in here to check on his
mystery device?”

I opened my mouth, stopped, and finally said, “I’m not sure, but that’s
the best guess anyone’s come up with.”

We stood there for a moment, neither of us talking, both of us thinking.

“So,” he said, “I’m surprised you’re alone. I’d have expected to see
Haley at least, but I thought Kals would be here if only to see Cassie,
Jaclyn, and Marcus. You all went through war together.”

“Yeah. Kals is in Chicago because she needs to talk to Guardian and a
bunch of other heroes with interstellar connections. She’ll be here for
a day or two once that’s done.”

“Cool. What about Haley? Are you two okay?”

I looked at him, “We’re fine. She’s still going to GLU. She had class
this afternoon and another one from seven to ten tonight. The challenge
for her was squeezing in League stuff.”

Vaughn shook his head, “Sorry. I’ve got to remember that just because I
don’t see the two of you together, it doesn’t mean that you’re not doing
stuff.”

“We are,” I said. “It’s just mostly on weekends.”

My phone rang. I pulled it out of my pocket and saw that the call was
labeled, “Uncle Steve.”

“Sorry,” I said, and took the call.

My mom’s brother Steve was couch surfing at our house until his next
contract started. Technically, he was in the guest bedroom and paying
rent because he insisted. As an itinerant engineer who spent more time
overseas than in the US, he did okay.

“Nick,” he said when I answered, “do you have a minute for your favorite
uncle?”

Announcing that he was my favorite uncle seemed presumptuous, but he
wasn’t wrong.

“Sure,” I said. “I’m just hanging out at home. I didn’t have big plans
for tonight.”

Well, other than finishing the report for the League and coordinating a
discussion about our response.

“That’s great,” he said, breathing into the phone. “I’m almost to your
house. I don’t want to get your mom worried, but you know how I was
working for Armory? I’m beginning to think that someone might be after
me.”

I considered asking him if visiting my house would help him. In my
“brilliant kid who’s starting his own engineering firm” identity, it
made sense. Why would he come to visit me in the first place? I couldn’t
help him.

That would have led to questions that I didn’t want to answer over the
phone, especially if he’d known that my grandpa, his father, was the
Rocket.

“Sure,” I said, “most of us are home tonight. So at least you won’t be
alone.”

I walked out of the kitchen, through the dining room, and into the
living room with its television, wooden floor, and mismatched chairs.
Vaughn followed me.

It wasn’t dark, but the sun was setting. In Michigan in the fall, the
sun set closer to six than you’d hope. From the window, I could see a
figure walking down the street toward the house. There weren’t a lot of
people walking down our block at night, so it almost had to be him.

I wasn’t wrong.

The figure walked up to our front door and knocked. I opened it to find
Uncle Steve on the front porch wearing a black leather jacket over a
Fantastic Four t-shirt. At least four inches taller than me, Uncle Steve
had a round face, a brown and white streaked beard, and thinning hair.
The leather jacket didn’t quite make him either cool or tough looking.
It made him look like a geek with money.

Stepping off to the side to let him in, I shut the door as he passed me.

Noticing Vaughn, he held out his hand and said, “I’m Nick’s Uncle
Steve.”

Looking at the two of them made an interesting contrast. Uncle Steve
looked like a middle-aged engineer who sat at his desk and thought a
lot. Since Dr. Nation’s experimental program to activate minor powers at
Stapledon, Vaughn had changed from being slightly on the pudgy side to
subtly ripped. Vaughn was still shorter than Uncle Steve and had his
long hair in a ponytail, but the t-shirt he wore made the lines of his
muscles obvious.

Shaking Uncle Steve’s hand, Vaughn said, “I’m Nick’s friend Vaughn
Hardwick-Jones. I live here too.”

Uncle Steve goggled, “Hardwick? That’s a surprise. Did you know that
Giles Hardwick and Nick’s grandfather were best friends?”

Vaughn smiled, “I’ve heard that.”

Nothing in his face even hinted that his grandfather’s betrayal of the
original Heroes’ League had been a weight over his first years on the
team.

Uncle Steve paused and I guessed that he might be trying to figure out
how to get Vaughn to leave in order to talk about the threat to his life
privately. I wanted Vaughn here for that, preferably without outing him
and the rest of us for what we were.

Not having any good ideas for how to do that, I decided to be oblivious,
“You said that you think someone might be after you because you worked
for Armory. Why do you think so?”

Uncle Steve turned to me and said, “It’s a long story. Do you mind if we
sit down?”

“Sure,” I walked over to one of the chairs and sat down while Uncle
Steve sat down on the couch and Vaughn sat down on a brown recliner that
showed bits of stuffing at the seams.

Uncle Steve looked around the room, “It’s weird to be here like this. I
know you’ve owned the house for a while now, but I don’t think I’ve been
in here since we cleaned it out. There should be family pictures on the
wall—in my memory, anyway. Dad got it into his head to make a
grandfather clock once. He wasn’t much of a woodworker though and didn’t
want to learn. He made the casing out of metal and some kind of ceramic.
I think my mom helped design the outside. That’s the only reason it
looked good at all. Dad was a great engineer, but he wasn’t an artist. I
think your Uncle Joe has it now.”

He sighed.

Then he said, “I’m a freelance engineer, but some of my contracting is
for the government. It’s not standard engineering work either. It
borders on spying.”

“Whoa,” Vaughn sat up in his chair.

Uncle Steve nodded, “I know. It’s not as exciting as it sounds. Mostly I
just do my job as an engineer and pass on what I’m doing to my handler.
They put me into places where a regular agent won’t have a clue what’s
going on. Maybe there’s a genius inventor supervillain or someone
working with alien tech? That kind of thing.”

That sounded familiar. It sounded exactly like what Isaac Lim had done
with me when he’d found that I’d made it to whatever list the government
had of potential mad scientists.

Vaughn looked over at me. I ignored it.

Uncle Steve continued, “You know what my last job was. I don’t try to
keep up with my co-workers after that for obvious reasons, but one of
them texted me. He told me that he was nervous because two of the other
engineers are dead. I googled them and he’s right. They are. I texted
him back and he didn’t answer. He’s dead too.”

“Huh. Did you contact your handler? It seems like whoever that is would
want to know.”

“Nick, I think it’s the Nine. Even if my handler’s clean, someone around
her might not be.”

I thought about that, “Then why are you asking me for help? I want to,
but the Nine are… kind of big.”

Uncle Steve nodded, “They’re the biggest that I know of. I’m asking you
for help because my father was the Rocket and I’ve suspected that you’re
the current Rocket ever since the suit’s first reappearance.”

“Huh,” I said, “that’s quite a guess if it’s true.”

Uncle Steve smiled while Vaughn managed a surprisingly credible poker
face.

“It’s true,” my uncle said. “If anyone in the family knows that he was
the Rocket, you’re the only credible candidate. Of all the
grandchildren, you and Rachel were the only ones in Grand Lake. You
especially spent a lot of time with him—to the point that it seemed like
you were always here. Plus, he gave you the house. That’s an odd choice
when you consider that he could have given you a trust fund for your
education.

“Plus, there’s one other thing that no one else in our family would
know. For reasons that I’m not going to explain and you’re capable of
making good guesses about, I’ve seen the government’s list of people who
have shown unusual potential with technology. It’s sometimes called the
‘mad scientist list.’ I know there are other names for it, but you’re on
it. So is Ana. I don’t suppose you know where she is?”

Not seeing any point in denying it any further, I said, “Yes. She’ll be
able to go home soon. The Nine brainwashed her and it was only reversed
this morning.”

Uncle Steve blinked, “You can do that?”

I shook my head, “I know someone who sometimes can. I asked her to
help.”

He nodded, “Good. When her parents found out that the Nine owned her
company and that the feds had taken her into custody, they didn’t know
what to think. They’ve been worried sick about her.”

“I’m sure,” I said. “The FBI said that they’d keep her family informed.
I haven’t been checking on it. I didn’t know what else to do beyond
calling in a friend to help.”

With a grin, Uncle Steve said, “That’s more than they’d have been able
to do on their own. Joe and Charlotte will finally be able to sleep.”

“I hope. For all I know, she still might have leftovers of what happened
in her head. She won’t be controlled, but she’ll still remember
everything she did while under control. I don’t know what that was, but
it wouldn’t surprise me if she regretted some of it.”

From the chair to my left, Vaughn said, “If you’re going to talk about
private family stuff, I can go.”

I shook my head, “I don’t think so.”

Uncle Steve said, “No. I’m here to talk to Nick about whoever’s coming
after me—if they’re coming.”

“On that,” I said, “do you know anything else? Anything more than that
you know people who have died? I’m wondering if anyone at Armory’s lab
seemed suspicious?”

Uncle Steve leaned back into the couch and laughed, “Armory hired some
of the world’s most brilliant and least ethical engineers. A lot of them
seemed suspicious and for good reason. They were criminals, even the
ones that had never been caught.”

He shook his head, “There wasn’t anyone who was supposed to kill us all
if we left. We designed and assembled armor.
They didn’t want us to just tell anybody, but they didn’t say anything
about killing us. I didn’t get anything more from them than I’ve gotten
from normal, legitimate, businesses. Some
of those people are crazy. Maybe you improved their can opener or
something, That doesn’t mean that you want to own the design.“

Vaughn raised an eyebrow, “Did that happen to you?”

“Not exactly that, but closer than you’d think.” Uncle Steve’s eyes
drifted toward the windows. When I assume, he didn’t see anything that
worried him, he turned his attention back to me.

“Anyway,” he said, “there weren’t any people I remember that made me
scared that they’d come after me. The place had professional security.
You expect raving maniacs or drug users, but they hired regular security
people.”

“Huh,” I frowned. “Then I think the best we’re going to do for now is
set up surveillance cameras around Mom and Dad’s house. Then maybe we’ll
make it so that something on you broadcasts your location and makes it
easy for you to send a distress signal. I just wish we had something
specific to watch for.”

I thought about calling Daniel in. If Uncle Steve were okay with it,
maybe Daniel would pick up something from his memories that he couldn’t
find on his own.

As I thought that, a woman’s voice came from the kitchen, “Do you mind
if I listen in? I might notice something.”

I turned to see a woman standing in the entrance. Taller than Uncle
Steve with long, dirty blond hair, light brown skin, and a strong jaw,
she looked like a woman from a superhero comic. Even if her muscles
didn’t bulge, they were defined. Where she’d gotten a blue, “Free Willy”
t-shirt or why she’d bought it, I had no idea.

“Come on in, Tara,” I said. With Daniel not in the house, Tara was our
best option. Though she didn’t have telepathy, she did have an
incredible memory and ability to see patterns.

Uncle Steve looked over at her and his eyes widened, whispering “Do you
know what she is?”

Remembering back to when we’d been on Renewal Island and bugging
Armory’s lab, I’d seen one of the True alongside a clone of Cassie’s
father visiting to check on mechs Armory was building for the Nine.

“I do,” I told him, watching his expression. “Tara is the daughter of
people who defected from the True.”

His eyebrows furrowed, “The True?”

Tara sat down in a wooden chair, one with a leg that was just slightly
shorter than the other three. “Did you think we were all clones the Nine
made?”

He eyed her, “I didn’t know, but I knew you were the Nine’s soldiers.”

Tara nodded, “That’s true—here. I’m not from this universe.”

Uncle Steve stared at her, “Other universes are real?”

“They are. I grew up in a city where they meet,” she grinned as his jaw
dropped.

“This is beyond my security clearance. I’ve heard rumors about Infinity
City, but it’s better if I don’t know too much. I’ve got a block, but
it’s better that I don’t know too much.”

With a nod, Tara said, “I think you’re right, but you should know that
what I’m good at is understanding a lot based on a surprisingly small
amount of information. Could you please tell me everything you can about
working for Armory? I’m going to interrupt you to ask questions and it’s
important that you tell me everything you can. I know you’ll be tempted
to hold something back, but the small details are what will help me
understand and help keep you alive.”

She delivered the question in the warm, sometimes high-pitched voice she
normally used instead of the monotone that she used when she let her
most analytical side run the show. She might be keeping that less
obvious since Uncle Steve didn’t know her.

Uncle Steve frowned, “I shouldn’t, but this isn’t just about government
secrets, it’s about my family.”

Then he nodded, “Go ahead.”

She gave him a bright smile and had him walk through the whole process
of starting to work there with special attention to details about what
kind of attention they paid to him. Did they regularly have him pee in a
cup to check for drugs? Did they take any other fluids? Yes, blood.
Could he describe any visitors to the lab? He could. What were his
coworkers like? Who were they? He answered in detail. Even though he
didn’t try to, he’d gotten to know a few.

It took more than an hour for him to get through the story when all of
her questions were included.

In the end, she said, “You’re very good at what you do. Then Nine had
operatives planted in Armory’s lab. They didn’t realize that you were
working for the government—at least while you were working there. I
don’t know what they think now, but my guess is that they still don’t
know. They’re still going after you, but not because they think you’re a
spy. It’s because they’re going after every engineer that worked for
Armory to keep their designs secret.”

Uncle Steve took a few breaths, becoming calmer as he did, “That’s what
I was worried about. I was hoping it was just a worry. There isn’t any
chance that could affect your analysis, is there?”

She shook her head, “I notice that kind of thing. In this case, it was
Sven that was the Nine’s observer in your group. He wasn’t willingly
doing it. He was controlled. That’s why they killed him too. They
couldn’t risk it wearing off. They’re going to send a team of supers
specialized in cleaning up potential security leaks, probably a team of
three that will definitely include a telepath or a Dominator.”

Vaughn leaned toward me, talking in a low voice, “That sounds like our
other project might have to go on hold.”

I shook my head, “I don’t think it can. We need to find and contact
those people. I think we’ve got enough people here that we can handle a
team of three even if you and Amy are out looking.”

Uncle Steve glanced over at us. I decided not to go into more detail. He
didn’t need to know about the immortals.

“Sorry,” I said to him, “we’ve got at least one more thing going right
now.”

He nodded, “I’m sure that’s true.”

Meeting Tara’s eyes, I asked, “Do you know when they’ll get here?”

Tara shook her head, “It’s hard to say. Steve said there were more than
fifty engineers working there. I didn’t get any hint that he’s high on
their list. It might be a few months from now. It might be tomorrow, but
I think he has some time. At least a few weeks.”

“Alright,” I said. “I think that we can pull in the Mystic to see if he
can get more. Plus, we can have you sleep here or even in the base
itself. Assuming they don’t have a way to sense where you are, that’s
not where they’ll look.”

Vaughn frowned, “What about the other engineers? Should we warn them?
They warned Steve. I know they’re not good people, but should we let all
the other ones die? Maybe we have to go after the Nine’s people first?”

I felt my jaw drop, “Yeah. I was just thinking about keeping Uncle Steve
safe. We ought to do something.”

Uncle Steve shook his head, “That’s going to be hard if not impossible.
I don’t go by Steve Vander Sloot on my government jobs. I use different
names every time and so do the rest of them—the ones that work for
supervillains with any regularity.”

I thought about that, “How do you get jobs if no one knows each other’s
name?”

Uncle Steve sighed, “I shouldn’t tell you, but now that I think about
it, you should probably know. You know about Syndicate L and the Nine?
Organizations that large need people that they know are willing to work
for less than legal organizations. There are websites for recruiting
people with different specialties—including engineers.”

“Wait,” Vaughn said, his mouth dropping into a half-smile, “there are
supervillain job websites?”

Uncle Steve nodded, “I can show you them later, but that’s why we’re not
going to have an easy time with it. Everybody goes by their username.
There are recommendations from people you’ve done jobs for. Plus, you’ve
got a reputation score that your former employers can give points to… I
don’t even use my own account. I’ve got accounts that another guy
created for the government. The earliest recommendations were from a
supervillain who later went straight… Anyway, the important thing is
that you recognize that we’re never going to get a hold of any of those
guys.

“Anyway, when I’m sent in, it’s to look at the technology. They’re not
expecting me to get to know everyone. The guy who contacted me was an
exception. We’ve worked together on a couple of different jobs. He’s got
the number of a voicemail I use for that kind of work—not my phone.”

Tara leaned forward in her chair, brushing her hair out of her face and
frowning, “I need to think about that. I should have asked you how you
got your jobs.”

She closed her eyes for a few seconds, but then let out a breath and
opened them, “Do you know who owns the websites you mentioned?”

Uncle Steve shook his head, “It’s not the sort of thing you ask about,
but they looked professional and they work.”

Nodding, Tara said, “I don’t have enough information to know, but the
Nine has funded large websites before. I think it’s possible that they
own or have invested in one or all of them. If they have, they’ve had
the opportunity to use them to figure out who the users are. If they
know you’re a federal agent, they’ll make you a higher priority. If they
know you’re here, they might use you to work against the Heroes’ League
even without knowing your relationship to the Rocket.”

Uncle Steve pursed his lips, saying nothing at first, but then, “I
shouldn’t have come home.”

“You couldn’t have known,” I said. “Besides, it’s not as if the Nine
weren’t coming in this direction anyway. We’ve been pissing them off
lately.”

He laughed, “I’ve been following the news.”

“So,” I said, “I guess Uncle Steve disappears, maybe into the basement.
I just hope they didn’t have anyone following him already.”

Raising an eyebrow, Uncle Steve said, “The basement? I’ve slept in worse
places. And by the way, I know how to look for tails. I didn’t see any.
I’ve also got equipment to detect bugs and other kinds of surveillance.
I have been using it even at home because I’m always using it.”

While I didn’t miss the last part of what he said, I found myself stuck
on the first part. When I’d said basement, I meant the headquarters
under my house. He didn’t know. I looked over at Vaughn and Tara and
they were already grinning.

“We’ve got something to show you,” I said, and stood up.

He looked over at me, “Sure.

I led the group of us to the back of the house, down the stairs into the
basement. It still contained boxes from my grandfather’s engineering
business, a desk that he’d used, toolboxes, magazines, and metal filing
cabinets. We walked down the path to the clear spot on the concrete
floor. I waved him over, indicating that Steve should stand next to me
in the spot with a square indentation.

“Sure,” he said. “You know, I don’t remember seeing this spot. I think
dad covered it with… something—“

As he said that, the retinal scanner flashed red light into my eyes,
four walls shot up from the floor around us, and the elevator car sank
into the floor.

“Whoa,” he said as we felt the drop begin.

It would stop only when it reached headquarters. There, the door opened,
giving him his first view of Heroes’ League HQ. Different than when I’d
first seen it, the cardboard boxes had been removed, the clutter of the
League’s trophies had been reduced to a few of the more impressive ones,
and the olive green carpet had been replaced.

Now the table and desks in front of the giant screen on the other side
of the room stood on a new, dark red carpet.

“Oh,” Uncle Steve said, “I had no idea this was under our house.”

We stepped out of the elevator and the doors shut behind us, humming its
way upward.

My phone, which doubled as a League communicator, began to ring. Even as
I pulled it out of my pocket, my implant grabbed the caller’s ID. It was
Sean Drucker AKA The Power, leader of West Michigan’s other hero team…
What was it called? I hoped it wasn’t Justice Fist again.

My implant gave me the answer. It was Justice Fist.

I took the call even though my history with Sean wasn’t great. Aside
from being a bully to me until it was clear to him that he’d be kicked
out of the Stapledon program unless he stopped, he was Haley’s
ex-boyfriend, the kind that she’d had to use her poison claw on to stop
him from pushing to do more physically than she wanted to.

He’d apologized to me about that, but I wasn’t sure he’d ever apologized
to her.

In the last few years though, he hadn’t been a problem and he’d even
worked with us a couple of times. I owed it to him to at least give him
a chance.

Through the phone, I heard, “Hey Nick, I’m in our headquarters so this
call is safe.”

“Okay,” I told him, deciding that Uncle Steve had a block, so he was
probably safe, but I muted the phone and told Uncle Steve, “I’m going to
have to take this call.”

He said, “You bet,” as I turned to my right and started walking
alongside the wall, passing the remains of a set of Nazi-made powered
armor that Grandpa had taken down. Not even trying to check the name, I
listened as Sean continued.

“You know we reformed Justice Fist, right?”

“I did hear that, yeah.” They’d signed with one of the big companies
that invested in and monetized superheroes’ occupations—Future-men
Capital. It was one of the big ones even though it sounded like a
business name from 1950s science fiction novels. To be fair, the
business was most likely that old.

Sean said, “You know how we signed up with Future-men Capital?”

“Yes,” I hoped he wasn’t about to try to recruit me.

“It’s been great, but some weird shit happened when we signed. Some guy
named Martin Magnus showed up. We didn’t know it at the time, but Sydney
used your computer to figure it out. Anyway, we had Mindstryke look at
our contract. When he found out about Magnus, he offered us help to find
out more because it looked like Magnus might have a connection to
Future-men Capital.”

Mindstryke hadn’t mentioned that to me, but Daniel’s dad was a lawyer.
Even if it wasn’t, strictly speaking, an example of attorney-client
privilege, he might well treat it that way.

“Wow,” I thought about that. I wasn’t completely confident about us
fighting a guy that was thousands of years old, but I felt like Sean and
his group might be a little more overmatched.

“Yeah. I mean that guy was part of the Cabal or something. Sydney told
me I should tell you about it. Are you going up against the guy?”

Did I want Sean’s help? Even if we weren’t on bad terms right now, our
history might make him a little unpredictable. I said, “It’s more like
he might be about to go after us and we’re trying to beat him to the
punch. Have you learned anything about Magnus?”

Sean laughed, “Nothing at all. We had that one weird thing when Magnus
showed up, but then the next thing we heard was that he’d resigned from
the board. We looked online and we couldn’t find anything about the guy
other than he owned a bunch of stocks in the company. He was calling
himself Martin Greatson. We did track down his LLC, but it was the
address of a building that had been knocked down. I think they’re
building something there now, but it doesn’t seem to have any connection
to him. Like I said, weird shit.”

I looked over at the wall. A series of photos and articles about the
original League had been framed and hung
there. Articles about their fight with the
Abominators covered this spot from the floor to the ceiling. I wondered
what they’d have done if they found out that Magnus was trying to find
the Artificer weapon that Lee had hidden here.

It seemed bigger than anything they’d faced.

I responded to Sean, “At least you know that Martin Greatson was an
alias. It’s better than not knowing.”

“Yeah,” Sean said, “but we knew that before we even started looking. Do
you know anything more? Sydney thought you’d want to know this.”

“I do,” I tried to think about how much I wanted to tell him. “It’s not
enough to find the guy yet, but you know everything you’ve seen in the
news about us lately? That’s all led us to Magnus. We’re pretty sure
he’s connected to the Dominators and the Nine. I don’t know if you have
those buzzers I designed? Sydney might have given you some. It’s more
important than ever to wear them—especially if you’re meeting with
people from Future-men Capital. The only thing I can think of is that he
used his board position to plant a mole or two in the company. I can’t
think of any better place for the Dominators to control. You’d meet with
a wide variety of supers regularly. They all mostly trust you and so if
you didn’t act very often, you’d have your pick of supers to control. If
you were careful about it, you could get a mole in the staff of some
major teams.”

Sean let out a breath and something in our connection buzzed. I hoped
that he hadn’t accidentally used his powers over magnetism to waste his
phone.

“Shit,” he said, “they could be anywhere.”

“That’s what we’ve been worrying about for the last few weeks. They
really could be. They’ve had years to get into place. We don’t know
where. We can’t trust our government contacts too far and even outside,
any organization could have a silent observer from the Nine or the
Dominators.”

I stopped, unsure of how far to go. For all I knew, Sean might
unwillingly be one of the Nine’s brainwashed pawns.

“That’s fucked. We don’t have many government contacts, but there’s
Future-men Capital and we can’t get rid of them. Our contract says that
a percentage of the profits from our merchandising pay back their
investment in our group. There’s no way we can pay enough to get out of
the contract, not yet anyway,” he paused, but then continued.

“Like I told you, we knew that Future-men might be connected to Magnus
and went ahead with it anyway. It seemed like it’d be the right thing to
do. If he’s one of the bad guys, we want to get him, you know? That’s
the reason we’re here, but right now it looks like we won’t even know if
the bad guys are there.”

“Well,” I said, “that’s why I mentioned the buzzers. If Sydney got you
some, wear them. Every time they buzz, you’ll know the Dominators are
trying to get into your heads.”

“Okay,” Sean said, “I’ll check with Sydney. That’ll help. At least we’ll
know that they can’t get at us. Oh… There’s one other thing. Sydney
mentioned that you guys have been practicing with other teams. I can
understand if you don’t want to, but could you add us to the list? We’re
both here and you might have to work with us sometime.”

He was right. If we were going to train with anyone, the team that
shared the same city with us was the first team we ought to be talking
with. “Sure, but I should say that arranging all of that is really
Cassie’s thing. It was her idea, so she’s making it happen. I’ll pass it
on to her that you want to and she’ll call you. Out of curiosity, how’s
Jody doing these days?”

Out of the three people that I knew were in Sean’s new Justice Fist,
Dayton was a great guy who’d always been decent to me even after I beat
the three of them in a fight. Instead of holding a grudge, he’d asked
who I trained with. Jody, on the other hand, had never been anything
other than a jerk even after Sean started to change.

Sean laughed and then sighed, “He’s better. I don’t want to get your
hopes up too high, but in the last few weeks, since we signed with
Future-men, he’s been like he was on the basketball team. He shows up
for practice, does his work, and doesn’t get in trouble. He’ll
understand it’s important to work together.”

“Well,” I said, “if we can’t work together, it’ll be better to find out
in practice than in the field, but yeah… We’ve already worked together
during the Hrrnna attack as well as a bunch of Stapledon training
sessions, so it should be possible. I’ll pass it along.”

“Thanks,” Sean let out a breath. “We’ll be ready.”

We said goodbye and I put my phone back in my pocket.

While I’d been talking, Vaughn and Tara had stepped out of the elevator,
walking up to Uncle Steve who I’d wandered away from to talk. It was
nice that he hadn’t followed me.

Vaughn was pointing toward the locker room, bathroom, showers, and
kitchen to our left and talking, “We used to have to share one shower
area. Now we’ve set it up like the toilets—separate rooms for each one
so we don’t have to have men and women shower in shifts.”

Tara shook her head, “I know you do that, but I still don’t get it.
Everybody has a body and if you see a naked person it doesn’t mean that
it has anything to do with sex, but people here act as if it does.”

Uncle Steve opened his mouth as if he was thinking of saying something
but then chose not to. I hadn’t told him about how Tara had grown up in
Infinity City, a spot where an infinity of parallel universes met, and
that comfort with nudity was the least of a million differences from
growing up in Grand Lake, but it looked as though he was beginning to
understand.

The first rule of talking to Tara? Expect that she’s comfortable with
things you’re not. Some of those things don’t even exist in the universe
you live in and can’t.

I’d have walked over to the group of them except that the circular door
on one of the tunnels swung open and Daniel flew in. The door shut
behind him as if by its own strength, and he flew toward me. His black
and silver costume absorbed his mask.

With a look toward Uncle Steve, he said, “I didn’t expect to find out he
was here.”

It was a given that Daniel had gotten the complete story from our heads
already, but I added, “It looks like he’ll be staying here
indefinitely.”

He nodded, tight-lipped, “And the bad news is that the danger to all of
our families, not just yours, jumped upward. Whoever’s coming for him
knows enough to target our relatives.”

“Huh,” I considered that. “It seems as if whoever’s sending people after
Uncle Steve might be using it to terrorize us? Because there’s no need
to bother all the rest of you if they want Uncle Steve. They only need
to go after my mom and dad—though I suppose going after everyone else’s
might be insurance.”

Daniel nodded, “That’s what I was thinking, but there’s a wrinkle to it.
I think they knew enough to target our families, but I don’t think they
know why.”

“Magnus,” Tara’s face became expressionless. “He knows who you are. He’s
made no effort to share it, but he has a reason to keep you
distracted—the tablets Cassie translated.”

Shaking his head, Daniel muttered, “She has zero interest in Sumer, but
she’s fluent in Sumerian…”

More loudly, he continued, “I think you’re
right. I’m not sure why Magnus would want to let them know that
targeting our families would help, but not tell them why. Whoever is
coming has to have suspicions, but I suppose he can only reveal our
secrets once.”

Uncle Steve let out a breath, “This is the Nine. They’re careful about
who gets what information. It might be that they’ve been implanted with
the information and can’t do anything with it, can’t even think about
it, until some condition comes up.”

Tara looked at him and then me, “I can’t know whether or not that’s true
from what little information I’ve got, but it seems possible, given what
I know about the Nine and their methods. If we can, we’ll have to take
them out as soon as they show up, so that no conditions come up.”

“Wow,” Vaughn stared out into space, but then shook his head and said,
“This isn’t a red, but it’s got to be a yellow. We’ve got to send this
out to everybody—maybe even Sean’s people. They might end up facing them
and if we aren’t coordinating, who knows what happens…”

“Funny thing you should mention that,” I looked around the group, “I
just got a call from Sean. He’s been working with Daniel’s dad and the
Defenders because they think their investors, Future-men Capital have a
connection to Magnus. They think this because Magnus used to be on the
company’s board, used that connection to visit them, and then
disappeared. Also, Sean wants Justice Fist to get on our training
schedule.”

I felt Daniel’s surprise through the unintentional connection we
sometimes shared.

Aloud, he said, “I had no idea my dad was working with them. He doesn’t
tell me much of what he does with the Defenders, so that’s not unusual.
Oh, and with regards to training with Justice Fist, I don’t get a
feeling that it’s any worse than anything else we’re doing.”

Uncle Steve raised an eyebrow. Vaughn laughed, “That’s not much of a
recommendation.”

Frowning, Daniel said, “It’s not simple. Right now everything has a
chance of going badly wrong for us—including working with Justice Fist.
There’s also a chance that working with them will help us a lot. It’s
just that it isn’t so good that I can recommend it.”

I looked over at Tara. She shook her head, “Not enough information.”

Unable to think of a better idea, I said, “Vaughn’s right. We should
tell everybody and I guess I’ll tell Cassie about putting them on the
list. We might find that we have to coordinate with them sooner than we
expect. I did tell Sean I would. Maybe we’ll get lucky.

“Oh, and one more thing, we should probably set up a cot for Uncle
Steve.”

Daniel met my eyes and I heard him think, Just a second.

He closed his eyes, opening them a second or two later, “He shouldn’t
stay here. I don’t know it for sure, but I think that having him
disappear must be a trigger condition. Everyone in the League’s chances
of survival go down drastically.”

Uncle Steve looked from Daniel to me, “Are you sure?”

“Daniel’s right a lot,” I said. “When he doesn’t feel confident, it’s
one thing, but when he says something like that, I’d bet on it.”

Daniel met his eyes, “You’re going to want to trust me on this. I’m not
my grandfather, but I’ve got as much talent in this area as he does.”

Uncle Steve stared up at him, “I want to make sure I’ve got this. You’re
saying that if I don’t go back to my sister’s house, it gets bad for
everyone in the Heroes’ League? Do you know how?”

Daniel shook his head, “I get a general sense of whether the results
will be good or bad and if they’ll be bad, how bad. This is disastrously
bad for a lot of us—everyone with parents in Grand Lake.”

Uncle Steve nodded, “Okay, what happens in the big picture if I go back
then? How bad is that and who’s it bad for?”

Daniel closed his eyes, waiting a little longer than the last time
before he opened them, “Here’s what I’ve got. There’s still a risk for
everybody, but it’s less likely that everybody and their parents die…”

He stopped, not closing his eyes the way he sometimes did when sensing
the future, but looking at Uncle Steve and biting his lip. I felt
Daniel’s uncertainty and then a flash of decision.

“Here’s the thing,” Daniel said, “you’ve got a better chance of survival
if you stay here. I don’t know why. It’s probably something like you
stay out of the way, and escape in one of our vehicles after we die.”

Uncle Steve’s jaw dropped, “I know I asked you, but I wish you hadn’t
told me that.”

Daniel lowered his head, nodding, “I get it, but I felt like it wasn’t
fair to hide that I knew you would be in more danger when I knew that it
would benefit me.”

Uncle Steve let out a breath, “I get it. I appreciate your honesty and
your willingness to let me decide for myself. I don’t think I have much
of a choice though. I can’t survive at the expense of my sister, any of
your parents who were my childhood friends, or you kids.”

I wanted to say the same in return, but in my case telling him to take
the safest route might theoretically kill everyone else I cared
about.

“The future isn’t permanent,” Daniel met his eyes. “That’s something my
grandfather used to tell me and he’s right. It changes. It’s changed
even during this conversation—not with regard to what we’re talking
about, but in small ways. An hour from now it will change even more. If
we act at the right moment, the risk to your life and ours can disappear
as if it were never there.

“What my grandfather also told me was that I should use my prescience to
do the right thing and not let the easiest path through a problem become
the right thing because it’s the safest way to go.”

Uncle Steve smiled as Daniel mentioned his grandfather and as Daniel
stopped said, “I get it. I’ve been in these situations before. I’ve
worried and worried that the supervillain in charge will recognize what
I’m really doing in his lab. Except then something changed and the guy
got distracted. After that, he didn’t care what I’d done. Don’t worry
about it. I’ll find a way to handle this. I’m not completely
defenseless.”

Then he paused and said, “How’s your grandfather?”

Daniel sighed, “He has dementia of some kind. No doctor’s been able to
identify it—in part because he’s a telepath and he’s still with it
enough to pick out answers from people’s minds. Privately, we think it’s
because he overused his prescience at some point. It’s weird, even using
our powers we sometimes can’t find him in the present, future, or past.
It’s as if he’s invisible to psychic scrying, but then a little later,
he’s back again.”

Nodding as Daniel talked, Uncle Steve shook his head, “I don’t think I
have the background to make any sense of that. I think you’d need a
physicist specializing in quantum mechanics, but I’m sorry to hear that
he’s having a hard time. He was always a kind man, even to his
teammates’ kids.”

Daniel laughed, “I don’t think he’s having as hard a time as the rest of
the family. He’s as optimistic and happy as he ever was. We miss him or
at least the version of him that we remember.”

“I think we all have a little of that. I miss my mom and dad. They
missed Giles Hardwick and other members of the team that died over the
years.” Uncle Steve stopped, but then said, “I think I should get back
to the house before the future changes in the wrong direction.”

Daniel and I walked him back, none of us saying very much. We wore
clothes made of nanotech-based technology that could reconfigure itself
into costumes on command or just act like armor.

We walked on either side of him, Daniel sensing possible threats with
telepathy and prescience. I made do with glasses that allowed me to see
in the dark and improved my hearing.

There wasn’t much to see as we walked through the suburban streets. It
was mid-October. That meant that the trees were mostly empty of leaves,
some of which had been gathered into piles at the side of the road, only
visible because of the streetlights. A few lawns had Halloween
decorations on the lawn. The most noticeable was a nine-foot-tall
skeleton. It hadn’t been taken down since last Halloween and even had
Christmas lights on it during the winter.

Even as we passed a lawn with gravestones on it, the sort of place where
comic book writers might choose to visually drive home the stakes of the
conflict, no one attacked us. I felt Daniel’s amusement as I imagined
the gravestones exploding, but half a block later we were home. We
didn’t go inside, knowing that we had to get back.

Less than 20 minutes later, we were back at my house and then at HQ,
sitting at the table near the giant TV screen in front of the room. It
didn’t take long for everyone to show up. Tara and Vaughn joined us in
person. Everyone else connected through their communicators. I threw up
all their streams to the giant screen on the wall. Then, with almost
everyone in the League looking on, we went through everything that
happened, starting with visiting Chicago and how Kals had freed Ana,
Colette’s death, what we’d learned about Magnus, Sean’s call, Uncle
Steve’s problem, and our suspicions that we’d soon be visited by
mind-controlled hitmen that know that threatening our parents will help
even if they don’t know why.

I watched as the faces on the screen went through emotions, starting
with concern, grim understanding of Ana’s state, surprise at Colette’s
death, interest in Sean’s call, and finally worry as we talked about my
Uncle Steve and what that meant for us.

It felt both strange and normal to see everyone, ranging from Travis,
Marcus, Jaclyn, Cassie, and Haley who’d always been part of the team, to
Sydney, Camille, and Julie who’d been in Justice Fist with Sean, to Amy,
Rod, and Samita, who we mostly knew from Stapledon. That wasn’t everyone
either. Courtney was listening, but couldn’t be on screen.

Rachel, of course, wasn’t listening at all. She was still somewhere out
among the stars with the Cosmic Ghosts.

Letting Daniel finish telling what he’d learned from sensing Uncle
Steve’s future, I said, “So that’s what we’ve got. Vaughn, Cassie, and
Amy, if she’s willing, will be trying to find and contact Magnus’
immortal former Cabal founders. The rest of us are going to be here in
Grand Lake trying to make sure our families don’t die.”

At that moment, a text came from Uncle Steve that said, “I knew this
guy,” and linked to a news article about an electrical engineer who’d
died this morning in Columbus, Ohio. That was only five hours away by
car from Grand Lake.

I didn’t even need to ask how Uncle Steve knew him. I’d met him myself.
Bald, short, and middle-aged, I’d seen him under the arena where we’d
captured Armory and fought the Grey Giant. I  remembered him because
Cassie had puked on him.

“Crap,” I muttered, realizing as I did it that everybody could hear me
and not just Vaughn, Tara, and Daniel who were sitting at the table with
me, but also everyone showing on the big screen.

Up in the right corner of the screen, Travis said, “What happened?”

I looked up toward him, noticing that he was sitting in a van on a dark,
city street somewhere wearing a dark suit. He was visiting a team in
Philadelphia. He’d told me, but I couldn’t think of their name—except
that my implant then supplied it—the Bells.

Taking in how everyone now seemed to be waiting for bad news, I gave
them the bad news, “You know how I made Cassie puke on one of the
engineers back on Renewal Island? Well, that guy died. He died this
morning and he wasn’t far away—he died in Columbus, Ohio. That’s half a
day’s drive from here. They could be on their way.”

“Someone should go down there,” Travis said, “Izzy might find
something.”

On the bottom left, Izzy stood in her apartment’s bathroom in front of
the shower. She hadn’t been taking a shower. She wore a green t-shirt
and jeans from what I could see. Her long, dark hair wasn’t wet. She
must have taken the call there to increase her privacy. Taking off her
glasses, she said, “I can go. I didn’t have plans tonight.”

Her clothes reconfigured into her costume which was blue like her
codename. As the mask covered her face, she said, “I’ll go now and
listen in.”

The stream disappeared, replaced by a picture of her in costume.

“Unless Izzy discovers something, I don’t have anything else,” I said.
“I just wanted everyone to know what’s going on. If you’ve got ideas for
what we do next, that’s great. Let me know. We don’t have much of a
target yet, so finding Magnus is the long-term plan, but obviously
surviving whatever happens next is first.”

People continued to throw out ideas as Izzy’s view changed from her
picture to stars and clouds and an ever-changing landscape. Traveling at
several times the speed of sound, the view darkened as she flew toward
Ohio, leaving California behind and crossing most of the country to
arrive in Columbus, Ohio.

I wasn’t familiar with what the city looked like at all, but I did see
skyscrapers lit up in the night and a river.

Hal had pulled the address of where Louis Starkey (the guy’s name) had
been killed as soon as we knew Izzy was going. Where he’d pulled it
from, I didn’t know. He might not have even gotten it himself. As part
of an informal association of the world’s AIs, he might have asked a
friend.

Regardless, Izzy aimed to the east of the skyscrapers, descending to
land in a residential area. It could have just as easily been a
neighborhood in Grand Lake, one of the newer ones. In a nutshell, it had
wide, mowed lawns, trees that would have been shady if the leaves hadn’t
fallen off, and two-story houses with long driveways and big garages.

One house stood out from the suburban monotony, but more because of what
it didn’t have. It was missing the front door and the wall around the
front door, all the way up to the second story. Wooden beams,
insulation, metal ductwork, and electrical cables were visible through
the destroyed section. White siding and chunks of drywall lay on the
ground in front of the house.

To be fair, the house also had things that the other houses didn’t.
First among them? Police tape and plastic sheeting covered the house’s
doorway and the missing bits of wall. There weren’t any people around at
this point except for Izzy and all the people staying in their houses
and not coming out now that an obvious super had landed on the front
lawn.

Izzy whispered, “I just looked through the house with sound. There’s no
one inside. Most of the damage seems to be in the hallway behind the
door. I’m going to pull open the plastic sheet and look inside.

We watched as the view shifted to show the plastic sheet and then Izzy’s
blue-covered arms reached out to pull the plastic out of the way,
revealing what lay behind the front door.

The hallway would have been nice normally. Family portraits hung on the
wall—Louis, his head as bald as I remembered from Renewal Island,
standing next to his curly-haired wife and their four children. The
pictures followed the children from early childhood through to high
school graduation. Some included even older people that I assumed must
have been grandparents.

If it had been just that, it wouldn’t have been bad at all. Shrines to
someone’s family life might be boring, but they’re not disturbing.

You know what is disturbing though? If someone gets hit hard enough that
bits of them are splattered all over the floor, walls, and ceiling of
their house.

Many strong supers have enough power behind them to hit someone hard
enough that the person dies instantly or all but explodes. Most, even
including supervillains, don’t do that. Whoever killed Louis Starkey
had. Blood and other bits of Louis stained the floor, walls, and
ceiling.

Along with Louis, fragments of wood also stuck out of the walls. I
guessed that might be the remains of the door. That wasn’t the only
damage. The killer had left footprints in the wood of the shattered
floor.

Well, we knew that the killer was strong at least.





Distractions


        Over the team connection, Travis said, “That’s got to be the Cabal. Big?
Strong? Messy? That’s their MO.”

In her dark grey costume balanced on the top of a building downtown,
Haley said, “At least it’s not that guy who burned everybody.”

I felt Daniel’s queasiness at the memory of the burned bodies the man
had left behind. I couldn’t criticize him for that. I tried not to think
about it very often myself.

Travis’ eyes widened, “The burning hands guy. Shit. Whatever happened to
him?”

I shrugged, “No idea. He brought me to the battle at the old radio
station where Lee made the Cabal promise to leave us alone for a year. I
haven’t heard about him since.”

From the bedroom of her apartment, Cassie shook her head, “We lost track
of that guy?”

Over her comm, Izzy said, “I wonder if the killer could be my
grandfather? I don’t like the idea, but it’s possible. I don’t know that
he’s dead. My grandmother never talked to him after she left.”

Dixie Superman, one of our grandparents’ foes, had been as powerful as
Izzy. He was a refugee from an alternate universe where the post-Civil
War South had never integrated back into the US and was occupied by the
military more than 100 years later.

The best argument against his involvement was that the victim was white.

“I hope not,” I said. “I feel like running into people from the original
League’s rogue’s gallery leads to punching senior citizens.”

Cassie laughed, “Like Armory, Man-Machine, and Evil Beatnik’s
sidekick—whatever his name was.”

“Right,” I thought about that for a second. “There are a bunch of really
strong people out there. It might not be the Cabal, but they’re a great
candidate. Does anyone else have any ideas?”

From an office chair in front of a shelf of old books, Amy, her red hair
and body shorter than that of her alter ego, shook her head, “It doesn’t
sound like anyone from my universe. The Elders made magical constructs
like the Bloodmaiden construct I inherited, but theirs wouldn’t have
left any bloodstains.”

“I don’t have enough information,” Tara said. “There are too many strong
people to narrow it down.”

Trying to avoid imagining Amy’s contribution to the discussion, I paused
as Izzy responded.

“I’m going to deep scan the area to see if I notice anything else and
use my suit’s camera to record what I can.”

Then she zoomed in on the damage—the blood, the footprints, the bits of
splintered door, and shattered glass. We all watched. I think I may have
heard Vaughn, Cassie, and others commenting on it. I found myself
thinking about what we were seeing. Given the Nine and the Dominators,
it didn’t have to be a group of supervillains under the Nine that did
this. It might have been a hero or even an unlikely civilian with powers
who got the command to go kill one day.

I was reminded of Prentkos, a Polish speedster on a European superhero
team. He’d been in Rook’s base in Canada. I’d left him stuck in goo.
Shortly after that, Rook had released nerve gas in the base. I wasn’t
around to see if the man had died, but I’d sometimes wondered if I’d
accidentally killed him. To be fair, he’d been strong enough to damage
my suit, killing me by letting nerve gas inside.

When I looked him up in the Double V super database, I found that he was
currently serving in Europe. I’d looked him up last year and that was
still true. Either he’d escaped and that team now had someone friendly
to the Nine as a member, or their version had never left. Certainly,
there wasn’t any record of him being gone.

That might be worse because then the Prentkos I’d met might be a clone.

The original might have no idea that the Nine are using him. On the
other hand, both the “original” Prentkos and the one I’d met might be
clones put in place so far in the past that no one knew a switch had
been done.

That last option seemed possible, but unlikely.

In my mind, Daniel responded, That’s a better possibility than anything
I’ve come up with. I’m beginning to wish that we’d thought to have Izzy
bring me over there. I might have been able to clairvoyantly sense the
past. The only reason I haven’t said anything is that it’s probably too
late. Too many people have been there in the last day, many of them with
strong emotions. The past fades too quickly even without all of that.

At least Izzy’s filming it, I thought back. That should give us
something.

Aloud, I said, “We might want to look into Prentkos. The Nine might have
cloned or mind-controlled him.”

I’d have said more except that my comm registered that someone was
trying to call me. A thought to my implant told me that I was receiving
a call from the Midwest Defenders Chicago base.

I took it.

My implant handled the call and Kals and Katuk appeared in my vision,
standing against a background of beige cubicles. No longer wearing the
green spacesuit she’d been in earlier, Kals wore a black dress made of a
material that added overtones of colors that slowly formed shapes that
then turned into landscapes or animals. The movement was subtle enough
that you wouldn’t notice it if you didn’t think about it, but obvious
when you did.

I’d seen similar clothing on her mother and other people who were
dressing formally in the Human Ascendancy.

My implant offered me a history of fashion trends in the Human
Ascendancy and I slapped it down. I didn’t need to know that right
now.

Katuk still wore his silver, form-fitting powered armor. Alien powered
armor was always appropriate when no one dared to tell you to take it
off. His big black eyes were obvious through the overlay of his suit.

Kals grinned at me, “We’re finally free. Do
you mind if we visit? We won’t be able to stay for long, but I’m curious
about where you come from.”

“Sure,” I said, “but I should warn you that we may be beginning a fight
for our lives. There are people literally targeting our families,
starting with mine, it looks like.”

Kals’ grin disappeared and her mouth twisted, “Now I want to stay. You
did everything you could for us on Hideaway. I… We… in the resistance
owe you everything. The problem is that we’ve got something going back
home and I can’t skip it.”

“You don’t have to. We can handle this. It’s challenging, but I don’t
think it’s impossible. We’re just at the beginning of it now. We’ll
figure it out.”

She gave a half-smile, “I’m sure you will, but I want to help. I’ll do
what I can while I’m here.”

I tried to think of a way to say that she didn’t have to, but she
interrupted before I could come up with a way to say it.

“Guardian’s going to open a portal to you. He says he won’t have any
trouble sending us, but he wants to make sure you’ve turned off any
anti-teleportation protection you’ve set up first. He says he’ll wait
ten minutes from when this call is over. Bye!”

She closed the connection before I had time to argue or respond in any
way.

I came back to the real world to hear the group discussing Prentkos and
noticed that more than half of the group had dropped off the call.

Daniel thought at me, We noticed you were talking. Haley and Kayla are
working out a system for keeping people close enough to respond in case
any parents get attacked. Vaughn, Cassie, and Amy are talking with Hal
to see if it’s found any immortals to pester. Travis cut out so he could
get back here. Rod and Samita left. Everyone left is just talking.

I looked around, noticing Sydney, Julie, Camille, and Marcus talking.

Tara looked over at me, “I thought we’d done enough talking and too
little planning. We need to come up with plans in small groups—not
everybody all at once.”

“True,” I said, thinking about who was running the small groups. I
wished I could be with Haley, but she had a gift for assigning people
where they’d do the most good. Meanwhile, Cassie, Vaughn, and Amy were
the best group to handle the immortals.

Marcus waved at me from the screen. With less than half the group
around, everybody that was left had much bigger faces. Marcus’ rented
room near Grand Lake University looked just as cheap in better detail.
Next to the X-Men poster on the wall, a splotch of spackle covered the
remains of a hole.

Marcus leaned in, his dark face filling more of the screen, “Were you
talking to? Kals?”

“How’d you guess?”

He rolled his eyes, “She’s here. Of course, she’s calling you. I’m
pretty sure she had a crush on you on Hideaway. She didn’t do anything
because she knew that you were taken, but she’s still going to want to
hang out.”

All other conversations had stopped by then and everybody was watching
this. I wanted to deny it if only to avoid starting rumors, but it was
too late for that. Also, I couldn’t argue he was wrong about Kals having
a crush on me when I knew he was right.

“Guardian’s porting her and Katuk in less than ten minutes,” I tapped
through the menu on the nearest computer in order to turn off our
anti-teleportation protections.

Marcus blinked, “Katuk? Whoa. Is he her bodyguard?”

“I think so,” I said, finishing the last tap and setting the devices to
inactive for the next twenty minutes. That ought to be enough time for
the most powerful teleporter on the planet to send two people to a
location he knew.

“Nick?” Julie waved for my attention. Between her light blond hair, red
lipstick, and shoulder-baring shirt, her look reminded me for a moment
of the popular, mean girl she’d been in high school. What I hadn’t known
then was that her mother had been killed by the Cabal and that she’d
basically grown up hiding from them.

It might not excuse her, but four years of Stapledon and an internship
had made her into a different person than she’d been when she’d ordered
Haley and I out of a coffee shop years ago. Hopefully, she’d been put on
another track than the alternate version of her that Rachel met in
Infinity City. That one used her powers to enslave and sell people.

“What?” I asked her.

Julie paused, took a breath, and said, “Kals has the same powers I do.
Stapledon didn’t have anyone like me. Do you think she’d be willing to
teach me what she can while she’s here?”

Despite remembering her worst, I said, “You know, she might. If you
want, I can bring it up. The thing is, she’s going to leave soon. I
don’t know how much time she’ll have to teach you, but I think she’d be
willing to teach you something. I think she wants to hang out with me
and maybe relax for a second, though. So, she won’t want to teach the
whole time.”

Waving her hand as if she were waving away my concerns, she said, “Don’t
worry about it. I can’t spend all day with her either. Anything she can
show me will put me ahead of where I am now.”

She stopped, staring at the camera and by extension at me, “You’re
friends?”

Catching the implication, I said, “She’s friends with everyone who
helped the colony survive on Hideaway—Marcus, Jaclyn, Cassie… Even Hal,
to the degree that’s possible.”

“I’m sorry,” she said, eyes widening, “I wasn’t trying to make it sound
like that.”

Guessing from her expression, she meant it, even if she may have been
wondering without intending to hint at her thoughts, “No worries. I’ll
pass your question on and let you know.”

Then she said her goodbyes to everyone and dropped off the call.

Now even larger on the screen, Marcus said, “Jaclyn texted me that she
was on the way to HQ.”

“Really?” I thought about that, adding, “it does make sense. Who knows
when Kals or Katuk will be here next?”

“That,” Marcus said, “and also, she still has to walk the dog. I might
drop by myself.”

Within another minute, he dropped off the call along with everyone else,
leaving Daniel and I alone at the table in front of the big screen. Tara
had left to drop by the two small groups and see how they were
doing—probably using her comm from her room.

As the big screen went black, Daniel turned to me, saying, “3… 2… 1…”

A crackling noise came from behind and I turned to see a circle hanging
in the air. The edges were distorted as if they were a ripple in the
water, but with a golden glow coming from within the circle. Kals and
Katuk stepped out of the circle with Katuk’s silver suit reflecting the
glow. Kals’ black dress didn’t reflect it in the same way. The shifting
shapes took on a small glow, but nothing more.

A green, rectangular box the size of a large suitcase floated behind
Kals. I’d barely noticed it when they’d boarded the jet, but that was
probably Kals’ luggage. Intricate, shifting patterns ran across it while
the air below it shimmered.

As two of them stepped onto the red-carpeted section of the floor, the
circle shrunk and disappeared. Guardian may have waved as it went. Even
with the implant’s instant replay, I couldn’t be sure due to the
lighting on the other side.

Kals looked around the room, taking in the grey concrete walls and
polished, concrete floors, the big square of crimson carpet with
computer workstations, and the group’s table. What she thought of the
twenty-foot screen, the can lights hanging from the ceiling, or the
original League’s trophies that stood in one corner, I could only guess.

After a long look around the room, she turned away from it to look at
Daniel and I. Crossing the carpet and stopping near where we sat at the
table, Kals shook her head, “I don’t know what I was expecting to see,
but it wasn’t this. What is this place? You don’t live here, do you?”

Replaying her words in my head told me that she’d spoken in English
instead of Ascendancy. I responded with, “This is under my house. It’s
the team’s base”

She looked around the room again and her black hair brushed her
shoulders, “Oh, then it looks exactly like it should.”

Turning toward Daniel, she gave a short bow, more of a nod of her head,
“We haven’t been introduced, but I’m going to guess that you’re one of
Nick’s friends. I’m Kals.”

I grinned at the bow. It was a legacy of growing up in the Ascendancy
where touching humans of different ancestries had the potential of an
allergic reaction. However formal it seemed here, her bow actually
represented an informal greeting.

Daniel nodded back, doubtless catching my thoughts, and said, “I’m
Daniel. It’s good to meet you.” Looking over at Katuk, he gave another
nod and said, “It’s good to meet you as well.”

Katuk only said, “I am Katuk of the Xiniti.”

A smile tugged at the corner of Kals’ mouth as she turned to me, asking,
“Where are we staying?”

“Well,” I said, “Here? If you’re staying for a while, we might want to
change that. Do you know how long?”

She let out a breath and shook her head, “A few days at most. I didn’t
feel comfortable telling you except in person, but we’re going to war
with the Human Ascendancy soon.”

I felt my eyes widen, “What?”

“You gave your killbot to Four Hands. He and his people have
reverse-engineered it, but because they know the Human Ascendancy will
work up a defense after it’s used, we’re setting up an empire-wide
attack. We’re hoping to take out enough of the Ascendancy’s leadership
to have a fighting chance.”

Meeting my eyes, she added, “I’ll have to get back before it all starts,
but I’m not planning it.”

“Wow,” I hoped that by calling her in I wasn’t jeopardizing something
much bigger.

She looked at me, “Don’t worry about it. I’m more of a figurehead than a
leader in this. They barely need me at all.”

Kals shook her head, “Sometimes I think that all I am is a sad story for
these people. You know, the orphaned daughter of the martyred mom who
united the resistance… Let’s hear her speak and be inspired… I get it. I
really do. People need a flag to wave. They need a cause. I’m available
and I’m ready to work for it because I think it needs to happen too.

“The Human Ascendancy is nothing more than a leftover of the
Abominators’ military bureaucracy and they rule with no more thought to
humanity’s good than the Abominators did. They need to go and I’m
willing to work to make it happen, but I’m not in charge. The rebellion
has a council and I go where they tell me to.”

She let out a sigh and added, “And that’s what I’ll be doing until this
war is over, I give up, or die.”

She stood there then, staring out into space or maybe inward, eyes
drifting toward the floor. If this were Haley, I’d have put my hand on
her shoulder and tried to figure out whether she wanted to be held or
whether she was too angry for that.

It might send the wrong message to her, but except for the one time
she’d contacted me via ansible, she’d never gone over the line.

I walked over to her and put my hand on her shoulder, “Are you okay?”

She looked up at me and over at Daniel, “I’m… I’m sorry for unloading on
you. I’m not okay. I’m the figurehead for a rebellion I don’t really
control and almost everybody I know is going to war in a few days and
all I can do is root for them.”

Flashes of all the battles we’d fought in passed through my memory,
“They’re not sending you in?”

She shook her head, “Figurehead, remember? If I die, they’ll have to
find someone else and no one else has a better story. Besides, I’d be
lying if I said that I didn’t want the Human Ascendancy to burn. They’ve
run my entire life even after we rebelled. When my family wasn’t running
from them, we were fighting them.”

Reaching up with her hand, she touched my hand on her shoulder, “We
can’t even touch people outside of our genetically engineered caste. The
Ascendancy could have changed that. They chose not to.”

Letting go of my hand as I brought it back to my side, she added, “The
most I can stay is three days. Then I’ve got to go back.”

Katuk stepped closer, “That’s true. The council requested that you be
back two weeks from now. This was an unauthorized detour.”

He stopped, turning his head to look at me with his black, alien eyes,
and then added, “I approve of the detour. It’s good to assist former
teammates.”

“Thanks,” I said, knowing that while he’d said teammates he’d meant a
Xiniti word that could mean squad, team, or even family. The lack of
distinction had everything to do with the fact that Xiniti were asexual
most of the time, but when factors were right, they shifted to whatever
sex was needed.

With that, the conversation stopped as we all tried to figure out where
things went from here. Even as I thought about grabbing cots for the two
of them from one of our storage rooms, Daniel said, “there’s someone
else who wants to say hi.”

Before any of us could question him, I heard the tapping of claws on
concrete. We all looked over to our left where the massive metal doors
hung that led to the hanger. They were open and standing in between them
stood a dog. Shaggy, with loose stripes of black and orange in his fur,
Tiger stood at more than six feet tall at the shoulder. A terrier the
size of a large horse, we’d brought him home from space after Jaclyn
found the abandoned puppy.

He saw Kals and Katuk and bounded toward them, barking, and stopping
only to lick them with his massive red tongue. Katuk’s suit of silver
armor extended upward to encase his head, sparing him the worst of
Tiger’s drool. Kals either didn’t have protection or couldn’t turn it on
in time.

Tiger’s tongue covered half of her face and left dog saliva not only
there but also on her hair.

Knowing how careful Kals was about her hair and how she dressed even on
a colony world in the middle of nowhere, I didn’t know how she’d react.

She laughed, sinking her hands into his fur and petting the dog, “I
didn’t think you’d remember me.”

That got her more licks.

Even as that was happening, I got a notification from the sensors that
Jaclyn had entered through the hangar. I didn’t have time to tell anyone
before she appeared next to Kals in a blur of purple, saying, “I am so
sorry. Tiger, give her a chance to breathe.”

Kals said, “Jaclyn!”

“In the flesh. Marcus will be here in a few minutes and so will Cassie.
Let’s call this a reunion. Welcome to Earth. I’ll get you a towel.”



In a kind of odd parallel to one of our first nights on Hideaway, we had
a party—not a big one because we were still reeling from everything that
happened with Uncle Steve. So, no drinking was allowed except for people
like Cassie or Jaclyn whose metabolisms murdered the alcohol before it
got a chance to do anything.

Most of the team wandered through at one point in the evening or another
even if they were picking up updates for their suits or bots to place
around their parents’ houses. That should have made it feel gloomy, but
it wasn’t.

Kals got to meet everybody currently in the city, even people I hadn’t
imagined she’d meet—Amy, for example. How do you introduce the leader of
an interstellar rebellion to a magical girl from an alternate universe?
You tell them each other’s first names and go from there.

Kals even got to talk to Julie for a little while. I wasn’t close enough
to hear them, but I had a guess as to what the conversation had to be.

I didn’t get to ask either of them about it before the end of the night.

I woke up with Haley the next morning. She’d stayed after being drawn
into a conversation that lasted to long for her to want to go back to
her dorm.

We lay there next to each other in what had many years ago been my
grandparents’ room. Outside the window, the first hints of sunrise were
in the sky. In November in Michigan that meant it was nearing eight in
the morning. Haley had classes, but not for a couple of hours. I
wondered if I had any chance of not waking her up.

Given her senses, I doubted it was more than one percent.

I didn’t have any more time to think about that before my implant
notified me of a call that Major Justice left 30 minutes before. Major
Justice, the guy who’d been complaining about our irresponsibility to
anyone who’d listened over the last month, had apparently felt the need
to move from complaining to direct contact.

I opened the message.

A gravelly, baritone voice said, “Rocket, I and my team will be arriving
in the next hour. When we get there you will justify your actions and
associations over the past few years or there will be consequences.”

So, he’d be here half an hour from now or maybe less. Plus, it sounded
like he was bringing his team. Plus, what was wrong with that guy? I
didn’t know him or have any reason to respect him. Why did he feel he
had the right to be some kind of disciplinarian?

As emotions rippled through me, Haley sat up in bed wearing one of my
t-shirts, her eyes shifting from human pupils to catlike slits, claws
extending from her hands, “What’s wrong?”

I explained it all to her. Her response was somewhere between a grunt
and a growl, followed by, “That’s insane! He’s got no right.”

Taking a deep breath, she shifted back, her eyes becoming fully human
and her claws disappearing. She pulled her phone out of her purse where
it lay next to her yoga pants on the floor, “I’m going to send a yellow
to everybody and see if anybody can make it in with us. How many do you
think we should have?”

I began to open my mouth to answer and then realized that I didn’t have
one. “Um… Maybe four? Plus maybe Daniel, but not in the room. I think
it’s weird that they showed up right after we found out that Uncle Steve
was being targeted by the Nine. Ideally, I think we’d hide Kals with
Daniel, but I’m not sure if she can test for Dominator mind control
without making it obvious.”

Haley frowned, “If he’s got some kind of suicide trigger like yesterday…
People would think we killed him.”

I hadn’t thought that far ahead, but yes. Having a known critic die
seemingly at our hands might even be the Nine’s plan.

Haley slid off my bed and stood up, taking off the t-shirt she wore. My
mind went in a different direction. She sniffed the air and turned to
look at me, “You’re thinking about that, now?”

“Not intentionally,” I said, “I blame you.”

She laughed as we both pulled on clothes that would form into the
underlayer of our costumes. I’d pulled off my pajamas rather than let
them be an uncomfortable underlayer to the underlayer.

We pulled on our nanotech-infused clothes, feeling them adjust around
us, and then ran for the elevator to the basement. Even as we did, I
heard beeping noises from other rooms in the house, showing that Haley’s
yellow alert and my attached copy of Major Justice’s message had reached
everybody.

They’d catch up. As we dropped down the elevator shaft toward HQ, Haley
muttered, “We’re both going to stink.”

“You’re the only one who will notice,” I told her, feeling the elevator
stop and watching the doors open.

“That doesn’t make it better,” she stepped out, sprinting toward the
locker room as I ran for the lab where the full Rocket suit waited for
me. Putting on the stealth suit would have been faster, but I decided I
felt better knowing that I had everything available.

Fifteen minutes later, we were not only in full costume, but we’d run up
the tunnel to the Heroes’ League’s public headquarters. Matching the
colors of our actual headquarters, the public headquarters felt
different. The crimson carpet on the floor combined with the grey
concrete walls, black chairs, and black couches to make the place feel
like the lobby of a hotel. There were pictures and even posters of past
and present versions of the Heroes’ League, but instead of feeling
official, the pictures and articles just made it feel like a lobby with
a theme.

I wondered how long before the next time we’d renovate the place. I
supposed that I could blow it up again. Then we’d have no choice.

Haley and I stood next to the counter with the coffee and expresso
machine. Kayla had somehow arranged for donuts to be delivered in the
almost non-existent time between now and when she’d found out we were
having company. Two boxes of more than a dozen each sat next to the
coffee machines.

Haley and I were already eating and we weren’t alone. Amy was there as
Bloodmaiden, meaning that she was around a foot taller and wearing armor
made of black metal and glowing red gemstone. I couldn’t help but wonder
who got the donut when she changed back—Bloodmaiden Amy or normal Amy? I
didn’t ask her. Explanations that depended on magic theory always
sounded like something from an overly detailed fantasy novel.

Amy held her helmet in one hand and a cup of coffee in the other.

Daniel hung out with Katuk and Kals watching from the next floor up, but
Cassie stood next to Amy, coffee in one hand and rainbow-colored gourmet
donut in the other. Her blue costume combined with the flag on her chest
made her the brightest object in the room—not counting her donut.

It might have been more polite to wait for Major Justice to eat, but I
was hungry and no one thought he’d trust us enough to eat with us.

As I neared the end of my glazed donut, the egg-shaped form of a
Defenders podjet landed in the street in front of our building. I
stuffed the last bit of donut in my mouth and set the helmet and my
right gauntlet to reform over my head and hand respectively.

“There we go,” Cassie said, taking another bite of her own donut. Her
mask only covered the upper half of her face.

As we all watched through the darkened glass of our windows, the door on
the side of the podjet opened. Major Justice stepped out first, his
camouflage-patterned combat fatigues failing to fit aesthetically with
the silver shield and belt filled with gadgets he carried.

Major Justice looked up and then watched as a woman wearing a black
wetsuit and balancing on a surfboard floated down to the sidewalk. From
the woman’s greying blond hair, I guessed that she was in her 50s, but I
couldn’t be sure. She might have been younger. It took a moment, but I
did remember her name—the South Beach Surfer.

Major Justice nodded to her, his own face hidden by a
camouflage-patterned mask. As South Beach
Surfer stepped off of the surfboard, a man exited the podjet. Between
the black and white striped shirt, black pants, beret, and face covered
with white makeup, his looks matched his name. His codename was
literally Mime.

The muscular woman with light brown fur who followed him out appeared to
be a human-shaped lioness, but she could have been a human-shaped eagle
as easily. She was called Shifter.

As the group stepped up to our door, I tried to remember their
histories. Except for South Beach Surfer who’d been kicked off the SoCal
Defenders, they all represented different teams. Major Justice was from
the Arizona Defenders unit, Shifter from a private team in Oklahoma, and
Mime… He was associated with a circus-themed team from Florida.

They might be here to beat us up, but in another sense, they were a
multi-team delegation.

To the degree that they were a multi-team delegation, they weren’t from
what I’d think of as the upper-tier teams. The Arizona Defenders had a
reputation for being retirees from other teams. This wasn’t all true.
Probably half of the team was younger people. This wasn’t all bad since
the younger heroes would have competent advice, but also, Arizona wasn’t
a hotbed of supervillain activity either.

Shifter’s private team and Mime’s circus-themed team? They were big in
Oklahoma City and Tampa respectively but didn’t make national news. I
knew that Mime regularly fought someone named Florida Man, but couldn’t
name anyone else in their rogues’ galleries.

Overall, the relative obscurity of the groups might be a good thing. It
could mean that the big teams were fine with us. It might also mean that
the Nine were willing to lose assets on the small teams, but were
keeping any influence they had with the world’s big teams quiet until
the right moment.

Major Justice reached out and opened the door, stepping inside with a
stern look on the lower part of his face, his shield on his left arm.
Despite the odd mix of medieval-style shield and modern combat fatigues,
he had the look of a man who was accustomed to command. I could easily
imagine that he felt that he was here to reprimand an underling.

The man’s air of command took a small ding as the man’s silver shield
knocked into the metal door frame with a clanging noise. Major Justice’s
natural instinct to step back, away from the door, had an unanticipated
side effect in that the door began to close except that the right edge
of the shield was past the door—which it hit with a low clunking noise.
That was followed by a higher-pitched ting as the other part of the
shield hit the door frame again, but with less force this time.

He tried to back up more, but he’d somehow managed to get the left side
of the shield past the door frame in his struggle, making it impossible
to move backward.

Major Justice muttered, “Damn it,” followed by more words that I could
have amplified with the Rocket suit’s sensors, but he didn’t seem to be
spilling secrets, just frustration.

From behind him, Shifter growled, “Step forward! Just step forward.”

Near me, Cassie stifled a laugh and took another bite of her donut.
Haley managed to keep a polite smile on her face that only slid into a
smirk for the briefest moment.

Amy stood holding her spear in one hand and a donut in the other, but
still managed to give the impression of an ancient, magical warrior.
Unsure of whether that was the result of diplomatic skill she’d acquired
as a princess and potential heir or the millennia of memories of other
lives, I was still grateful.

I didn’t laugh at all and if I did smile, it was behind my helmet.

All the same, Major Justice finally did step forward, followed by the
rest. Before he could speak, Haley smiled and said, “I’m Night Cat.
Welcome to the Heroes’ League’s headquarters. You can sit down anywhere
you’d like. We’ve also got coffee and donuts right over there if you’d
like them.”

Major Justice frowned, “I’d like coffee.”

“It’s right over there next to the donuts,” Haley said, pointing at the
counter where the coffee machines, paper cups, and donut boxes sat.

It was probably the nicest way of telling him that he’d have to get his
own that any of us could have managed. Of course, she had years of
handling restaurant customers behind her.

A few minutes later, everyone sat in chairs next to small tables or
taller ones next to the counter. Contrary to my expectations, Shifter
had already downed two donuts by then, making up for Major Justice who
only nursed his cup of coffee. South Beach Surfer drank water from her
own water bottle having said, “I don’t use caffeine,” when offered
coffee and declined donuts after Haley answered, “I don’t know. Maybe
eggs,” to her question, “Do the donuts contain animal products?”

Mime drank his coffee from a seemingly invisible mug that he’d pulled
off of an invisible shelf in an invisible cupboard. Seeing the coffee
floating near his hand was a little weird.

I wondered what would happen if he mimed throwing a grenade.

Resisting the urge to check online for videos of his fights, I looked
over at Major Justice, who’d placed his cup of coffee on the small table
next to him, “Heroes’ League, we have all the respect that any man could
have for the achievements of the original team as well as what you’ve
been building on their legacy.

“You must understand that when you consider what we have to say next. We
respect what you’ve done in discovering the Cabal. We respect your
actions as part of the force from Stapledon that repelled the aliens a
few years as well as that dragon in Colorado, and whatever it was you
did with that company—Higher Ground—how you exposed their connection to
the Nine.

“These were great and good things, representing the finest in what
supers can attempt to do for those with lesser potential. What you need
to understand is that you have lately been involved in wanton
destruction both in the streets of the nation’s capital and out in the
nation’s heartland.

“This risks everything. Our ability to do good for this country depends
on their respect for us, and more to the point, that they don’t fear us.
As soon as they start to fear us, there’s a danger that they’ll regulate
us, leave us unable to serve them without following crippling rules and
regulations.”

Cassie stared at him, “We were fighting the Nine. When you fight the
Nine, it gets messy. They have so much power and so many people under
their control, that they can throw just about anything at you and they
do.”

Major Justice nodded, “Captain Commando, if you were the first of that
name, I wouldn’t say this, but you lack the necessary experience to
handle the Nine. You lack the necessary subtlety, not to mention
resources. You’d give them what they want, a demonstration of power that
would frighten the rest of humanity into restricting us into being
little more than powered police. You don’t want that.”

Cassie smirked, “Are you saying that you think the first Captain
Commando was a quiet, subtle guy? Because that’s not how I remember him.
I remember him as the kind of guy who’d go after the Nine and not give a
damn what happened because they’re a danger. He’d be smart about it, but
direct and he wouldn’t wait for permission.”

Major Justice’s thin lips tightened and for the first time, I thought
about how much of his face his helmet showed—almost all of it by way of
a transparent faceplate. I pegged him as being in his late 50s, maybe
early 60s, from his white hair, and lined face.

With the smallest hint of a snarl, Major Justice said, “I did have the
pleasure of meeting the original Captain. You remind me of him.”

And not, I guessed, in a pleasant way. Not giving him a chance to go
further, I cut in, “Major Justice, we’re working on something. The
Midwest Defenders know what’s going on and they’re fine with it. They
helped us out with it just yesterday.”

What I wasn’t saying directly was that Guardian, one of the most
powerful supers on the planet, and his team, which happened to include
people connected with our team, were going to have issues with them if
they pushed us to stop, but he’d probably catch that.

If he didn’t, I’d have to say it in words.

South Beach Surfer put dropped her water bottle with a thump hard enough
that a splash of water erupted from the open top. What was weirder was
how it stopped there instead of rolling down the side of the bottle and
hitting the counter below. Instead, it retracted into the bottle, not
spilling at all.

She turned to face me. She didn’t wear a mask either, giving me a good
view of her tanned face, graying blond hair, and blue eyes. I vaguely
recalled that she’d been a model or maybe still was. I couldn’t at all
remember why she’d been kicked off the South California Defenders team.
I’d have to ask Alex. His dad had run that team for at least twenty
years.

“I know your type,” her upper lip curled as she spoke. “You’ve been
raised to be heroes from birth by heroes that are household names. You
don’t need to listen to us because you can call daddy and have
everything taken care of.”

Haley frowned, “No. We don’t.”

South Beach Surfer continued as if she hadn’t heard her, “You’re friends
with Alex. I know what you pulled the last time you visited him. You and
his friends caused millions of dollars of damage and none of you
received any kind of punishment at all. Sure, they were ‘punished’ by
bringing them on the SoCal team for more supervision. Some people aim to
be on a Defenders team for their entire lives. What kind of punishment
is that?”

Noting how stuck on Alex’s actions she seemed to be, I set my implant to
remind me to ask him if he had anything to do with her leaving the team.

Continuing, she said, “In the real world, there are consequences for
your actions. That’s why we’re here. Supers police other supers. If you
continue to be irresponsible, we’re going to teach you to be
responsible.”

Haley tilted her head as she looked at South Beach Surfer, “You’re going
to teach us to be responsible by beating us up?”

Major Justice glanced over at South Beach Surfer, frowning, “I wasn’t
going to bring that up so quickly, but yes. One of our options is to
prove to you that we can physically and mentally best you if you
continue to be irresponsible. That’s not our first choice. Our first
choice is to talk with you like reasonable people. We’ll only resort to
violence if you don’t give us the respect we deserve.”

Cassie laughed, “So what you’re saying is that you’ll only beat us up if
we don’t do exactly what you want us to. I don’t know what the Rocket,
Night Cat, and Bloodmaiden think, but as far as I’m concerned, you just
said that you’re going to attack us. I mean, it’s not as if we’re going
to stop going after the Nine.”

Standing behind Major Justice, Shifter placed her coffee on the nearest
counter and moved her arms forward and back, stretching her back, and
watching all of us. Mime, meanwhile, added sugar and then stirred his
coffee with an invisible spoon.

South Beach Surfer leaned forward, “We’re here for your own good. If we
have to throw down, we will and don’t think we’re alone. We have
friends.”

“Whoa,” I said, “wait a second. Are you really here to tell us that
you’ll use your influence to bring in enough supers to take us down if
we don’t listen to you? Because we also have friends and that might
expand into a much bigger fight. If you’re really afraid of losing the
public’s confidence, I think it’s more likely to happen that way.”

Major Justice held up his right hand—the one without a shield, “Wait,
wait! Things appear to be getting heated. We can’t let our emotions take
over. We need to talk this out. Now, if everyone will take a moment and
breathe, I think we can move forward.”

He paused, took a breath, and said, “That’s better, right? All you need
to do is consider our words. We need you to agree to back off on
whatever you’re doing for a little while, maybe a week. While you’re
taking that break, tell us about it, and let us guide your response.”

In short, he was asking us to stop acting, give him all our information,
and allow him to plan our strategy. I didn’t know the motivation behind
his actions, but it felt like they benefitted the Nine most of all.

Of course, if he wasn’t being controlled by the Nine, it might be the
actions of a fading superhero desperate to put himself back into the
limelight. At least, it wasn’t impossible. I wondered how well Daniel
was doing at determining whether or not we were dealing with the Nine’s
puppets.

Not well, Daniel thought at me. Major Justice has a psi shield in his
helmet. It leaks a little, but not in a way that conveniently explains
anything. It doesn’t block strong emotions. I’ve sensed fear and
jealousy most strongly from him. The others have shields of the same
design. I’m not sure where theirs are hidden, but I’m getting anger and
bitterness from South Beach Surfer and wariness from Shifter. I get
flickers of emotion from Mime, but nothing strong enough to identify.

That’s bad, I thought back.

I know. I’d hoped to be more useful. I can tell you that there’s a
small but significant chance this ends in violence. Also, Kals has a few
words for you to try that might force them to reveal if the Dominators
messed with their heads.

I thought back to yesterday and what happened to Ana and Colette.
Implanted commands might have unexpected side
effects.Is Kals confident she can get to us
if something goes wrong?

We’re only upstairs, Daniel thought back at me. Kals says she’ll
contact you via implant with the words.

I felt him withdraw even though our connection was never completely
closed.

Even as it ended, I felt my implant accept a connection, which, now that
I was paying attention, registered as a Xiniti implant. It was
interesting how the Xiniti were more involved now.

Kals’ words sounded in my head, all of them translated from Ascendancy
into English by my implant, Nick, try these words in my language first,
but if they don’t work, you can translate them into yours.

Then she shot me a list of 20 different words and ended the connection.
I became aware of my surroundings again, seeing Major Justice and the
others. Major Justice tilted his head to look at me and said, “Well,
boy?”

“Sorry,” I tried to remember what he’d said before I contacted Daniel
and then it came to me, “I got a message over my comm. It’s nothing big,
just a distraction. Um…”

Then I tried a word in Ascendancy. Kals had thought it was the most
likely to be used of the 20. It passed for an unintelligible mumble and
caused just as much of a reaction as if it had been an unintelligible
mumble.

“Excuse me,” Major Justice leaned forward, “I think I missed what you
said.

I shook my head, “You didn’t miss anything. I was talking to myself
while I thought about what you’d said.”

I looked over our group—Haley, Cassie, and Amy, “Other people can argue
with me, but I don’t think any of us are willing to let you run the
League, much less pass over the information we’ve gathered. Some of it
is personal, the kind of personal that might compromise members’
personal identities and with them their families.”

I paused for breath, using the moment to pass everyone on the League
channel the message that I might be about to start a fight, “Think about
it. If we give you that kind of information, you’ll have everything you
need to go after us on a personal level. We’re fighting the Nine. You
know what they’re like. They’ve got their fingers in far too many
people’s brains. Maybe you’re working for the Nine. Maybe you’re not,
but if you were, you’d be asking for all of that.”

Major Justice’s nostrils flared and he stood up. I let out a breath and
relaxed, putting myself into the right headspace in case he attacked.

From the way Major Justice’s face reddened, I wasn’t sure how to
classify his headspace, but I didn’t have to. He opened his mouth to
tell me about it, “Do you think that someone like me, a man who’s fought
for the people of this country for my entire life could be controlled by
the Nine?”

“Hell, yes,” Cassie said. “People all over the world are controlled by
the Nine and we’ve seen more this year than ever before. There’s no
reason that you’d get a pass that I know about. They’ve controlled
better people than you.”

Mime placed his invisible cup on the table in front of him and whatever
had been holding its contents in place ceased to exist. The coffee fell
to the table, some of it dripping over the sides and onto the carpet.

Whatever. Someday we’d blow up the building again and the carpet would
go along with it.

Mime didn’t attack, but he’d put his hands in his lap, barely moving as
he watched all of us. Near him, South Beach Surfer had stood up, facing
Cassie, “You need to have more respect for him. He’s done more for the
people of this country than you ever will.”

Cassie looked at her, “I thought you controlled air and water. Do you
also tell fortunes?”

Under her breath, Haley muttered, “Cap…”

For me, that might have been enough to reconsider where this was going.
Cassie didn’t notice or didn’t care. Also, unlike me, she wasn’t dating
Haley.

Shaking her head, Cassie said, “No. This is bullshit. They might be
mind-controlled pawns of the Nine, but if they’re not, they’re washed-up
busybodies who are butting into our business.”

Shifter growled, reminding me of sounds I’d heard while watching Animal
Planet. South Beach Surfer’s eyes bugged out and she opened her mouth,
but Major Justice talked over her.

“You don’t do the first Captain Commando any credit by talking to us
like this.”

Cassie rolled her eyes, “I remember him talking about you. He said you
were an uptight asshole. Now that I’ve met you, I agree. Now, get out.
You can take your donuts and coffee.”

The muscles around Major Justice’s mouth tightened. He turned to me, “Do
you agree with this?”

“Me? I think I already said that, didn’t I? We’re not going to come to
any sort of agreement in which you get to tell us what to do. Since
that’s what you want, I don’t know where we go from here. Um… But you
are welcome to the donuts.”

Behind me, Amy muttered, “Smooth.”

They left. Major Justice grunted as he stood up and grabbed a powdered
donut. The sugar puffed into the air, leaving white spots on his
fatigues.

South Beach Surfer turned toward Cassie and I as she followed Major
Justice out, “You’ll regret this. Remember later that we tried to talk
you out of it.”

Raising her voice from behind us, Amy said, “Why will we regret
it?”

Staring at her, South Beach Surfer said, “Because the Nine will destroy
you and everything that matters to you and humans will destroy what
little you manage to save.”

Amy gave a half-smile, “We’ll see.”

South Beach Surfer closed her eyes as she took a breath and then walked
away. Mime and Shifter followed without saying a word—though in Mime’s
case it would have been more surprising if he had.

Successfully getting through the door without getting stuck this time,
Major Justice waited next to the podjet until the rest of them climbed
up the steps to the hatch.

As Major Justice turned to step into the podjet, Amy grunted and run
over to the front door, pulling it open.

Leaning out, she said, “There’s something you should think about. You
might not like what we’re doing, but if we succeed, not only does it
help you, but everyone in the world. If you want that, the best thing
you can do is help us. You need to think about why you aren’t.”

Major Justice’s face tightened and he stepped through the podjet’s
hatch, letting it close behind him.

Then it floated it upward and Amy shut the door. She turned back to us,
“Other Bloodmaidens have fought mind-controlled people before. Some of
them have even been mind-controlled. Sometimes a question that makes
people think about what they’re doing can break it.”

Daniel and Kals came down the stairway near the back of the room.

Walking up to the rest of us, he took a donut from the box and said,
“You’re right. It might help. They were using telepathic shields, but
from the emotions that leaked through, Major Justice didn’t feel quite
right.”

Cassie looked over from Daniel to Kals, “You think it could be that
easy?”

Kals and Amy said, “No” simultaneously.

Glancing over at Amy first, Kals said, “If it helps, it will be because
none of the commands they’ve been given prevent them from thinking about
that.”

Amy nodded, “It wasn’t quick when any of the Bloodmaidens were affected.
They knew that they weren’t acting the way they normally acted and they
figured out why.”

Next to me, Haley sighed, “So it might not work, and if it does, we
might still end up fighting them before it happens.”

Amy nodded, “Or even kill them.”

Before anyone could respond to that, a figure solidified next to the
shadow of one of the room’s concrete pillars. As bits of shadow turned
into the form of a human being wearing a dark cloak that hid his face in
its darkness, I had a guess as to who it might be.

When he opened his mouth and began to talk, I knew that I was correct.

If I didn’t know him, the tenor voice wouldn’t have fit his ominous
form, but I knew Adam’s voice. From what I understood, his powers came
from the fey, but supers from the magic side of things had informed me
that he’d switched allegiances from one group of the fey to another.

The new group wasn’t as fussy about morality—which was not a good thing.
I remembered that he’d shown a noticeable power upgrade in Washington DC
when he’d helped us against the Nine.

In an odd, hollow tone, he said, “I told you there was rot at the core
of our teams and you didn’t do anything about it, but it’s good to see
that you’ve come around.”

“Yeah,” Cassie rolled her eyes at him, “You remember that bit where you
helped a dragon and an army of fairies take over the school? It’s weird
how we might not trust you after that.”

The hooded face turned toward Cassie, “I admit that the situation got
out of hand. I never trusted the dragon, but I didn’t expect him to bend
our agreement as far as he did. Look, I’m sorry for all of that.”

Haley stared at him, “The dragon hypnotized almost everyone into
following him, nearly creating an outpost of faerie in the real world,
putting everyone in Stapledon in danger of death, and the Rocket nearly
lost half of his arm. That’s more than an ‘I’m sorry, it got out of
hand.’ That’s a near disaster.”

He took a step toward her, his foot hitting the floor in what should
have been a stamping noise, but turned out to be an echo of what it
could have been.

“I know I made mistakes then, but I’m better now. Remember how I helped
you out in DC? Look, I owe you guys. You cleaned up my mess. You’ve got
another reason to trust me, though, and not just because I helped you
out. You’re the only people I can trust now.

“You figured out how to counter the Dominators and so you’re the only
ones I can trust to help me fight them. Everyone else might be helping
them. You’re free of their influence.

“I want to propose an alliance.”

Cassie shook her head, “Oh, fuck no.”

“We might want to consider it,” Daniel said, looking around the group.

I knew what that meant. His loose sense of possible futures included
better ones if we allied with this guy. Of course, even knowing that,
Daniel would admit that inevitably in an infinity of futures, Adam would
betray us in an infinite number.

But a smaller infinity, Daniel thought at me, and the sense I’m
getting is that even if he does we’ll be better off than if we never
allied with him.

Crap, I thought back, undoubtedly sending Daniel a sense of my
frustration at this turn of events. I think we’re going to want to
discuss this without him here. Is there any chance that you can read his
mind and see if the offer is genuine?

Daniel’s mental link sent back a feeling of step-by-step analytical
thought followed by his reply, I think the shadowy form is a projection
of some kind. There’s no brain in there that I can detect.

Kals stepped forward around Daniel, looking Adam’s form up and down,
“Who is this guy?”

“We know him from school,” I said. “All that stuff Cap said about him
loosing a dragon and an army of fairies on the school is true. He really
did that.”

Kals looked over at me and opened an implant to implant channel, My
implant says that dragons and fairies are Earth myths. It’s wrong?

I thought back, I think they are myths, but they’re real somewhere else
and sometimes they visit here. Adam thought he could use them for his
own ends, but lost control. He’s got a history of going too far. He
literally went and killed people who he thought killed his girlfriend,
but ironically, she’s not dead. I’ve met her. She told me that he’d been
dropped by the good fairies and joined up with more questionable
fairies. So now they could be warping him into who knows what.

Kals eyes widened for a moment, but then she turned toward Adam, asking,
“Are you telling the truth? Do you have any plans to betray the League?”

My suit buzzed a counter to her Dominator-inflected vocal tones as the
shadows creating Adam’s presence flickered. Even if he wasn’t here, he
was hearing us somehow so it might work.

His hooded face turned in her direction, “That won’t work on me… Who are
you?”

“Let’s keep that a mystery,” I said, “but she was trying to figure out
something we’re all wondering. ‘Can we really trust you?’ It’s something
that none of us are sure of.”

“I understand that,” he said. “Let’s go at this from another direction.
I think you’ll find that you can trust me and I’ll tell you why. The fey
are masters of trickery—“

“Not helping,” Cassie spoke over him.

“—which means that they can get into just about anywhere. I have
information that you don’t have and I’ll share it with you to prove my
goodwill.”

He stopped to meet everyone’s eyes and inside the shadowed hood, I
thought I saw a smile.

“I know that you’re wondering if the four dupes that you saw just now
are working for the Nine. They are, but only a little. My sources tell
me that none of them report directly to the Nine, but Dominators have
made small changes to their perspective, heightening their jealousy of
your inheritances and the goodwill and influence that comes along with
it. So, yes, they’ll make trouble for you, but not with a deliberate
plan to help the Nine. They’re more of a distraction even if they can
make trouble for you with other supers.

“No. The real threat comes from elsewhere. The Nine are sending their
best, one of the Nine’s inner circle. Internally, he’s known as Eight,
but in the news, he’s been known as Raze.”

Adam paused and I filled the void, “Raze? He’s not that well known. He’s
a super, but less of a supervillain and more of a war criminal if I
remember correctly. He’s worked for governments and rebels in the Middle
East, Africa, and South and Central America—burned whole villages and
worse. He’s been at it since the late 80s.”

A smile appeared in the shadow of Adam’s hood, “You know all that, but
not the most crucial thing. He’s one of the Nine’s first Captain
Commando clones.”

Cassie’s eyes narrowed, “What?”

“It gets better. Johnny Destruction works with him now,” Adam’s cloak
didn’t show any part of his face, but I heard the amusement in his
voice.

Daniel nodded, “That explains where Johnny Destruction has been. People
hoped he was dead or retired. Instead, he’s been working for the Nine.”

Letting out a sigh, Haley looked up at Adam, “Who else does he have with
him?”

Adam shook his head, “You need to make some decisions. Either I’m
working with you and you get to hear about what I’ve discovered or I’m
not. In that case, I’ll be keeping things to myself.”

Haley’s lip curled, “Then I think you need to get out of here and let us
discuss it. You know that we’re not the whole League. Some of us who
aren’t here are going to need a minute to talk about this.”

“Some of us who are here will too,” Cassie’s hand brushed her gun.

Adam glanced down at it, his face hidden in the shadows, but his mouth
seemed to tighten, jerking into a smile, “I’ll keep that in mind.”

The shadows that made up his body swirled into themselves and
disappeared.

Amy made a motion with her left hand and a drop of blood fell into the
palm of the gauntlet on her right hand. In that one move, I found myself
thinking both that it made complete sense that she’d have a mechanism to
draw blood in her gauntlet and how much of a nightmare the League’s
publicists said her powers were.

She said a few words over the blood and a puff of red smoke exploded
into every corner of the room.

Glancing around the room, she said, “I didn’t trust him to leave, but
I’m glad to see that he’s really gone.”

I glanced around, not sure what I was supposed to be seeing. The red
smoke seemed to have disappeared, “What does that detect?”

“Magical creatures or people with a lot of magic flowing through them,”
Amy waved toward the back of the room. “He’d have to end his connection
with the fey he works with if he wanted to hide and the fey don’t even
have that out.”

“Huh,” I said, “that would have been useful back in Castle Rock.”

“I know. I only worked it out recently,” Amy stopped, and frowned.
“Topic change… Who’s Johnny Destruction?”

“Bad news,” Cassie said, shaking her head. “The original League fought
him a few times. He’s the son of Destruction Lord who was a League
villain for years and years. His big thing was fire—very hot. He could
burn down city blocks. The original Rocket had to rework his armor to
avoid being cooked inside. My dad had a bad time regenerating because
Destruction Lord could cook so much of him at once. Even C had issues
with his heat.”

I added, “I told you about the time we fought Evil Beatnik. He managed
to find a kid connected with them who called himself Destruction Boy. He
wasn’t even at full power but the one time I fought him directly, my
rocket pack’s fuel came close to exploding.”

Kals raised an eyebrow, “The Abominators didn’t make any gene lines with
those abilities—at least none that survived… What are you going to do
about that guy?”

Letting out a sigh, Daniel said, “Nick knows this already, but I think
we’re better off allying with him. We don’t let him into everything, but
we let him work with us.”

Haley crossed her arms over her chest, “I trust that you can sense
enough of the future that you have a reason to recommend it, but I think
we still need to think about what we’re going to do if he betrays us,
straight out murders somebody because he thinks they deserve it or turns
out to be more influenced by evil fairies than he thinks he is.”

“I’m not going to be any help at all,” Kals said, glancing over to where
Adam had been standing. “If he keeps on doing whatever that was, I can’t
put any control phrases in place.”

Cassie checked out the window, as if expecting to see something outside,
“I want to say don’t work with him at all, but knowing what his little
friends can find out? I don’t like to say it, but if we’re going up
against a clone of my dad and Johnny Destruction, it’s good to know it
ahead of time.”

I nodded, “Plus whoever the rest of the group is. If those are the guys
coming to kill Uncle Steve and maybe go after our parents, I think we
want to know everything we can. The problem is that Haley has a good
point. It’s great that he has people to watch our enemies, but I feel
like we need someone to watch him.”

Amy used another drop of blood to send another puff of reddish smoke
outward and into the rest of the building. Then she said, “I can try to
work something up. I might have to call in Samita for help, but tracking
and killing monsters is what Bloodmaidens do. We’ve had problems with
the fey and people who have given themselves over to them before. So the
past Bloodmaidens have ideas for things we can try.”

Cassie eyed her, “Can’t you do the same things they did?”

Shaking her head, Amy said, “Not unless you’ve got someone you’re
willing to sacrifice so you can drain their blood.”

Cassie grinned, “Do you think anybody would miss Major Justice?”





Enforcers


        The next day I found myself in the last place I wanted to be when almost
everyone I knew was in danger—work.

Chris and I had rented an old, one-story building in an industrial
neighborhood in Grand Lake that consisted of old factories, dirt parking
lots, a railway, and weeds. I didn’t know when the building we were
renting had been built, but it had last been renovated in the 1960s.
Made of red brick, dark windows, and a flat, slanted roof, its only sign
of life was a small sign above the door that said, “Cannon & Klein
Engineering.”

Surrounded by a dirt parking lot, the building checked all of our boxes.
It was cheap enough that it could plausibly be rented to college
graduates with moderately wealthy relatives, still looked professional
enough that clients wouldn’t be scared away, and was far enough away
from other buildings that no one would be killed if a supervillain
bombed it or attacked us.

The closest building was a used appliance store. Clear windows made up
the walls on three of the four sides, revealing washers, dryers, and
stoves from the last five years. I’d never seen a customer or employee
inside, making me wonder if it was permanently closed or a mob front.

Either way, I wouldn’t feel too bad if someone threw a dump truck at it
someday—which, let’s face it, wasn’t impossible.

Stepping inside the door, I thought about the sign above me and smiled.
It seemed like something out of Daredevil comic—Nelson & Murdock? Cannon
& Klein? The business was more of a front than a job, but still, it was
ours.

I walked through the unmanned lobby and into my office and started work
on one of our very real, money-making projects. It wasn’t late—yet. I
concentrated on knocking out as much as I could in the next four hours,
doing my best to avoid putting anything revolutionary into it.

Around eleven, four hours after I got in, Chris leaned into my office,
“How are you doing?”

Looking up from the screen, I said, “I think I’ve got the first draft.
Let me know if I’ve missed anything. Everything’s in the project folder.
I’m pretty sure it all looks normal, but since it’s ultrasound related,
I don’t want to let anything really good slip through.”

Chris laughed, “I’m pretty sure we’ve only got this contract because
Vaughn’s mom is hoping you will.”

Vaughn’s mom had figured out who had restarted the Heroes’ League less
than a week after we’d done it. Between sharing Red Lightning’s
resistance to mind wipes and taking the CEO position at Hardwick
Industries, she knew more than she ought to and how to quietly exploit
it.

“I don’t doubt it. My grandfather gave them a ten-year head start on
everybody else in ultrasound tech—“

I stopped talking to look at my phone, instantly connecting my implant
to it when I saw the notification claimed to be a “system
notification”—which in reality meant something League related. The
system notification included a red dot which meant it was important.

With the connection came instant knowledge that my spybots had detected
a human shape running faster than 20 miles per hour—specifically more
than 200 in this case—outside Grand Lake.

You could make a reasonable argument that this represented an
inappropriate level of surveillance over the general populace by me
purely because I had the ability to do it. My opinion was that all the
surveillance I did was designed to detect things that supervillains
could do and normal people couldn’t.

Also, in this case, the running object was heading loosely in the
direction of my house. Not only that, but from the size of the runner’s
stride, I could tell that he wasn’t manipulating time. He was fast
because he was strong. Thinking back to how Uncle Steve’s former
co-worker had died, I didn’t have time to wait.

Even if this person wasn’t after Uncle Steve, it was probably good to
know what they were up to anyway.

“Gotta go,” I said, watching Chris’ eyes widen at my tone as well as the
way that I jumped out of my chair and grabbed my backpack.

Squeezing past him, I said, “I’ll pick up my van later.”

Then I ran down the hall, opening the door to the backroom, a storage
area where the hall’s beige carpet changed to gray concrete. Reaching
for the door, I activated my suit, the stealth suit hidden in my clothes
turning into a lighter version of the Rocket suit with my backpack
contributing extra material.

Fully enclosed by the suit, I stepped outside the metal back door, my
suit set to camouflage, and ran toward the trees behind the building.
While the suit wasn’t invisible, it blended in well enough that it
wasn’t easy to pick me out.

All the same, I felt better being surrounded by trees when I activated
the rockets and shot into the air, aiming myself in the direction of
what was still my home even if I didn’t sleep there anymore. Sending a
yellow to the team, I compared my probable ETA with that of the mystery
speedster. Unless he put on a burst of speed, I’d arrive sooner.

“Hey,” I said into my comm, “possible assassin.”

“I know,” Kayla said. “Changed your yellow to a red. They’re
responding.”

“Got it,” I said, seeing my parents’ two-story house a few blocks ahead
of me and aiming downward.

Giving myself as much speed as I could while still having a hope of
stopping close to my house, I asked myself what the best way to handle
this was. Coming to the conclusion that the best place to fight the guy
was far enough away from my house that he couldn’t burst inside before I
could react, I checked his position.

He was still heading toward my parents’ house. If he traveled at the
same speed, he’d run through a park a few blocks away—which struck me as
a better option for fighting him than the other options: home, an
elementary school’s playground, or a church parking lot.

Using my implant, I summoned one of my floating pods. If I were lucky,
I’d be able to upgrade my stealth suit to a real rocket suit before the
guy got here—assuming it was a guy. The spybots only picked up a
human-shaped blur. I might have to up the recording frame rate later.

The park amounted to an open area with a playground and three baseball
fields in a cluster on the far end. Running straight through the middle
wouldn’t be a challenge for the speedster. Even if the baseball diamonds
had been in the way, I didn’t hold out much hope that the chain link
fence would provide much resistance.

A quick look around the park gave me hope that I’d made a good decision.
No one was playing baseball in the middle of the day in November. Even
the playground was empty.

I landed on the far end of the park’s bathrooms, sending out spybots to
monitor the park and readying a few more in the trees for the moment
that the speedster entered the park.

Checking the pod’s position, it would be close, maybe close enough that
I couldn’t use it for fear of revealing my position. Noting that it was
moving at full speed, I decided to give it a shot. I could always tell
the pod to stop if it appeared they’d arrive too close.

A quick look at my HUD via my implant gave me an overview of the team’s
positions. No one was close. Jaclyn and Izzy had already started the
moment they got a red alert, but Izzy was in California and Jaclyn was
in Ann Arbor. It would be ten minutes. Cassie had made it to her bike
and was on the road, but still miles away. Like Cassie, Daniel and Haley
were both in the air, but neither one was close.

The closest person appeared to be Amy, but she wasn’t the fastest flyer.
Still, she was nearer than anyone else. I might not be alone in this.

I didn’t have time to think much more about that because my pod notified
me that it had arrived and began to descend, releasing materials above
me that affixed to my suit, the nanotech reassembling into better armor,
weapons, improved strength, and more bots of all kinds.

We weren’t fixed when the closest spybots showed that the speedster was
heading toward the park. Hoping that I wouldn’t be regretting this at my
uncle’s funeral, I let the suit finish assembly. As the last quarter
knitted itself together, the speedster entered the park, a grey blur
that threatened to blow through the place before I could do anything.

Except, I wasn’t a complete idiot, I’d set goobots near the entrance to
the park. Before the blur made it even ten feet down the black, asphalt
trail, the bots shot forward and exploded all around him. With
speedsters you didn’t leave any holes. You hit them from all directions
if you could.

I’d programmed them for something like this ages ago and watched it
through multiple streams to my implant, some from the goobots themselves
and others from spybots covering the park. From them I saw the goo
expand at the speedster from all directions, overlapping threads
expanding to fill the area, some even shooting above the speedster’s
head.

He tried to dodge them anyway. He didn’t manage to dodge all of them,
but a lot more than I’d have expected.

Jumping into the air, he shot upward, avoiding most of the goo, but far
from all of it. It coated his right leg from the knee down. His left leg
got it worse, starting from the middle of his thigh and covering
everything down to his boot.

He fell to the ground outside of the gray, gooey, vaguely circular mess,
and swung into the asphalt which cracked from the force.

I could use the word “he” to describe him by then. Not only had he
slowed down enough to be obviously male, but I actually knew the guy.
Well, sort of.

I’d been assaulted by him before. In fact, I’d hit him with one of my
earliest batches of goobots.

Back when we’d tried to rescue Cassie from being kidnapped, he’d been in
Rook’s Canadian base. I’d hit the guy with goobots and left him there.
Shortly after, Rook had flooded his base with nerve gas, leaving me to
wonder if I’d killed the speedster indirectly.

Except… Prentkos (Speed in Polish) turned out to be alive and serving on
the European Union’s biggest superhero team. Even weirder, though I
recognized the guy’s square face, this version of Prentkos looked
younger than he’d appeared on the EU’s website. In their pictures, he
had threads of gray in his hair. What hair this man’s mask didn’t cover
was all brown. In addition, his skin didn’t have any of a middle-aged
man’s creases. I pegged him as being around my age.

I didn’t know what that meant outside of the obvious possibilities—time
travel, cloning, or… selling out his morals for immortality? None of
those options was a good thing.

Worse, even as he began to pull himself up from the ground, he pulled a
small spray can from his belt and aimed a mist at the goo.

It began to dissolve.

I didn’t know who’d figured out how to dissolve my goo, but knowing that
this was connected to the Nine, my first thought was Rook. The guy
seemed to have weird hero worship of my grandfather going despite being
an example of everything my grandfather stood against.

I wouldn’t have put it past him to make a point of figuring out how to
dissolve the glue after the last times we’d fought him. Cassie had
disintegrated his leg. In the fight before that, I’d exploded his hand.
He had every reason to hate both of us—except he’d been weirdly admiring
both times we’d met.

All of that went through my head in a flash, most of it wordlessly. I
had other things to deal with—specifically the fact that Prentkos was
here to kill my uncle. It wasn’t that I’d come in with no plan, but my
plan had been to slow the guy down with goobots long enough that Daniel
could go into his head and put him to sleep.

So as long as I was alone my best chance to keep him away from my family
was to grab him and hold him in place until Daniel, Haley, or maybe Amy
could knock him out.

Well, short of killing him or beating him so badly that he couldn’t run
away, letting the rest of the team handle him was the best choice.
Unfortunately, the rest of the team wasn’t available for a little bit.

I had to slow him down until then.

Running out from behind the brown, brick building and passing the
women’s bathroom with less than three steps, I felt like I was flying
without even turning on the rockets. In a few more steps, I’d made it to
the spot where Prentkos was spraying the last of the goo and pulling
against it in a jerky motion that would have been too fast for a normal
person to see more than a blur.

Whether because of the Xiniti implant or because of some side effect of
Artificer DNA and their relationship with time, I could see every jerk
distinctly even if I couldn’t move any faster than a normal human being
wearing powered armor.

If I turned this into a wrestling match, he’d almost certainly be able
to wriggle out of it, meaning that grabbing him wasn’t a realistic
option. If I wanted to keep him around long enough for the others to
catch up, I’d have to hurt him either by knocking him unconscious or
breaking at least one of his legs.

From what I’d seen of him in Rook’s base, Prentkos powers seemed to be
similar to Jaclyn’s—which meant that I could go all out without killing
him. The only bad point being that he might still be able to kill me and
follow it up with my uncle and maybe my mom.

As one of the last strands of goo stretched and broke, I reached out,
punching him in the stomach—kind of.

He twisted and my gauntleted fist hit but didn’t sink into him so much
as drag across his stomach, sliding off to the side. The force would
have killed a normal person, but he wasn’t dead. Still stuck to the
remaining few threads on his right side, he punched at me with his left
hand. I could see it, but I couldn’t move enough to dodge it.

It hit hard enough to knock me back to the ground while he pulled on the
remaining strands, grunting as he yanked at them again, and glaring at
me.

Checking my inventory, I realized that I still had goobots. With luck, I
might have more goobots than he could dissolve—which in this case meant
enough to dissolve six goobots. Even though I’d been reinforced, I’d
sent most of those for him even before my armor finished assembling.

I started with two goobots, aiming them at his legs. They exploded into
grey strands, but he managed to dodge three-quarters of them. Even as
they hit, he was already spraying them.

On the other hand, he had to deal with being stuck in two places instead
of one or technically three because the leg hit joined the left and
right legs with strands.

I’d fired at him from the ground, so I had to pull myself up to have any
chance of catching him if he got out of the goo. I only barely made it
back on my feet in time to see him detach the strands from his hand. Now
only the strands between his legs kept him in one place and he’d sprayed
even those in the time he’d had.

They weren’t going to hold for more than seconds.

I fired off another goobot. He caught it in his right hand and smashed
it against the path before I could fire a follow-up. Then he stepped
forward, ripping the weakened strands of goo with the motion of his
legs.

I gave the rockets fuel and blasted toward him.

At the same time that I blasted toward him, I pulled my arm back as if I
planned to punch him. Even if I couldn’t move as quickly as he could or
fully take advantage of the speeds that I could now observe, I could
pull the arm back as I might if I had no special tricks and then fire
off killbots as I closed with him.

The speed of my punches was limited by my body, but firing off the
killbots was done at the speed of thought plus electronics interfacing
with alien technology in my brain.

The killbots shot down toward the ground, curving upward to aim for his
leg.

I’d fired off three of them, not intending to hit him with all of them,
merely to make it hard to dodge. Even with his legs webbed in
deteriorating goo, he could still move around—within limits. He couldn’t
get a full step out of either leg, allowing him more of a sideways hop
except there were a lot of sideways hops in all directions as the
killbots ducked and weaved aiming for his lower legs.

The speed of the hopping made it look like film run at twice the speed.
It might have been funny to watch if lives didn’t hang in the balance.

Plus, I mean, I wasn’t watching. I was directing the killbots and flying
past Prentkos to land and then rushing back at him to punch him on the
theory that it would be one thing too many.

I didn’t know it at the time, but Vaughn would later add the Benny Hill
theme song, “Yakety Sax” to footage of the fight.

I couldn’t deny that it felt right—at least until the blood started
flowing.

Two of my killbots hit Prentkos, both of them cutting through his right
leg, but splitting to cut through both of the bones in his lower leg,
the tibia and the fibula. Given what had happened with the goo, I’d
wondered if Prentkos would be using Rook’s anti-killbot material, but if
he was, my newly refactored killbots chewed through it.

Having seen the killbots work before and knowing that they used
monomolecular technology to cut, it didn’t surprise me that the
expression on Prentkos’ face didn’t change. The killbots cut so cleanly
that a person might not feel it.

Prentkos didn’t. He’d lifted his leg as they hit. The damaged goo
stretched and broke. Then he put the down the foot on the floor and the
bottom half of the leg bent sideways.

That’s when he screamed.

I might have too in his position. Even beyond the bending as sharpened
bone cut into the muscle around it, blood ran out of the holes. Some
dripped, but some spurted.

I didn’t know the details of how Prentkos’ powers worked, but if your
speed depended on your strength, it seemed possible that your blood
might be under a lot of pressure. The part of me that looked at
situations like this objectively couldn’t help but note that even though
Prentkos’ costume was red and white, the blood was a darker red than the
uniform.

The rest of my mind was going for the spray can full of skin substitute
and wishing I’d thought to make a version that could be delivered by
goobots before this moment.

Still, I ran over, ready to spray his wounds shut. I shouldn’t have been
surprised that he tried to bat my hands and the spray can away, but I
was. He hit the spray can out of my hand and it rolled down the asphalt,
wobbling due to the dent he’d made.

I pulled out another, this time blocking his attempts to knock it out of
the way with my arm. It was easier this time. His face looked a little
gray which was unsurprising when you considered that he might only have
as much blood as a normal person and some of that had spurted as far as
ten feet away.

The fleshy foam covered both the outside and the inside of his wounds. I
wasn’t sure how that would affect his healing, but that wasn’t my
problem. All I needed to do was stop him from bleeding out and help him
avoid infections.

All the same, he didn’t look like he was going anywhere for now. Though
it was possible he healed more quickly than normal people, he wasn’t
doing more than lie on the asphalt for now.

“Don’t move,” I told him, checking around me to see if anyone else on
the team had arrived and then checking my HUD for their positions. Amy
was only a block away.

Below me, Prentkos stared out into the park, saying nothing and making
me wonder if I had to worry about shock.

I was about to message the group when Kayla said, “Rocket, there’s
someone in the air moving toward you.”

Using at the Rocket suit’s 360-degree view, I knew she was right, but
not entirely. No one was flying. A human shape in the sky dropped,
landing almost at the moment I saw him. I didn’t recognize him by name,
but the bulky muscles made me think of the Cabal’s soldiers.

His fist hit me in the side, throwing me into the air for a good fifty
feet, stopping only when I hit the chain link fence of one of the
baseball diamonds. Strictly speaking, the fence stopped me in the sense
that when I went through it, I slowed down. I stopped near third base.

Knowing that even if I touched it, I wouldn’t be safe, I pulled myself
to my feet. As I did, the Cabal soldier scooped up Prentkos and jumped
away.

Noting that the Rocket suit’s systems all showed up as green, I shot
into the air, trying to follow them.

I caught a glimpse of the Cabal soldier and Prentkos gaining altitude
and then hitting the top of the arc and beginning to drop. He’d been
traveling the same way the strongest of the Cabal’s soldiers always
had—jumping half a mile or more at a time.

It made me regret that we couldn’t cover the entire city with spybots. I
placed the ones we had near roads where you could run at hundreds of
miles per hour on outskirts and located them thicker near my parents’
house—with the effect that this guy could avoid notice until he got
close purely by accident.

Prentkos had probably called him in somehow.

Letting those thoughts go, I watched as the Cabal soldier and Prentkos
disappeared through the trees followed by the sound of shattering and
ripping wood.

I’d sometimes wondered if the Cabal had a system to control where they
landed. This argued that they didn’t worry about it because they didn’t
care what they hit.

This soldier had hit a two-car garage that might have been a carriage
house in the late 1800s. The undamaged side had been painted in red and
gold that in someone’s imagination resembled what it used to look like.
They’d hit the front left corner, turning the damaged side into a mix of
paint, old, splintered wood, and a crushed, white jeep.

Car alarms were going off for all the good that would do.

Of course, they didn’t stay on the ground. The soldier jumped off again,
still carrying Prentkos before I even arrived. This time, though, he
jumped eastward, aiming toward the freeway that ran through, the same
freeway we’d fought the Grey Giant on the first time we went out as a
group. More importantly, it was full of cars in the early afternoon,
ranging from business people out for lunch to semi-trucks to parents
who’d picked up their kids from kindergarten.

In short, it wasn’t the kind of place you wanted to see those guys land.

Connecting to my suit’s comm with my implant, I said, “It looks like
they’re going down the highway. I’m going to try to keep him off. We may
need the jet.”

That was a worst-case scenario because the jet’s main gun would
incinerate them both, but it might still be less deaths than if he took
a chunk out of the freeway.

In the meantime, the Cabal soldier had come down again, this time
landing in an alley, leaving smashed concrete and a circle of cracks
before shooting into the air again, this time closing on the highway.
Passing over the neighborhood of century-old houses, some of them with
cars in the driveway, I was relieved that no one had been hit or even a
house. It might be nothing to a two-thousand-year-old soldier, but your
average person would be facing a nightmare of insurance companies, hotel
stays, and hiring contractors.

I had to end this before he used the freeway’s relatively clear shot out
of town, but he wasn’t making it easy. According to the suit, I was
flying at more than 300 miles per hour, which wasn’t a situation in
which the bots were at their best.

As they hit a road between the freeway and a row of old brick factories
whose glory days had passed before the 1950s, I went with my other
option, a weapon I tried not to fire in populated areas—my laser.

The Cabal soldier crouched in the road, preparing to leap again while a
blue pickup truck screeched to a stop in front of him, the driver
screaming out the window. That’s when I fired.

The laser burned blue, searing through the soldier’s lower back, thigh,
and lower leg. The man’s black uniform offered no obvious protection.

Falling to his side in front of the truck, he let go of Prentkos who
seemed to be better enough to pull himself out of the soldier’s grip and
hit the pavement on his own terms. I missed the details, but he rolled
into a crawl and dragged himself off the road and onto the grass and
dirt parkway between the road and the sidewalk.

This would have been perfect if it had occurred to the bearded man in
the pickup truck that his way was being blocked by a 2000-year-old man
who had no issues with the idea of turning him into a bloody paste.
Unfortunately, it must not have and he kept on screaming. The Cabal
soldier sneered at him, beginning to pull himself up.

Not wanting to find out what would happen next, I dove, flipping over,
turning around, and landing between the two of them with an agility that
was more to the credit of my programming skill than my acrobatic skill.

Now behind me, the man in the pickup took the hint and began to back up
and go in the other direction. To my left, Prentkos pulled himself up to
watch us mid-crawl. Ahead of me, the Cabal soldier’s face grimaced in a
mixture of pain and some other negative emotion. I wasn’t sure what hate
looked like but the man’s glare might have been in the vicinity.

I pointed the laser at him, “Don’t move. Whether I shoot you in the
heart or the balls, you’re not going to like it.”

I didn’t know if any of the other members of the Cabal’s army ever
mentioned how effective lasers were against them and their regeneration,
but his limp and the holes in his body had to be a clue. He didn’t
charge me.

With no warning, Kayla’s voice came through my comm, “Major Justice is
shouting at us about how you need to stop and let him handle this.”

At about the same time, I saw a podjet become visible in the sky above
me while a woman on a surfboard dove toward me at a higher speed than
I’d have expected if she wanted to talk.

One nice thing about allowing the Rocket suit to be controlled through
my implant is that I didn’t have to move to try to contact South Beach
Surfer. Before my implant, I’d have had to tap my the gauntlet’s palm
with my finger or worse, use the Rocket suit’s mouthguard and tap with
my tongue.

For the record, texting with your tongue is tedious beyond my ability to
explain.

With the implant’s connection, all I had to do was think to try to
connect to her ID in the Defenders comm directory. Once the connection
was made, I thought to her, “Help me with these people. We’ll sort this
out afterward.”

It couldn’t be translated into audible words as soon as I could think of
it. That might have explained what happened next. It’s possible that she
was concentrating too hard on what she was doing to process the words or
that the translation was confusing.

League members understood me perfectly, though, so it seemed more likely
that she didn’t want to listen.

A blast of air threw me sideways, tilting the truck behind me, but not
flipping it over. With the wind’s angle changing from sideways to
straight down from above me, the wind stopped pushing me and tried to
pin me to the ground instead. As I rolled over and began to push myself
up, I couldn’t help but notice that the Cabal soldier had turned around,
grabbed Prentkos, and jumped away. The pickup roared away at the same
time.

It didn’t surprise me that she ignored them, but I still didn’t feel
good about it. Judging from the number of text messages on the channel,
the rest of the team agreed with me—not that I tried to check the texts.
If they wanted my attention, they’d flag me.

Not even bothering to try to contact her, I pushed myself up to a crawl.
If I wanted to hurt her, my best shot would be the laser and I didn’t
want to do that. This was either a misunderstanding or mind control.
Neither one justified the death penalty.

Over the comm, Kayla said, “I’ve redirected part of the team to your
parents’ house. We’re hoping to talk the Duhfenders down with the rest
of the team.”

“Duhfenders?” I braced myself as water shot out of the storm grate to
knock me sideways. It almost pushed me enough to lose my grip on the
holes I’d punched in the road.

“Storm King’s name for Major Justice and company,” Kayla’s tone made me
almost certain she was shaking her head as she said it.

Thinking about my chances of getting out of her wind if I jumped and
fired the rockets full blast, I said, “Figures.”

“Bad news,” Kayla continued, “Major Justice didn’t like my answers to
his questions. He’s going to try to call you now.”

I might have groaned in response, but I didn’t have time. Major
Justice’s call appeared in my HUD. I took it because I didn’t have any
better ideas and knew that if I stalled long enough we’d outnumber them.

The first words I heard out of Major Justice’s mouth were, “Surrender!
We outnumber you and we’ve seen what you’re doing. You nearly killed
both of those men.”

“No,” I said, watching the podjet above me lower itself to about 100
feet above me. The door slid open to reveal Mime sitting in the doorway,
arms held as if he were aiming a machine gun down at me. I wondered if
he created a real thing or if I were lucky enough that the beliefs of
the observer affected what he’d brought into being. On the off-chance
that might be true, I chose to imagine it as a Nerf machine gun.

If he created it for real, I hoped mimed guns didn’t ricochet and misses
disappeared. The people passing on the nearby freeway didn’t deserve to
be blown away.

“No,” I repeated. “They were here to kill someone I’m protecting. The
Cabal soldier will be healed by tomorrow if not earlier. Give the other
guy to any psychic you’ve got and you’ll find out his mission. At least
you could do that if you go after him right now.”

Up in the podjet, a figure moved, maybe looking in the direction where
Prentkos and the Cabal soldier had disappeared.

Major Justice, if that was him, said, “Too late. They disappeared.
Surrender to us. Explain everything you wouldn’t before and we’ll check
it out.”

“That’s not going to happen until we know we can trust you and we’re not
seeing any signs of that so far,” I said. “What we are seeing is that
you’re interfering with our business without any right to.”

Major Justice laughed, “I’m a vigilante. You’re vigilantes. Butting into
other people’s business is what we do and now that you’ve shown that
you’re impervious to reason, we’re going to take you down and take you
in.”

Mime pulled his trigger finger toward himself, his hands shaking as if
they were hanging onto a firing machine gun. A few of whatever missiles
an imaginary machine gun fired hit me. Others hit the street around me,
throwing bits of asphalt into the air.

My armor could take the punishment, but for the record, they weren’t
Nerf missiles. They hit with enough force that I felt it.

Deciding I couldn’t stay in one place for a moment longer, I darted
sideways toward the other side of the road and the freeway, guessing
that there had to be a point where the winds stopped. I only needed
seconds of that.

I was right.

The winds buffeted me on one side and then switched to another, trying
to knock me over again, but this time I was expecting it. The Rocket
suit could generate tons of force if I wanted it to and I used it,
bracing myself whenever it hit.

By the time I hit the other side of the road, I’d moved outside of the
blasting wind. Knowing I had seconds or less, I gave the rockets fuel
and shot forward across the ground, aiming for South Beach Surfer and
her surfboard, thankful that the freeway was above the ground inside the
city.  Any bullets aimed at me would hit far below the cars.

If I could take South Beach Surfer out, this would become easier.

Thanks to the Rocket suit’s enhanced vision, I could see South Beach
Surfer’s eyes widen as I aimed myself in her direction. She’d been in
too many fights not to guess what I was planning.

If only I knew. The smartest choice would be to aim the laser at her and
just burn her. Her probably armored “wetsuit” might help a little, but
I’d likely send her to an emergency room. If it turned out that she was
mind-controlled or that her perception of the League had been subtly
altered, she wouldn’t deserve it.

She might not deserve being punched unconscious either, but at least
that wouldn’t be permanent—though that depended on how hard I hit.

She was also experienced enough to recover from her surprise that I’d
gotten out of the center of her winds. Her eyes narrowed as she stared
at me, changing the wind’s direction.

That might have been a problem at one point, but I’d spent years
training to fight in storms. Knowing that changing direction wasn’t
instantaneous, I shot upward with as much force as I could manage
without blacking out. Given that the suit now included alien tech, that
meant more than three hundred miles per hour. The straight shot upward
turned to an arc that aimed me at South Beach Surfer only now from above
without in any way slowing down.

Though I wasn’t close to them, I couldn’t help but notice Mime stop
firing, stare, and aim the imaginary gun upward at me. With any luck,
the imaginary bullets would disappear before they hit anything. If
someone died from Mime’s misses, I didn’t know what I’d do.

Behind Mime, Major Justice stared for a moment, and only as I neared
South Beach Surfer, he dove deeper into the podjet to do something I
couldn’t see.

I was too busy to find out more because I’d decided what to do. Lethal
means and methods that could be deflected by the wind were out, but I
had other options.

As I came within ten feet of her, she aimed a gust of wind at me, but
not enough and I’d known that as I went in. When you’re dependent on the
wind to keep you up, you have the wind right there and available for
use, but you don’t want to use so much of it that you’re no longer in
the air.

I blew right through it. It pushed me a little bit away, but I continued
to follow the half plan that I’d come up with while barreling toward
her—which started with a blast through the wind. That was followed up
with readjusting my direction so that as I flew behind her I could grab
her—which I did.

That worked only because like Vaughn she didn’t have much in terms of
physical powers. She tried to pull away with a little more power than a
normal human should, but that might have been her costume. Anyway, she
didn’t have tons of force to work with and I did. As I flew behind her,
I grabbed her right arm with my right and put my left arm around her
front.

While being able to absorb data quickly enough that I could see
speedsters didn’t help me much by itself, it helped with the timing. As
I put my left arm around her front, I aimed it up at her head and fired
off a goobot.

One nice feature of the goo is that the polymer it was made of separated
into threads distant enough from each other that even if it covered
someone’s mouth and nose, they’d be able to breathe through it.

I was counting on that—that and another feature. Even if it covered
someone’s entire face, they wouldn’t be able to see through it—which was
inconvenient if you wanted to aim wind at people. Hopefully, she didn’t
have some kind of “wind sense.”

The goobot exploded, coating every part of her face except for her hair.

She shouted, saying nothing I could understand and adding a buzzing
noise from the goo.

It was probably for the best that I couldn’t hear her. The only person
in their group who hadn’t said something annoying to me was Mime.

I wondered what my chances were of gluing all of their mouths shut.

“Rocket,” Amy said over the comm. “I’m behind the factory to your left.
What’s your plan?”

“I was trying to talk them down—“

“By gluing their mouths shut?”

“It’s not working,” I said.

“I can tell,” she replied. “I’ll go for Mime.”

Major Justice’s icon blinked and I let his voice through, “What are you
doing? Holding her captive? I expected better of you. Don’t think this
will make us stop. Mime!”

Exactly what Mime was outlining in the air with his hands wasn’t clear
to me, but he seemed to be moving his hands a lot. That didn’t bode
well.

Out of the corner of my eye, Amy rose into the air, all glowing red gems
and black armor, her red hair waving in the wind. In one hand, she held
a spear made of dark, pitted metal that in retrospect brought to mind
Elric’s sword Stormbringer.

She threw it toward Mime.

It was one of those slow-motion moments that work better in films than
in real life. When you’re watching a film, on some level you know that
no matter what happens, you’ll be able to walk out of the theater with
no consequences. In real life, you might know that Amy’s spear consumed
souls, lifeforce, essence, or some other substance that science couldn’t
detect or measure.

It had nearly consumed mine when Amy was hurt and needed healing I
couldn’t give. The only thing that stopped it from killing me was that
Lee had shown up, stopped it, and somehow restored enough mystery
substance that I could live.

Knowing that, I could only worry as the spear flew toward Mime because I
knew that absorbing Mime’s essence and killing him in the process,
wouldn’t make this situation better.

I could only hope that since Amy wasn’t on the verge of death, she might
be able to control what happened next—that, and I could watch.

The spear flew toward the podjet, heading straight for Mime, ignoring
that a normal human being couldn’t throw a spear that distance or that
height. It hit Mime dead center of his chest, halted there, and then
emerged from the other side at the same speed it had been going when it
hit, much as if I’d paused a video game and then pressed play.

It left no mark on Mime, not even the gushing blood that I’d have
expected to see when a spear passes through a human body.

Nonetheless, Mime slumped forward, remaining inside the podjet only
because of a strap around his body that appeared to be bolted to the
floor of the podjet. As he slumped, the spear flew through the other
side of the podjet without being stopped or leaving any damage.

The spear then dipped toward the ground in an arc, flipping over and
flying back to Amy’s hand.

Major Justice’s voice came over the comm, “What did she do to him?”

Thanks to my suit, I could see that he was still breathing and
maintaining a steady temperature. I didn’t know what she’d done, but he
wasn’t dead, “No idea. I can ask.”

South Beach Surfer struggled to pull away from me, pushing me with wind,
but not so hard that the suit couldn’t adjust. I had little doubt that
she’d have hit me harder if she could see me, but the goo wouldn’t
degrade any time soon.

I felt a kind of quiver somewhere and I knew that it wasn’t physical. It
was around me and I had only a loose idea of what it might be. The loose
idea though was that I was feeling something through the Artificer
senses that Kee had been training me to use. From the feel of it, I
didn’t think it could be the presence of an Artificer, but that was all
I knew.

“Bloodmaiden,” I asked over my comm, noticing that the red gem on Amy’s
armor glowed a step brighter than usual and that the air around her
black armor appeared to be extra shadowy for the middle of the day in
direct sunlight. Even more interesting, the shadowy area appeared to be
growing even as the red glow of her gem and the ruby accents on her
armor were already brighter than the last time I looked.

When she didn’t reply, I added, “Are you okay?”

Her voice wavered over the comm as she said, “Give me a second. I tried
something.”

Major Justice’s icon blinked. He’d passed the limit of his patience and
he was already pinging me. I ignored him.

Amy took a deep breath and as she did, the shadows around her armor
extended outward, not darkening the entire sky, but making themselves a
presence that in combination with the red glow of her gems gave
everywhere I could see an unearthly look.

Letting out a breath, Amy continued, “One of the past Bloodmaidens
recognized what Mime was. He’s a magical nexus. I diverted his power
away from him and into me—for now. It’ll last long enough to get them
out of here. Do you have any plans for her or any of them?”

Wondering where this was going, I said, “No.”

“Then let go of her,” she said.

Deciding to trust Amy, I did.

South Beach Surfer shot away on her floating surfboard, but then slowed
as she must have realized that she didn’t want to fly blind. She didn’t
get time to figure out how she was going to handle
it. Shadows surrounded her, all of them
tinged with red light. Then as the shadows wrapped around her legs, a
red light flashed.

When the red light was gone, so was she.

I have to guess what would happen next. Major Justice’s podjet wheeled
around, turning toward us as gun barrels extended out of the podjet.
Even as I considered my next step, shadows wrapped around the podjet and
a red light flashed.

Then the red light flashed and the podjet was gone.

In that second, the shadows and red light vanished and I hovered next to
the highway on a normal Monday. Amy, however, shuddered in the air and
drew in a breath over the comm. I didn’t know for sure what would happen
next, but on the off chance that she involuntarily transformed back into
Amy, I flew toward her, managing to grab her arm as she slumped into me,
her armor clanking as it touched mine.

She didn’t transform back, but she did sink into me, barely staying in
the air. I gave the anti-gravity system power to help with the bulkiness
of the load.

Still breathing heavily, she said, “I’m sorry. Even with his power that
took a lot out of me.”

On the freeway, an SUV had stopped and three teenage girls stood by the
concrete railing, all of them pointing their phones in our direction. I
wondered how long they’d been there and my implant flipped back to when
Prentkos and the Cabal soldier landed in the road. They’d seen
everything they could.

I wondered how all of that looked to an observer. I hadn’t done anything
I regretted, but that didn’t matter. I needed to get the footage to
Kayla so she could get it to the League’s marketing and public relations
team.

The way Amy had made Major Justice, Mime, and South Beach Surfer
disappear in red flashes wasn’t going to look good—not to mention
stabbing Mime. It was going to look especially bad if she’d straight out
disintegrated them.

If we were lucky she’d sent them to some kind of blood magic hell
dimension that we could pull them out of immediately.

Still hanging on to her as I turned toward HQ, I asked, “What did you do
to them?”

She laughed, “Don’t worry about it. They’re not dead. I teleported them
back to their respective homes. What did you think I did?”

“I didn’t know. I thought you might have dumped them into an alternate
dimension for safekeeping.”

Amy turned to stare at me, “I can’t do that.”

She stopped and frowned, “Oh, I could have, but I couldn’t have gotten
them out unless we kept Mime with us. I know it looked like I’d absorbed
his abilities, but it was more complicated. I used the spear to tap his
abilities without killing him, but as soon as he was gone, so was the
tap.”

“Huh,” I said, thinking about it. “Could you have done that a few years
ago with the dragon?”

She sighed, “No. I had the potential. I didn’t have the skill. Red Hex
and Reliquary gave me a new perspective on magic that changes
everything—even my understanding of blood magic. I can do a lot more
than the mages at home taught me.”

Before I came up with a response, Major Justice’s icon started flashing
in my HUD. I considered telling the system to ignore his calls, but I
decided that would be worse. Then I wouldn’t know which bug was
currently up his butt.

Bracing myself for his newest batch of irrationality, I took the call.

“I’m sure you’ll be happy to know that Mime is well and so far undamaged
by your friend’s little stunt even if he is tired. If there’s permanent
harm to him, though, we’ll send your magical friend’s ass back to her
little fairy kingdom. Children like you have no sense of anything but
their own power. You need to develop a sense of goddam responsibility
and—“

“Look,” I said, “you came in out of nowhere, did not ask what was going
on, and let a would-be assassin escape. You didn’t do anything useful
and you actively screwed up what we were trying to do. What’s your
problem? Did the old League reject you for membership or something?”

I didn’t wait for him to answer. I closed the connection, resolving not
to answer if he called back to shout at me again.

His icon lit up again less than a second after I hung up, but then
stopped pulsing as if he’d also realized that the conversation wasn’t
going anywhere. If we were lucky, he’d give up completely, but given
that we were only hours away by podjet, I wasn’t holding my breath.

Amy and I were flying over a residential area by then, houses in grids
below us, all of them lived in by people who’d likely hear about the
events I’d just been in through some filter. I hoped it would be more
favorable than not.

No longer breathing heavily, Amy said, “I only heard one end of that
conversation and it didn’t sound good.”

“It wasn’t great. Major Justice called to let me know that I’m
irresponsible and that if Mime’s not okay, he’s going to send you home.”

She raised an eyebrow, “Can he do that?”

Checking around us with my suit’s sensors, I didn’t see any pursuit and
replied, “I have no idea. I’d say no simply because his team doesn’t
have a wizard or anything, but we don’t either and we could.”

She let out a breath, “I can’t go back yet. It isn’t time and besides, I
want to see all of you through this mess.”

Kayla’s voice came over the comm, addressed to the whole group, “We’ve
been receiving your feed and that didn’t look good. I’m sending it over
to our people and they can try to figure out how to talk about this.”

“Thanks. I was going to send it to you, but if you’ve got it, you’ve got
it.”

With that, Amy and I were alone in the air again. I didn’t need Kayla to
tell me that everyone else she’d scrambled was heading back to base. I
could see it in my HUD.

I was beginning to relax again, realizing that my heartbeat had been
racing only now that it wasn’t. Amy, meanwhile, had turned to look
behind us as if expecting someone to come racing out of the distance. No
one did. When she turned back to face me again, her mouth twisted and
she asked, “Do you think Major Justice has any connection to the North
American Wizards’ Council? Because they could send me home.”

“I doubt it,” I said. “You know what they’re like. They don’t work with
superheroes except when they’ve got no choice.”

“Right,” Amy said, “except they’re terrified of blood magic and that
means they’re terrified of me because I’m connected to the most powerful
blood magic-based construct they’ve ever heard of.”

I thought about that, “I’m surprised they didn’t go after you when we
were done fighting The Thing That Eats.”

She met my eyes or at least looked toward my helmet and laughed, “Before
they were too busy with The Thing That Eats and afterward Lee was right
there keeping the both of us alive. They might not know what Lee really
is, but I’m sure they keep enough records to know not to mess with him
or the people he’s attached to.”

“Let’s hope that continues,” I began to descend, aiming for the forest
in the state park where we had an entrance to HQ. A quick check of the
sensors showed that no one was in the vicinity.

I asked Amy, “Do you have enough strength left to manage invisibility?”

“I’m feeling better. I think I could,” she frowned, “but not if I have
to  fly at the same time.”

“Let’s do this,” she moved her hand, pricking herself, and then faded
from view.

I could still tell she was there both from the weight and the slight
fuzziness in the air where she hung in the air next to me. I activated
my suit’s chameleon mode, matching the color in the sky above me or the
ground below me depending on your angle.

It wasn’t perfect, but it worked well enough from a distance. By any
reasonable measure, we winked out before we came anywhere near the
forest and then invisibly dropped through the trees. When I didn’t know
the place, trees were a pain, but we kept a couple of spots branch free.
In November that meant that it wasn’t hard to find the spot because not
only was it branch free, but all the trees around it were leaf free.

Landing in a small clearing between big tree trunks, we stood among
sparse grass, sandy soil, fallen leaves, and small bushes. Near us lay a
concrete platform. A little over knee high, it appeared to be the
remains of some old public works program or maybe a World War 2 era
project. Maybe the original was, but this wasn’t it.

As we walked toward it, the top slab slid back and we climbed down a
ladder into a tunnel as the slab slid into place. Lights turned on as
the outside disappeared and we walked down the tunnel, eventually
stepping through a big iron hatch into the main room in HQ.

We weren’t alone. Kayla at one of the desks, monitoring her screens but
giving us a wave as we stepped into the room. Haley, Kals, Katuk, and
Julie were walking through the room’s trophies toward us. Tiger followed
them, the huge dog starting from the far end of the room.

It was an odd group. Only a few years ago, Julie had used her voice to
force Haley and me to leave a coffee shop where Sean’s first version of
Justice Fist had been meeting. Kals had been a little more interested in
me than I’d realized and now she was hanging out with Haley. Katuk, of
course, was a Xiniti, one of the aliens that acted as the Galactic
Alliance’s shock troops and enforcers.

Next to me, Amy said, “I’m going to drop this form.”

In a flash of red, dark magical symbols, and even thumping medieval
music, Amy transformed from being Bloodmaiden back into herself. Clad in
armor, the Bloodmaiden form was a foot taller and could have passed as a
fitness model. While both were red-haired and pale-skinned, Amy was a
little over five feet and thin.

She took a deep breath, “I feel better now, but I need to let the
construct rest for a little while.”

I let the helmet of the Rocket suit turn into the open-face version,
knowing I couldn’t drop the rest until I got into the lab.

Katuk reached us first. Between wearing the silver Xiniti combat suit,
his grey skin, and large black eyes, he looked every inch the alien
stereotype, “Nick, I am grateful to see you alive. I was not allowed to
assist. My mission is to protect Kals and I am not allowed to leave her
side. Otherwise, I would have.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’m okay,” I looked away from him as Haley
stepped around him, looking up at me.

From the way she was biting her lip, I guessed that she didn’t have good
news. Proving me right, she said, “I’m glad you’re okay, but Mindstryke
called here. He wanted to talk to all of us when you got back and got
out of your suit. It’s about Major Justice. It sounds like he’s trying
to make this into a big deal.”

“Oh,” I said, considering asking her for more information but realizing
at the same moment that she wouldn’t have any.

At that moment, I realized that bright light was hitting my face.
Glancing to my left, I realized that a small sphere was down here with
us and had stopped in front of Amy and had begun to turn into a glowing
face that reminded me of the moon.

“Blood sorcerer, we require your attention!”
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        Amy’s mouth twisted as she eyed the glowing object. Part of me worried
that she wasn’t in costume, but given that the message had found her, it
was too late to worry about revealing her identity. The North American
Wizard Council had probably known from the moment she appeared on our
world.

In an accent that wasn’t quite Irish, Scottish, or English, but some
alternate universe’s near relative, she said, “I’m Princess Amelia of
the House of Sacrifice, current Bloodmaiden. You have my attention. What
is your request?”

Pausing before it responded, the face said, “We sensed a great
outpouring of magic and have sent representatives of our council to
investigate your use of it. Be respectful and assist their
investigation. Our last interaction left us with a more favorable
impression of you than we had before. We hope that we’ll have no reason
to change our minds.”

Amy smiled, “Let’s hope that we both leave each other with positive
impressions.”

The thin, artificial voice replied, “We are in agreement. Expect our
representatives soon.”

Then the face lost its form, separating into puffs of smoke that
disappeared into the air. I watched them go. Amy shook her head, “Blood
Lords put more power into their messengers, but that’s fine. I can do
without that particular taste of home.”

She’d switched back to a light Southern accent. I’d asked her about it
once. She’d taken a bit of blood from a woman when she’d arrived in our
world, learning how to speak English, drive, and generally live in our
world all at once.

Katuk didn’t say anything but watched the remaining wisps of magical
power until they disappeared. In the meantime, Haley, Kals, and Julie
had walked up, having heard at least part of the conversation with the
rest of us.

Haley looked away from where the face had been, telling me, “There was
nothing real there. No smell or even a hint of sound when it fell apart.
I don’t like it.”

Kals and Julie stopped talking with each other long enough for Kals to
say, “I don’t feel like I understand everything that’s going on here,
but it looks like it’s getting more complicated. It makes me feel guilty
about leaving.”

“What?” I asked. “It makes sense and it’s fine. You did what we asked
you to do. I just didn’t expect you to go so soon.”

She shook her head, “Not today, but soon. Maybe as soon as tomorrow. It
depends on when the Xiniti pick us up. There’s good news too, though.
Your friend, Julie? She’s gifted. If she’d been born in the Human
Ascendancy, she’d have been drafted into the best motivator schools and
found herself running a planet somewhere.

“It’s good that she’s here instead. I’ve been giving her a crash course
in upper-level motivator skills. I think she’ll be able to figure out
the rest on her own. She’s got a solid grasp of the basics and she was
already beginning to figure out more on her own. If I didn’t know you
needed her, I’d be trying to recruit her. We need more motivators in the
resistance, especially ones that don’t have any commands built in.”

As Kals praised Julie’s skills, Julie smiled—up until the moment when
Kals mentioned recruiting her. At that point, she blinked and smiled a
little less.

Kals flashed a grin, “I’m not trying to recruit you. They need you. If
they didn’t, I’d do everything in my power to convince you to come
along. Almost the moment I get back, we’re going to hit the Ascendancy’s
leadership with Nick’s killbots all over the Ascendancy. I’m not one of
the planners, but I have to be there as a figurehead. Nick can explain
why. Anyway, for real, if you want to when you’re done with whatever
this is, I need the help. I can’t be everywhere at once. If you did, I’d
be able to train you for real.”

Julie nodded, not saying anything at first, “I’ll think about it. I
might. I’m not sure I want to leave Earth to fight in a war, but there’s
no one here who knows what you do.”

“Not only that,” Kals said, “but you’d be able to put what I teach you
into practice. It wouldn’t be just academic.”

Haley frowned, “I think Julie should think about it for the future, but
we need her right now.”

“I’m sorry,” Kals laughed. “That’s what I do now. We’re in a rebellion
and we need people. Julie, let’s find a room and get back to
practicing.”

“Wait,” I said. “You’re planning to use the killbot design I gave to
Four Hands? I’ve got a software update you need to install. They managed
to figure out how to stop them here. This update is the fix.”

Even as I said it, I wasn’t sure that I was happy that my design was
going to be used to assassinate heads of state across this section of
the galaxy, but I also wanted the rebellion to win. I wasn’t going to
withhold the fix.

Kals smiled at me, “Thanks. Send it to my implant and I’ll get it out as
soon as I can.”

It felt good to help her and her smile reminded me that she was
attractive. It was nothing I planned to do anything about, but I still
felt it.

Kals, Katuk, and Julie walked away, leaving me with Haley and Amy.

Glancing over at them, Haley said, “I wouldn’t want to go out there, but
Julie might. Her mom died years ago and I don’t think she gets along
with her dad.”

“If she does go, I hope she at least stays long enough to help us with
the Dominators,” as Haley nodded, I added, “but on the bright side, it
sounds like the wizards aren’t as worked up as it sounded like at
first.”

“Sure,” Amy let out a breath, “that’s what they say now. For all I know,
they’re lowering my guard before the surprise attack. I did run into
their team again a year or two ago and I think that killing The Thing
That Eats impressed them. They might be willing to trust me.”

Haley frowned, “I hope they’d trust you. You nearly died killing The
Thing and their team didn’t get anywhere close to doing it. They were
more of a problem and a distraction than they were a help.”

Amy shook her head, “I know. It’s stupid, but blood magic is different
here or at least the kind that they’ve seen is. I wouldn’t trust blood
magic either if only vampires used it.”

Haley’s lip twitched, “I wouldn’t either, but the magic they do work
with isn’t all stuff I’d be proud of either. There’s Vengeance. His
dagger sucks the life out of guilty people and turns them into his
zombie servants until they work off their debt. Then there’s the
Graffiti Knight. He’s just some guy who found magical armor and it’s
cursed. Now they use him to fight supernatural evil. Throw in that elf
wizard who can change into a bird and that’s their team. Is that less
evil than blood magic?”

Amy grinned, “You sound angrier than I am. I was angry about all of it
because it is all stupid, but that’s not what I was unhappy about. I’m
unhappy because I’m not home. My family’s rule might be under threat and
the people I came here with think I’m a big threat because I’m a
throwback to the old style of Bloodmaiden. Whatever. I realized that
don’t have time to care what wizards here think. I’m here to prepare to
go home. Until then, I’m going to do what I can to keep them out of my
hair.”

“Alright,” I said, “then I guess we can look forward to talking with
them and being cooperative.”

“Yeah,” Amy shook her head and sighed. “I’m sorry I got their attention.
You don’t need this on top of everything else.”

I grinned, “I don’t love it, but so far it doesn’t seem like the wizards
are out for blood. It seems like they’re just cautious. This might be
easy.”

Haley shook her head, “Don’t say things like that. It’s never easy.”

“Yeah,” I said. She wasn’t wrong. “You know what? I’d like to go to the
lab and get rid of most of my suit. I don’t need it anymore.”

Haley nodded, “I believe you. I wouldn’t want to wear that any longer
than I had to. Oh, and taking a shower wouldn’t hurt.”

I thought about that, “With your sense of smell, everybody always needs
to take a shower.”

“No,” Haley said, “Amy doesn’t need to take a shower. You do.”

Amy grinned at me, “Technically, this isn’t even the same body I used in
the fight.”

What I was about to say next disappeared as Kayla turned away from her
desk to wave at us as she talked to us over our comm systems, “There are
people at the office.”

At the same time, Haley and I asked, “Who?”

Crossing her arms over her chest, Amy didn’t say anything, shaking her
head as Kayla replied.

“A pointy-eared woman in medieval clothes, someone in plate armor
covered in writing, and Vengeance. They’re asking to talk to
Bloodmaiden.”

The three of us looked at each other. Even though I didn’t want one, I
knew I wasn’t going to be taking a shower soon. Haley frowned, but
responded, “We’re heading over there.”

Amy glanced toward the tunnel to the office, “The Bloodmaiden construct
needs to rest. I’m going to go as me. It might make them less worried.”

Tapping the watch on her wrist, Amy told Kayla, “Tell them I’m coming.”

I commanded the suit to recreate my helmet and the three of us left for
the tunnel, Amy keeping up because she scratched her arm and used blood
magic to fly, saying, “I’m still a blood mage when I’m not using
Bloodmaiden.”

Minutes later, we were in back in our official, downtown headquarters.
It felt as if we’d just been arguing with Major Justice here. Except for
the puffs of powdered sugar that had landed on the floor, it could have
been a few days ago when that happened. There weren’t any donuts today
at all—which was fine.

Looking through the window, I could see Amothel, the elven wizard, the
Graffiti Knight with his symbol-covered armor, and Vengeance standing
next to the door. Vengeance looked like he always did—standing tall,
seeming to check every direction, his beard covering half of his face,
dagger on his belt, and camouflage pants.

We let them inside.

Within a few minutes, they were sitting in the office, asking Amy about
how she’d used Mime’s magic. It seemed to be going okay. They weren’t
raising their voices. They were calm.

Haley and I weren’t even sitting with them. The discussion had turned
technical and neither of us knew enough magic to follow it. We’d
withdrawn to the other side of the room, texting each other over our
comms, sometimes answering questions on the League comm channel. As we
sat, Major Justice’s icon wobbled in my vision. I didn’t answer. He
wasn’t likely to have anything to say that I wanted to hear.

Then I noticed a new figure standing on the street. Halfway between a
human woman and a large cat, it had to be Shifter. That or Grand Lake
was hosting a furry convention.

I didn’t like where this appeared to be going.

“Shit,” Haley muttered. “We have to go out there.”

She’d noticed too, probably before I had.

I asked, “Are you okay with fighting her?”

Haley looked up at me, “She’s not here to fight. We can take her and I
think she knows it.”

Remembering their visit, I didn’t think Shifter knew it, but given that
I was ignoring Major Justice’s calls, it would make sense that he’d sent
her to give us a message verbally.

Haley frowned, “And if she does try to attack… Do you have any goobots?”

I shook my head, “Not really. I’ve got two. So if she’s at all good at
dodging, not enough.”

Nodding, Haley said, “I’ll use my dewclaw if you can’t get her, and I’ll
bite her if I absolutely have to.”

Then she sighed, “Maybe I shouldn’t have told Blue and Accelerando to go
home.”

“There’s a lot to be said for overkill,” I agreed, “but I can at least
grab her.”

“That would help,” Haley took a step toward the door and I walked with
her.

We didn’t need to talk about much more. We knew how we’d handle the
rest. I stepped out of the door first, ready to take a blow as Haley
exited behind me all in grey with a cat’s head in black on her chest. A
little behind me and to my left, she was in a position to jump in while
I engaged Shifter straight on.

Shifter didn’t attack, though her orange and black striped tail did
twitch as she watched Haley and I step onto the sidewalk. Assuming
Shifter could choose everything about the cat form she’d chosen to use,
she’d decided on a tiger. Her orange, white, and black fur was visible
in the afternoon sun.

I considered making a joke about Tony the Tiger or maybe Frosted Flakes
cereal, but couldn’t come up with anything I felt was funny enough. Did
she know that Kellogg’s Frosted Flakes was made in Battle Creek,
Michigan? Only an hour away? Or did she prefer Post cereals? They were
also made in Battle Creek.

I did have one idea, but I couldn’t convince myself that the risk of
accidentally starting a fight over a joke comparing Frosted Flakes to
expired Raisin Bran would be worth it.

“Hey,” I said to Shifter, “I’m surprised to see you here.”

She raised a furry eyebrow at me, “Are you?”

“I… just said I was,” I replied, wondering if she was just here to
second guess me, but also watching to see if she was tensing to strike.
She didn’t.

She looked from me to Haley as cars passed us, one of them making a
U-turn and then stopping on the other side of the road as one of the
passengers pointed his phone at us.

“I know Major Justice doesn’t have a great bedside manner, but you need
to listen to him. You kids grew up in this. You know how supers handle
these things internally. We police ourselves. You’re stepping out of
line and risking losing the people’s confidence. If you don’t justify
your actions to us, all four of us are going to bring in the rest of our
teams,” Shifter stopped, waiting for either Haley or I to respond.

The first thing that came to my mind was that she was just rehashing
what we’d already said no to, but I didn’t feel like I could say it
without sounding irritated.

As I stewed, the door opened behind us. Haley glanced back. I checked my
helmet’s 360-degree view to see Vengeance stepping out through the door.
The Graffiti Knight and Amothel followed him out. Not seeing Amy I
guessed that either she still wasn’t ready to change back into
Bloodmaiden or that Vengeance and the others had somehow dealt with her
before following us out.

Meanwhile, Shifter’s eyes widened as Vengeance spoke.

Vengeance’s dagger glittered on his belt as he said, “We’re here as
representatives of the North American Wizards’ Council investigating an
incident in which one of your people attacked one of ours.”

Unless Mime was somehow a member of the Wizards’ Council and he was
talking to us, that was not the direction I thought this was going to
go.

Shifter stared at him, “Vengeance? What are you talking about?”

Vengeance sighed, “I am Vengeance, but I’m also a champion of the North
American Wizard’s Council. We’ve determined that the person you know as
Bloodmaiden is eligible for provisional membership in the council. As
you know, the Council does not involve itself in the affairs of
superheroes and normal humans unless it has to. It does, however,
protect its members from persecution. That includes provisional members.
This means that if your people attack her, we’ll be obligated to protect
her or at the least avenge her.”

Shifter’s eyes narrowed, “This is none of your business. Stay out of it.
Don’t think I’m unaware of how little your council wants to stand up for
anyone. The only people who ever take action are your little group of
champions. We can handle the three of you.”

Amothel’s brittle voice cut in before anyone else, “Don’t assume that.
There are conditions where the Council will intervene. You’re nearing
one of them. Take my advice, leave and avoid learning more.”

The smile on the elf’s slender face showed teeth, more of which seemed
to be canines than I expected.

I didn’t like how this was escalating. We could use the support, but
pulling the Council into this mess wasn’t automatically a good thing.

It was hard to read Shifter’s face. Cats didn’t have the same facility
with facial expressions that humans did—at least not that I could see.
For my family’s cat, Grunion, you only had body position, ears, and tail
to work with if you wanted to understand the animal.

Shifter’s ears weren’t flat, but her tail twitched a little, almost as
if she were an intelligent person capable of stifling most of it.

“This is none of your business,” Shifter barely moved, her arms loose,
eyes not looking anywhere in particular—the kind of pose you might go
with if you were expecting to be attacked at any moment and were trying
to be aware of your peripheral vision.

Continuing, she added, “We’re not attacking the Wizard Council. We’re
only fighting the Heroes’ League if they continue to act irresponsibly.
Bloodmaiden will only get hurt if she follows the rest of them. Tell her
to stay out of it if you want to keep her safe.”

Amothel laughed, but Vengeance said, “We’ll tell her, but she’s not
going to listen. From what I’ve seen of her, she doesn’t back down from
much and she’s loyal to her friends. That’s why I’m telling you that you
need to get off her case and stay away from these kids. I already told
you that it’s because she’s a provisional member and that’s true. The
other reason is that the Council says she’s part of one of the most
powerful and complex magical constructs they’ve ever seen. She doesn’t
have full mastery of it yet, but when she does, you won’t have a chance.

“Even now, from what I’ve been told, she’s dangerous not only because of
it but also because she’s a trained practitioner of magic nobody else in
this world fully understands. What I’m trying to tell you is that yes,
we’ll back her up, but if she goes all out, we don’t think we’ll have
to. She’s not like the rest of these kids. Her first instinct is to put
down the threat, not send it to jail.”

Shifter’s tail twitched.

Vengeance didn’t stop talking, “We chose not to have anything to do with
her for years. Then she helped the rest of these kids take out a threat
that could have killed everyone. You couldn’t have done anything about
it. Neither could we. After that, wiser heads decided we needed her on
our side. Her construct was made to protect humans from danger. We need
to point her at the real threats—not become a threat. Got it?”

Shifter glanced to her left, either checking if she had backup or a
clear route to escape.

Aside from parked cars and a few shops, the street was clear, but I
didn’t see any backup. She turned around and Vengeance’s eyes, “You
decided she was too powerful and gave up?”

“Nah,” Vengeance shook his head, “We decided that since she fights
monsters, we didn’t want to do the monsters any favors by fighting her.
It’s something you guys should learn.”

It was a weird day when Vengeance turned into the voice of reason. You
don’t end up walking around wearing a necklace with a shriveled human
ear on it by being a reasonable guy.

I could do without the way he kept on calling the League kids, but this
wasn’t the time to bring it up.

“We don’t want to fight you,” I said, pretty sure I’d made that point
multiple times already today.

Shifter glared at me, “Stay out of things you don’t understand.”

Giving no once a chance to respond, she jumped into the air, changing
form, growing leathery wings, and flapping upward as a kind of lion/bat
hybrid. I’d thought that she was limited to loosely human-shaped
mammals. Whatever she was now not only added two additional limbs but
wasn’t a real animal outside of mythology or maybe Dungeons and Dragons.

She disappeared over a building, drifting to her right.

I could have given chase. There was no chance that she’d be able to flap
her wings faster than a rocket, but it didn’t seem worth it. I didn’t
want to spend more time talking to her. If anything, I might be willing
to give back some of the time I had.

“Good riddance,” Haley muttered, “I hope she isn’t trying to sneak back
into here while we’re not watching. I don’t think she is, but I don’t
trust her.”

I flipped the vision in my helmet to show the cameras around our
downtown office. She wasn’t. Shifter had reabsorbed the wings and jumped
from roof to roof before climbing down the side of a building and
shifting back to a human form in an alley. Pulling out a thin, blue
overcoat and covering her costume, she passed for a woman walking
downtown.

The other thing that struck me immediately was that assuming she only
had one human form, we’d just recorded her real face. Taking a look at
her, I didn’t know her at all, but given time we had a chance to
identify her. Given that she appeared to be in her forties with dark
hair, light brown skin, and average height, it wouldn’t be quick.
Physically, she only stood out by her broader-than-average shoulders and
thick arms.

It might not be worth finding out her real identity, but setting facial
recognition to identify her if she came near our building as a civilian
might be worth doing. I decided to pass it on to Hal and maybe the group
as a whole.

It might be rude to out her to the team, but she was attacking us.

I opened up a channel to Hal, letting him know what I’d seen. He’d be
able to pull Shifter’s face from the footage himself. Over the
connection, he sent me a message.

[I’ve made progress on finding Magnus’ former colleagues in
leading and forming the Cabal—the ones that left.]

I asked, “How much progress?”

[Their locations and identities.]

I absorbed that, “Wow. Have I heard of any of these people?”

[None of them currently have public personas. Should I give you
the data directly?]

“No. I’ll take it with everyone else. I think we need to have a meeting
about it and find out what to do. Give it to me as an email or a pdf or
something that I can share with everyone,” I said, trying to let myself
focus on the real world.

[You may wish to know that one of them is associated with the
North American Wizards’ Council and thus with your current visitors.]

“I did want to know that. Thanks. Who’s the one that works with
them?”

[Ruthie Shaw. She’s spent the last hundred years located in
various places in British Columbia, often accompanied by associates from
the Council. Her association with it is at least one thousand years old.
Prior to that, data on her life is fragmentary. There is evidence of her
leading communities in Europe and the ancient Middle East. Fragmentary
evidence points to the same in human prehistory.]

Tempted to ask for Hal’s full direct download, I decided that I didn’t
have time to understand it, and said, “Alright. I’ll look at the rest
later.”

The connection ended. Alien AIs didn’t care about social niceties like
saying goodbye.

This was fine, but it left me on the street with Haley, Vengeance, his
co-workers, and half a dozen stopped cars, all of them still pointing
phones at us.

Vengeance looked up and down the street, muttering, “We’d better get
back inside before they get out of the cars and start asking questions.”

A car door opened. I didn’t pay attention to who it was. We were all
pushing through the door, a task made a little harder by the fact that
Graffiti Knight and I were both in armor.

Ahead of me, I heard Amothel tell Graffiti Knight, “Careful where you
walk. That armor’s heavy.”

Meanwhile, Haley raised her eyebrow and looked up at me as she stepped
into the doorway. I let her pass and didn’t try to get too close.

Inside, Vengeance and the others sat with Amy who’d apparently been
watching us through the building’s mirrored windows, still in civilian
clothes—which showed just how much the fight had taken out of her. She’d
have been outside normally whether we wanted her or not.

More than a little tempted to ask my own questions, I decided I’d be
best off waiting for the end of their conversation. In the meantime, I
told Haley what I’d learned.

“What?” She kept her voice low, but I could still hear the alarm. “She
might have control of the Council.”

I thought about that. It was a distinct possibility. I pinged Hal, “Is
there any hint that this Ruthie Shaw person controls the Wizards’
Council?”

[There is no evidence that Shaw has been manipulating them, but
she does appear to be under their protection. If she does have some hold
on them, it’s subtle. There is no evidence of luxury in her life. Nor is
the Council is acquiring wealth for her or killing her enemies. While
the evidence isn’t there for certainty, the overall pattern points more
toward her being a kind of refugee.]

I told Haley, “Hal doesn’t think so,” and looked over at the group
around Amy, hoping Hal was right.

I could try some of the trigger words that Kals had told me about, but
they were all in Ascendancy and there was no reason to assume they’d be
used. As I wondered whether asking them was worth the risk, Vengeance
stood up and the other two followed his example.

Amy stood up with them, shook their hands, and walked toward us as Haley
said, “This is going to sound like a strange question, but do you know
someone named Ruthie Shaw?”

As she said it, she glanced over at me, either trying to get my
attention or make sure that I was paying attention. By the time she’d
finished, I knew why.

Vengeance’s eyes narrowed. Amothel’s face didn’t change in a way that
made it feel deliberate and controlled. Graffiti Knight stopped and
cocked his head, saying, “No. That name doesn’t ring a bell, but you
know, I forget a lot. Amothel? Vengeance? Do you know her?”

A point in Haley’s favor? They did not attack. If you thought about it,
suspicion was a good sign. If I were in hiding and willing to control
minds, my orders would be to show no sign of recognition if someone said
my name. To be fair, it was possible that she’d given that order and
Vengeance and Amothel were terrible actors.

Vengeance stared at Haley, “Never heard of her.”

Amothel shot him a look. I imagined she was thinking, “Is that really
how you think you’ll handle this?”

Haley looked at Vengeance, “I don’t need to hear your heartbeat go up or
be able to tell that your scent changed to know you’re lying, but you
are.”

Amy turned to watch the Council’s team, her hands going down by her
sides, free to grab a knife or cast spells.

Amothel glanced over at Vengeance and shook her head, “What do you want
of her?”

Looking up at Amothel, Haley said, “We want to talk to her. Everything
that happened today from the Rocket and Bloodmaiden fighting downtown to
Shifter showing up here connect to the Cabal and she used to run the
Cabal.”

Graffiti Knight, his voice muffled by his helmet, said, “Really?
Amazing. I imagine I’ll forget that soon, but Ruthie’s so old. She knows
everything.”

Vengeance sighed. Amothel shook her head, “We can ask her if she wants
to talk to you, but if she doesn’t want to, we won’t push and I wouldn’t
get my hopes up. She doesn’t want to talk to anybody from the outside.”

“Tell her,” I said, “that Magnus is trying to do something big. We think
we know what it is, but he’s been interested in it for quite a while and
she might know more than we do. Also, if she knows where an object that
he’s looking for is, we’re interested in knowing more.”

Vengeance tilted his head to look at me, “What’s he looking for?”

“Uh…” I thought about how much I’d have to say for him to get it.
Multi-dimensional aliens that predate our universe, a division between
them that caused them to create a device for killing each other, and the
unpleasant knowledge that Lee had hidden it somewhere on or around
Earth. Plus, of course, the fact that telling people about it might
attract their attention, causing a battle that would at the very least
destroy Earth and maybe the whole solar system with it.

Amy shook her head and looked at me.

“Let’s put it this way,” I said, “you’ve probably already been told
things that, if you passed them on, had the potential for huge,
massively disastrous consequences? This is another one of those. Plus,
this one comes with a target on your back and the potential to attract
the attention of supernatural beings I don’t dare to name.”

Vengeance nodded and let out a sigh, “Yeah, I get it. I could tell you a
story or two myself except it wouldn’t be worth the pain.”

Amothel smiled, showing her teeth again, “We’ve all seen a few things we
can’t talk about and some of us know many. By any chance, does this
device have any relationship to The Thing That Eats?”

If you assumed that both the device and The Thing That Eats had
connections to the Artificers, sure. I replied, “Indirectly.”

Amothel gave a slow nod, “That might pique her interest.”

Both “Ruthie Shaw” and The Thing That Eats were immortal or near to it.
It wasn’t impossible that they’d known about each other. If Amothel
wanted to help, I was fine with it.

“I’ll pass that on,” she said and glanced over at Graffiti Knight and
Vengeance, “We should go.”

Graffiti Knight started for the door, waving to us as he left, “Well
met, fellow heroes. Fight with honor and determination and I’m sure
we’ll meet again in your… coffee-filled halls.”

Vengeance shook his head, “Don’t forget that if they target Bloodmaiden
again, we will be back. If she happens to be attacked while someone
targets the rest of you though, well, that most likely won’t worry the
Wizard’s Council as much.”

Amy raised a hand to wave them out, “That’s fine, thanks. I don’t need
you to watch me all the time.”

Amothel followed Vengeance out, giving us all one last look as they
stepped outside of the building.

The door shut behind her. She stood next to Graffiti Knight and
Vengeance as shadows swirled around them. They disappeared, much to the
delight of the remaining people who’d pointed their phones at the group
the moment the door opened.

With that, Amy, Haley, and I were together without outsiders. We looked
at each other. Haley let her costume turn back into clothing. I had too
much material for that, so my suit absorbed the helmet.

I looked over at Amy who was leaning against one of the room’s concrete
pillars, “Still tired?”

She shook her head, “It’s not bad in my real body, but when I think
about the past Bloodmaidens, I can tell that they feel tired.”

Haley raised an eyebrow at that, but still said, “When they said you’re
a provisional member of the Council, what did they mean?”

Amy raised her hands in the air, “I don’t know yet. The Council and
Reliquary didn’t use to get along because he was working with
superheroes, but something happened and now they’re okay with him. As
his apprentices according to their system, Samita and I got
grandfathered in with him. So now we’re okay and because of everything
that happened around The Thing That Eats, it’s more than okay. I’m still
waiting on finding out what we get out of it, if anything.”

“It looks like you get protection out of it,” Haley glanced toward the
windows as if expecting something to happen.

Amy laughed, “I never expected that. Here wizards need protection from
normal people. In my world, normal people need protection from us.”

Haley gave a faint smile, “Yeah.”

Then she turned around. Even as she did, I heard a crackling noise. I
made the helmet reform on my head, noticing that Haley’s clothes turned
back into her costume. Deciding to follow her example, I saw that a
circle of shadowy flame had appeared on the crimson carpet in front of
us.

A voice came out of it, “The one known to the world as Ruthie Shaw has
accepted your request for an audience. Step into this circle at your
earliest convenience.”

Haley and I looked back at Amy who’d made a small motion with her hand,
staring at the circle, “It’s really the Council. They want us right
now.”

Through the eyehole of her grey mask, I could see Haley’s eyebrow go up,
“So, we’re going to just walk through into someplace, trusting people we
don’t know?”

She had a point. I said, “I guess?”

Amy shrugged, “They’re the Council and they just decided they don’t hate
me. I’m giving them the benefit of the doubt.”

Haley glanced back toward the stairway that led to the basement and
tunnel back to HQ, “I’m being paranoid, but I’m going to make sure
everyone knows we’re going.”

She looked at me, “Do you trust anyone other than you to use the
Starplate?”

I thought about it, “Chris, but if you’re thinking he can pull us out,
it’s a little more complicated than you’d think. You’d have to pull us
into another alternate world and then back here. There’s a lot that can
go wrong.”

“But it’s still a chance,” she said, her words tumbling out of her
mouth.

The tone hinted that it wasn’t worth arguing. Also, she might be right.
I said, “Yeah. Tell Chris. I’ll tell Hal to be ready in case we need
backup and an exit.”

We’d thrown the jet into alternate dimensions before. I told Hal what to
expect and hoped that our GPS worked wherever it was we were going.
Meanwhile, Haley talked with Chris and Amy waited for us, her arms
crossed over her chest. She didn’t tap her foot, but she didn’t seem far
from it.

“Okay,” Haley said, looking up from the communicator on her wrist, “I’m
ready.”

I said, “Me too.”

“Excellent,” Amy uncrossed her arms and stepped into the circle’s grey
flame, “We’re off to see the wizards…”

Haley and I followed her through, hoping the wizards would turn out to
be as wonderful.

The grey flames rose and consumed us without heat. Surrounded by
writhing grey and wondering if that was what we all now were, I felt a
vibration, but not in my body. For lack of a better way to put it, I
felt it in my soul—though it wasn’t actually my soul. It reminded me of
what I sensed while practicing exercises Kee had taught me. She’d told
me it would take a long time before I could do much with the energies I
sometimes sensed.

So far, she was right. I had no idea how to manipulate these, and I
didn’t even try. It wasn’t a good time for experimentation.

The flames around us dispersed and if we’d been flames ourselves at any
point, there was no sign of it.

With that over, it was time to figure out where we were. That turned out
to be easier than it might have been on multiple levels. For one, GPS
worked and it told me that we were somewhere near Smithers, British
Columbia. That meant nothing to me, but the map showed me that we were
in the mountains, more than one hundred miles inland from the coast.

That was confirmed by that view from the living room. Reminding of the
mountains in Colorado, I could see grey peaks covered with snow in the
distance. Evergreens seemed to cover the mountains and even grew across
the highway in front of the house we stood inside.

The room wasn’t amazing. It could have been in Grand Lake. Wood laminate
covered the floor, reminding me of wooden boards, but not fooling
anyone. Around the room were overstuffed couches and a couple of
recliners, all of them facing the television. A wooden desk with a
laptop and two screens sat in the corner next to two tall bookshelves.

It felt less like the house of an immortal associated with a council of
wizards and more like we’d broken into a random house in rural Canada.
Of course, that ignored a number of vital details.

The first detail worth mentioning was that we stood in the middle of the
room between one of the couches and the television. Not only were we in
the middle of the room, but we were in the middle of a circle made of
golden light. I couldn’t tell whether the circle had been drawn on the
floor and then infused with magic or created out of magic.

Either way, I didn’t plan to step on or over it until given permission.

The other important detail was the woman on the couch. Not knowing
anything about her, I’d have pegged her as mid-sixties with a square
face and graying blonde hair. She wore jeans and a pink sweatshirt
saying, “I’m that grandma #sorrynotsorry.”

That might have flipped my impression back toward getting the wrong
house, but the unsheathed sword lying across her lap told me everything
I needed to know.

She nodded at us, “Welcome to my house. I’m sorry if I seem unfriendly,
but I’ve learned to be careful. It took me long enough. Please don’t try
to break out of the circle. I’m not a trained wizard, but over the last
few thousand years, I’ve picked up a few things. I’ll let you out when I
feel I can trust you. Until then, don’t forget that I still know how to
use this.”

She held up the sword with no sign of weakness and then placed it on her
lap again.

“Mentioning the name Magnus doesn’t make me trust you, but I’d be lying
if I said I didn’t want to know more. Tell me what you know about Magnus
and why you want to talk to me and I’ll see what I can do about the
circle.”

As I tried to figure out where to begin, Amy pointed at me, “The
Rocket’s been the most involved with all of that. You’ll want to ask
him.”

“Right,” I said, “I’m trying to figure out where to start. Here’s the
thing: when I just started to be the Rocket, Magnus called me on my
personal cell phone—not as the Rocket. He wanted me to join him and
convince my friends to do the same. So he’s known about me for years now
and he’s been targeting me for some unknown reason.”

It wasn’t quite unknown since Magnus was trying to get Lee’s device,
created by Kee in the Artificers’ civil war. Getting me on his side was
his only chance to use it if he wasn’t part Artificer and if he was
(more likely), he might want help running it.

Ruthie said, “Go on.”

“We think that he’s trying to find something. It’s a device that I’m
assuming will give him power. I don’t know how long he’s been looking
for it, but we read some cuneiform tablets and looked at a diagram that
makes us wonder if people have been looking for this for thousands of
years.”

I watched her face for some kind of hint of what she thought of what I
was saying, but didn’t see one. Immortality gave someone time to develop
their poker face and she hadn’t wasted it.

“That was the explosion in the mountains in Pennsylvania—the Poconos,”
she said, watching me.

“Yes,” I said, now knowing that either she or the Wizards’ Council was
watching what we’d been doing more closely than I’d thought.

Then Ruthie said a few words. I recognized none of them and from the
expression on Amy’s face, neither did she. My implant, however, noted
the similarity to words from Ascendancy, adding that if so, they were
from an uncatalogued variant of that language.

Ruthie stared at the three of us for a moment and then said,
“Good. You’re not Magnus’ creatures.”

She said a few more words and gestured at us and the glowing circle
around us disappeared, leaving only a circular indentation in the wood
laminate floor around us where the circle had been. Part of my mind
registered that the wood laminate was thicker than I’d have expected,
but the rest of me paid attention to Ruthie. She was talking.

“I don’t know what you know about us, but I know a little about you. I
know the Heroes’ League. You’re not the first products of the
Abominators’ tinkering that I’ve encountered. Ever since the first
League appeared, I’ve been wondering if I knew any of their ancestors
and I’m sure I do even if none of them are recent. There was a navigator
that worked for the Dutch East India Company. He had a certain
mechanical talent, but that was back in the 1600s. I never knew what
happened to him. And you,” she looked at Haley, “you’re nearly straight
Ascendancy soldier stock. I’d be surprised if your first ancestor on
this planet were more than two generations away.”

Next to me, Haley shifted stance, bending her knees a little. It was
subtle, but halfway to a fighting stance.

Ruthie smiled and turned to Amy, “By all rights, you should be the most
surprising, but you’re not the first Bloodmaiden I’ve met.”

Those are the kind of statements that remind a person that talking to
immortals is like a child talking to an adult only far worse. While I’d
been spending time with immortals for my entire life, Lee and Kee were
aliens. ‘Ruthie Shaw’ might have been directly created by the
Abominators for all I knew but she was human.

I saw Amy smirk and say, “I’m aware,” followed by a number of words in a
language I couldn’t place. It wasn’t Ascendancy at least. I looked over
at Amy. She muttered, “I didn’t know until I saw her. The Bloodmaidens
didn’t know her as Ruthie Shaw.”

“But,” the old woman said, “Ruthie Shaw is good enough for here and now.
Let the other name rest for a time.”

“As long as it doesn’t become important,” Amy said.

I glanced in her direction to see if Amy if was changing into
Bloodmaiden, but she continued to be nothing more than a 20-something
red-haired woman. That argued that Ruthie had been friendly the last
time they met.

I asked, “What do you know about Magnus?”

Ruthie stared at me without saying anything at first, but then said, “He
came to us later. We’d formed what you call the Cabal. Urin came to lead
us, but Magnus arrived after that—long after, but he had a plan. He
never brought us in on it, but we knew that he was sending the soldiers
to search for things that he never fully explained to either them or
us.”

Haley asked, “What kind of things?”

Ruthie said, “He’d send them to places without explanation and order
them to bring back what they found whether it was people or things. And
it was rarely things. He most cared about questioning people. He
wouldn’t tell us more. Over time, he took control of the Cabal. All of
the original members left. We think that he’s had a few of us killed,
but we can’t know it for sure. A few years ago, he was expelled from the
Cabal. We haven’t had any trouble from him since.”

That was the beginning, but it felt like something was missing. I said
the first thing that came into my head, “Do you know anything about his
plan at all? Did he ever give any hint about why he was doing what he
was doing?”

Ruthie nodded, “Early on he told us about a dream he’d had. He said he’d
seen the Earth destroyed by ‘serpents’ that in his words, ‘crawled out
of the heavens.’ It was strange, but nothing he did ever had anything to
do with serpents. From what I remember though, he was serious. I think
he was even scared.”

Ruthie looked down for a moment and then said, “That’s when something
changed in him. Urin found him. Back in those days, we took joy in
finding new ones—new immortals. They were always so surprised to find
out that there were more of us. We’d bring them in slowly, showing them
what we’d done.”

Haley crossed her arms over her chest, “And what was
that?”

I barely noticed. I was thinking back to the former supervillain lair
and government storage facility where Cassie had read us an account of
Urin, possibly the king of the city-state Ur, and how he’d encountered
and taken over a group of other immortals. There was even a hint that
he’d once seen Lee on a road and felt that indefinable feeling that I
felt when I met an artificer.

Ruthie said, “We were everywhere. We had people everywhere. We’d refined
our own formula based on information left by the Abominators that
unlocked certain human potentials. We and our followers had what you now
call superpowers. Some could communicate over great distances. Others
were useful in a fight. We didn’t rule, but we were the power behind
thousands of thrones, temples, and village chieftains. Nothing in the
ancient world could rival us.

“There were a few that tried. Over the millennia, some betrayed us, but
Urin led us in putting them down.”

Amy looked in Ruthie’s direction, but her eyes weren’t focused on her,
possibly examining someone else’s memories, “What happened? You and what
I remember of your followers don’t seem like people who would let Magnus
rule the Cabal.”

Ruthie’s face hardened and for a second I thought she might leap out of
her chair and use her sword, but then Ruthie laughed, “The same thing
that will change you eventually—age. Immortal or not, it changes
everyone. We were too powerful for too long. We weren’t alarmed enough
when the short-lived began to create machines that matched or surpassed
our followers. We didn’t try hard enough to recruit all of the newly
powered people who appeared and started dressing up in costumes. You saw
the result. The Cabal was exposed and destroyed.”

Thinking back to the Cabal soldiers that we’d fought, they had been
overconfident. Despite that, they might have killed us several times
over if Lee hadn’t been there to teach us how to handle them.

“If we were going to go up against Magnus,” Haley said, “how do you
think we should handle him?”

Ruthie froze and then said, “If you do, I wouldn’t follow my advice. I
fought him and lost. I don’t know how he did it, but he found
Dominators, the Abominators’ tools for managing their human servants,
and turned them to his own use. You’ll never beat him. He can turn
anyone against you simply by having his servants talk to them—you, your
friends, and even your parents can’t resist it.”

“We have a defense,” I told her. “I worked one up years ago when we were
fighting the Cabal. Since then I’ve gone to the Human Ascendancy and
fought Dominators there, improving it.”

Her eyes widened and she looked from one of us to the other, “Then it’s
simple. Find him and kill him. Make it quick before he can call for
help.”

“Except that we don’t know where he is,” I said. “If you know that or if
the Wizards’ Council does, it would make our lives easier.”

“The Wizards’ Council isn’t at my beck and call. We have an arrangement.
I have my gifts and other things that I choose to share with them. I’ve
helped them avoid conflict with the Cabal and they’ve helped me avoid
the Cabal. And, “ she added, letting out a breath, “I don’t know where
he is now. He takes precautions too. He has at least one wizard on his
side and from what I’m told, it’s not easy to find him with magic. I
can’t complain about it because a similar charm protects me.”

Amy watched her talk and said, “I’m sure there’s someone capable of
figuring out how to break through his protection against being scried.
Do you have anything of his? A possession that he owned for a while?
Dried blood would be the best, but I can’t hope to get that lucky.”

I thought back to the now-smashed government storage facility again.
We’d had an entire room full of Magnus’ stuff in there. I didn’t think
we’d taken anything, not even the book with Magnus’ notes about the
“galaxy core device.” To be fair to us, we knew the storage facility had
been targeted by missiles and were running for our lives at that point.

Ruthie’s reply mirrored my own thoughts, “No.”

Even though I doubted it would help, I asked, “Do you know where we
might find something of his? Or maybe you know someone who might know
how to find him?”

She closed her mouth and frowned, “He always respected Urin and Urin’s
still alive. I might be able to make contact with him.”

If Urin were also descended from the Artificers, I wondered if he would
be strong enough for me to sense it or if he’d be able to sense me.

“If Urin can tell us where Magnus is, that would solve a lot of
problems,” I said, unsure of how we’d handle him, but knowing where
would be a good first step.

Ruthie smiled, but it didn’t strike me as a happy smile, “I’ll try. I
can’t make any promises, but at this point I’ll try anything to get that
man off my back.”

“If you do find him,” Amy said, “ask him if he’s got any of Magnus’
possessions. I can do a lot with the right connection.”

“I’ll remember that,” Ruthie said, flicking her hand in our direction.
“I’ll contact you if I find him, but for now, you have to go. Don’t
expect to find me here again anytime soon.”

Below us, the lines in the floor flared again, not recreating the force
field, but throwing us back into the in-between space where we merged
with the flames all over again.

Moments later, the three of us stood back in the League’s public office,
crimson carpet, concrete pillars, League memorabilia, and coffee
machines. I looked over at a line of old articles on the wall, wondering
if Grandpa and the others ever encountered Ruthie. If they had, it was
all in the archives somewhere.

Amy, Haley, and I looked at each other.

Haley didn’t wait for anyone else to speak, “She hates him. Ruthie hates
Magnus. She controlled her voice and how she looked, but she couldn’t
control her smell. She was angry every time she talked about him. It’s
not easy to tell exactly how angry because people don’t smell the same,
but if I had to guess, I think she’d murder him if she had the chance.”

“Oh,” I said, thinking back to the conversation. I hadn’t seen any sign
of that. “On the bright side, I guess that means that she’s extra
motivated to help.”

Amy shook her head, “It’s not all good. Believe me, I’ve got a lot of
experience to draw on. When someone hates another person more than they
like you, a lot of them don’t care how they win as long as they win.”

“Huh,” I said, “so as long as Magnus goes down, she doesn’t care what
happens to us. Is that a reason not to use what she tells us?”

Amy took a deep breath and shook her head, “No. The other Bloodmaidens
are telling me that they’d trust her to get us to him. They think that
if there’s any reason letting us die would hurt Magnus more than helping
us survive, we should expect betrayal.”

“That’s worse than I’d thought,” I looked over at Haley who nodded, “but
we’re going to have to let her help us and maybe just not keep her in
the loop about our exact plans.”

Haley pursed her lips, “I think that’s the only option we have.”

Another thought passed through my mind, “Half the time I hear the name
Urin, I’m tempted to make a joke about urine. With Urin, there’s more
emphasis on the ‘ur’ part of it—like the city—but it’s still close
enough.”

“Gross,” Haley looked up at me.

Amy laughed, “A princess doesn’t make jokes like that—in public. Did you
notice she didn’t pronounce it either way? It almost sounded like ‘ir’.”

I asked, “Do you suppose she might know Sumerian?”

She shrugged, “The Bloodmaidens don’t go back that far, but we knew her
three thousand years ago. So, maybe.”

Crossing her arms over her chest, Haley asked, “How did you know her?
Was she trustworthy then?”

Amy frowned, “They haven’t told me the whole story, but what she’s said
is that they were chasing a creature that escaped to this world. She
helped them fight it. What they remember is that she was a competent
warrior. She did her job. I don’t have a lot of details. They won’t
always tell me everything. Sometimes, they don’t think I’m ready for it.
Sometimes, I think they just want privacy. I hope it’s not important
because if it is, they’re putting me and themselves in completely
pointless danger.”

“Talking to yourself?” I asked.

She laughed, “You could say that. I wish it were that easy.”

Haley looked over at Amy, “Are you still tired? We don’t have a car on
this side and we’re going to have to walk for a mile in the tunnel to
get back to HQ.”

Amy shook her head, “I’m fine. The magical construct is tired, but it’s
a little better. I don’t want to fly back, but I can walk.”

Haley frowned, “Okay. I just hope you don’t need to do any more than
that.”

“I’m not worried,” Amy said. “You don’t have to be worried.”

Haley watched her, but then said, “Okay.”

We walked down the stairs to the lower level and then down the concrete
tunnel that replaced a sewer line that the
original League had claimed for their own purposes. I wasn’t sure how
they’d arranged it so that the city never even tried to reuse it or
authorize cutting through it, but the city hadn’t.

We walked together down the tunnel, slowing the Rocket suit down so that
I wouldn’t leave Amy behind. Haley may have had the same problem, but
she had it even when she wasn’t wearing a costume.

Midway down the tunnel, Kayla called us, lighting up Haley and my HUDs
along with Amy’s phone. We all answered.

Kayla said, “We just got a communication from the man you fought earlier
today—the Cabal soldier. He said that if you don’t stop protecting his
target, he’ll kill a new person everyday until you do. He also says that
you won’t like the targets.”





Friends & Family


        I found myself remembering back to when we’d faced Ray and the Cabal and
Ray’s method of terrorizing his targets—killing their families first,
getting closer and closer, and then killing the target. From the way
Haley’s face tightened, I guessed that she was remembering the same.
Back then, we’d been able to rely on the FBI to guard our families.
Knowing that the Nine likely had an ear there, we’d have to do it
ourselves.

I said, “Can you move more bots out? We need to cast a wider
surveillance net around our families, but I think we might want to do
the same around close friends.”

Depending on their goals, we might even have to consider watching over
more distant friends or even civilian co-workers. That expanded into a
huge net. Maybe we needed to get Tara, Daniel, and Hal into a meeting,
not only to figure out how to best deploy our resources but also to
think ahead. We couldn’t just sit here and let our families get
attacked. We needed to go on the offense and find them first.

That meant I’d need more bots, especially more bots that could attack.

Kayla’s voice came over the comm, “I’ll check how many we’ve got in the
inventory. I think we used most of the ones with range when we first
heard people might be coming for us.”

“You’re right,” I said. “I’m going to have to start building more.”

“I’ll tell Chris,” Kayla responded.

“Good idea,” I said and the conversation ended.

Haley started to walk faster as she talked, “They’re going to go after
our families. We need to find them first.”

Amy, still in her normal body, frowned as she tried to keep up, “I know.
We won’t. I’m beginning to feel better. I think I know where to find a
little bit of the Cabal soldier’s blood.”

“It’s got to be dried by now,” I said.

“That’s better than nothing,” she said.

The rest of the walk felt like a meeting. Everyone on the League
discussion channel had questions for us and we answered them. I used my
implant to convert its recording of our conversation with Ruthie into a
video file, giving everyone a look at that conversation and an account
of the day’s fight along with it. Over the walk, we developed a plan.
Amy would find her blood. I’d make more bots. Izzy would fly over Grand
Lake to see if she could find anything. When one of us got a clue, we’d
follow it and find these people.

I hoped it would be enough. The message we’d received left out details I
wanted to know. Were the people coming after Uncle Steve going to try
once a day and give up after taking their shot or were they going to
make sure they killed someone even if it were a random person with no
connection to us? Also, were they starting tomorrow or did we still have
to worry about who they’d kill today?

Over the course of the walk, I learned one other thing: Travis was now
home and staying at his and Haley’s parents, meaning that we were all
now back in Grand Lake except for Rachel who was still somewhere out
there in space.

When we walked out of the tunnel and into HQ’s hangar, seeing the jet,
the red, white, and blue Commandocycle, and the black, Corvette-styled
Wolfmobile and went from there into the base’s main room, it felt like
an active superhero base. Kals was in the far corner of the room talking
to Julie. Chris and Kayla stood talking next to the tables and desks
near the wall with the big screen that showed the view from spybots
across the city. Marcus, still in a hoodie and jeans, talked with Katuk
near a trophy case. Tiger lay on the floor next to them. I hoped he
didn’t knock over the case. The dog was literally as large as a horse.

Amy looked over at Haley and me, “The construct feels normal now. I’m
going to go everywhere you fought the Cabal soldier and look for blood,
starting with the park.”

“I don’t think you should go alone,” I said, watching as her eyes
narrowed.

“He’s right,” Haley said. “None of us should go out alone in costume
right now. I’ll go with you. We can take the Wolfmobile. It can blend in
with traffic.”

“Like the van,” Amy nodded and her red hair brushed her shoulders.

“Better than the van,” Haley began to turn back toward the hangar, “it’s
smaller.”

“I can follow, but I’m down a lot of ammunition and I think I need to
start making more bots.”

Amy shook her head, “We’ll be fine.”

Haley bit her lip, “If it won’t take long to get the bots started, it
wouldn’t hurt to follow us. I’d feel better knowing we have backup if
the guy from the Cabal shows up.”

“I’ll hurry,” I said and took a few long steps with the armor. With the
armor’s strength, the steps were more than twenty feet long and I
crossed the big room in seconds, stepping into my lab. There, Daniel and
Tara were sitting on stools next to the counter then ran down the left
side of the room. The screen on the wall near them showed a League text
channel—Hal’s.

“We’re trying to figure out their next move,” Tara said, smiling at me.

Daniel thought at me, Chris started making more bots. I have a feeling
you’ll want to follow them to the park.

I thought back, Why didn’t you tell me sooner?

This is the best time for you to leave.

I looked between Daniel and Tara and then said, “I guess I have to go
then. I was thinking I’d want to reload.”

Daniel shook his head, “I don’t think it will matter.”

Tara looked up from her chair at me, “I know I missed half of that
conversation, but you know Daniel’s guesses are good.”

Saying, “Yeah,” I turned, and ran out of my lab, leaving the potential
repairs and ammunition behind me. To be fair, I still had a second
floating repair pod capable of delivering more roachbots, but I would
have felt safer already reloaded.

Crossing the main room of the base at more than forty miles per hour, I
chose the exit that allowed me to shoot out into the forest. The fake
concrete opened above me and I shot up into the air, flying level with
the tops of the trees before emerging over the state park and its beach.
During the summer there would be campers and tents there, but in
November, the campground was empty.

I whipped around aiming toward the city park where I’d fought Prentkos,
ramping up to fighting one of the Cabal’s reassigned and maybe
mind-controlled soldiers this morning. We’d brought the Cabal to the
world’s attention during my senior year of high school, but now I could
only wonder if we’d increased the deadliness of any organization that
hired the ones that escaped capture.

The Cabal had been overconfident and stuck in a pre-modern mindset with
regard to strategy and tactics. Any organization that hired them
wouldn’t be.

I didn’t have time to dwell on that thought. Haley and Amy had taken the
Wolfmobile, probably camouflaged as a normal car, and must not have
driven at the maximum possible speed.

I’d beaten them.

Stopping to hover above the park, I checked out the damage. I’d tried to
be careful, but the moment even one Cabal soldier shows up, there will
be more damage than you expect. I couldn’t blame the Cabal soldier for
everything either. I mean, sure, I could see the damaged fence next to
one of the baseball diamonds that the soldier had punched me through.

Near the gate where I’d set goobots as a trap for Prentkos, the sidewalk
and cracks expanding outward from bootprints, showing either where the
Cabal soldier had landed or where he’d stepped particularly hard.
Shriveled strings of goo from the goobots spread out around the trap,
most of them on the sidewalk. Prentkos blood had sprayed across the
sidewalk as well, some of it more than five feet from where he’d been
standing when I shot him. More of it had puddled around the spot.

I wasn’t sure of the exact volume of that blood, but it looked like a
lot. He hadn’t died, but he could have if I hadn’t sprayed his wounds
shut.

I began to descend. This was what Amy needed. If she could use his blood
to find Prentkos, he’d almost have to be with the main group—which was
exactly what we needed. Even supervillains wouldn’t leave a wounded man
alone, right? I could imagine Lee doing that deliberately, but he
wouldn’t be troubled by the idea of killing Prentkos indirectly if it
turned out that his team let the guy die.

As I landed, I noticed movement. It wasn’t a car. It was a person and
not someone walking their dog. This person was dressed in a silver
costume that covered his whole body, not even leaving part of his face
open. Black and white lines ran across his body, fading out on the edges
as if to hint at the speed of the runner coming toward me.

This was not going to go well. No matter how much I wished it wasn’t
true, I knew the guy and had been keeping track of his costume design as
much in self-defense as curiosity. It was Jody, member of the new
Justice Fist, Sean’s group. Jody’s general anger at the universe he’d
been born into sometimes centered on me in particular.

There were people out there in the world who believed superheroes’ lives
of service meant that they were good people worthy of automatic respect.
I’d always felt that Jody was a solid counter-example. He’d been a bully
before getting powers and from my experience he was a bully after.

I stood there, watching his blurry form close the gap between us.

“Blur” was literally his codename.

Unsure of what was coming next, I took a breath, tried to relax and kept
my arms loose in case I needed to move quickly. Jody was the kind of
person who’d stamp on the blood simply because he knew I needed it.

Jody finally came into focus when he stopped next o
me. I couldn’t see his face through the
mask, but I could imagine him sneering as he talked—except then he
started talking.

“Rocket,” he nodded at me. “We heard that you had a fight here and I
thought I’d check out the scene and maybe learn something.”

Armies of thoughts battled in my head for the chance to become spoken
words. The first group wanted to point out that for a guy whose power is
speed, he’d arrived well after the fight ended. Another group couldn’t
help but notice that he was talking like a normal human being and wasn’t
attempting to belittle or insult me at all. Was something wrong?

It was possible, of course, that he’d grown up a little or at least
gotten better at faking it.

“There’s not much to learn,” I told him. “I fought a couple of people
here and they got away. You can probably find the end of the fight
online by now.”

“Already saw it,” he said, spitting the words out in a way that felt
more normal to me, continuing with, “Whoa. That’s a lot of blood. I
can’t believe you didn’t kill that guy.”

In my HUD, I saw the Wolfmobile’s dot superimposed over the map of this
area. They were only a block or two away. I thought a text message
through my implant, “Talking with Jody in costume at the park.”

Amy texted back, “We’ll change.”

Paying attention to Jody as we both stood next the park’s entrance, I
said, “he’s fine. He’s probably not happy, but he’s got a healing
factor—not like Captain Commando’s but he’ll be running around sooner
than I’d like.”

Jody laughed, “I didn’t say I felt bad for the guy. I mean, if he dies
it’ll be a problem, but he’s not one of the good guys, right?”

“I’m guessing he’s a clone of Prentkos, a superhero on the EU team. He
looked exactly the same but older. I ran into him when we were fighting
Rook in Canada except he actually attended a press conference in France
on the same day. We know the Nine cloned the original Captain Commando
and they were trying to clone our Cap, so it seems likely.”

“I heard about them trying to clone Cap from the Power,” Jody said, his
head blurring as he checked to our sides and behind himself.

Having seen something, he turned to look down the block, watching as the
Wolfmobile pulled up to the side of the street and Amy got out, standing
around a foot taller and clothed in the Bloodmaidens’ black and ruby red
accented armor.

Haley stepped out as Night Cat—grey costume with a black cat’s head on
her chest. Her stride reminded me of a tiger, smooth with strength
behind it. She walked straight toward Jody and me. Amy stopped at the
blood spots, pulling out her spear and sticking it into the blood.

Even though it had dried, it appeared to be drawn into the spear, the
squirts on the edges disappearing first and then finally the main puddle
she’d touched.

Jody’s eyes widened within his silver mask, “Wow. You’re not leaving
anything behind.”

Amy stared down at the spear she was holding, ignoring us except that
she did reply, “There’s almost none of his essence left in this. I need
as much as I can get.”

He blinked and looked over at me, “I heard that we’re going to train
with you all sometime soon. I’m looking forward to it. Gotta go!”

He blurred, running away before either of us could do anything. Choosing
to watch him, I saw that he wasn’t even running. He was walking. He
turned back to look at me, his eyes widened, and then he did start to
run.

As he disappeared around the corner of a block, obscured by a two-story
house with white vinyl siding, I realized that I was using a touch of
power to watch him, something I’d done previously while preventing an
Abominator tech-powered soldier from attacking me and also in exercises
Kee taught me.

That led me to think back to what I’d seen while watching him run. I’d
noticed a little bit of a shimmer in the air around him. I didn’t
remember noticing that before. On the other hand, I hadn’t been
practicing any kinds of exercises when I’d last seen Jody regularly at
Stapledon.

It might mean that Artificers could see when something was warping time.
That made the most sense. It was also possible that Jody’s power was
related to Artificers, but a side effect of the Abominators’ genetic
manipulation thousands of years back. I hadn’t felt something odd the
way I did when I first met Kee, though. That was a good thing. If there
were anyone I didn’t want to discover a relationship with the
Artificers, Jody led the list.

Haley looked up at me, “That was strange.”

Jarred out of my thoughts, I said, “What?”

“He was nice—as nice as he gets. He wasn’t hostile to you,” she sniffed
the air. “I think he might have been a little scared. I didn’t notice
anything while he was talking with you, but there’s something in the air
from when he was leaving.”

I thought back to Jody’s expression before he started to run and
wondered what he’d seen. Then I told Haley, “I don’t know for sure, but
that might be because of me.”

I used the implant to talk over the comm, telling her, “He might have
seen something about me that’s related to Lee.”

She frowned, “That’s not good.”

I nodded.

As I did, Amy lifted her spear away from the sidewalk, “I’ve got
everything I can get. I don’t know if it will be enough to find those
guys, but I think it might. There’s enough of his essence that I feel a
little pull. I’ll have to do a ritual to amplify it, but I think I’ve
got a good chance.”

Haley let out a breath, “Then we should go back to HQ.”

They turned to get in the car as Daniel called me over my comm, asking
“How did it go?”

“I don’t know. We ran into Jody. He was like a normal person. He didn’t
bother me, but he did seem a little weird in a memory that you’ll want
to look at directly.”

Daniel might notice something I missed.

“Okay,” he said. “Tara, Hal, and I are pretty sure that we’re going to
be facing something big in relation to Major Justice and all. It doesn’t
feel immediate, but we’re thinking that he’ll be pulling in more people.
It might be the individual teams of everybody in Major Justice’s group,
but that’s just a guess.”

“Great,” I said.

Soon after that, we all went back to base. After asking Daniel, I
stripped out of the full Rocket suit and showered. Haley had assured me
that it was a necessity. I put on a real pair of jeans and a t-shirt
because she’d also assured me that my nanotech-produced clothing also
needed washing.

Daniel had assured me that the chance of anything happening in the next
hour or two was extremely unlikely.

I stepped out of the locker room to find that we weren’t under attack.
In fact, I stepped out to find that Daniel had stepped out of my lab and
was walking toward the locker room. Between his prescience and the
unintentional telepathic link we shared within a certain range, the
convenience of his appearance was easily explained.

Over on the far end of the room from us, Amy appeared to be performing a
ritual among symbols she’d drawn on the floor. Haley stood nearby, still
in costume, watching. On the same side of the room, Kayla continued to
sit at her desk, working and glancing in Amy and Haley’s direction.

“What did you want to show me,” Daniel asked, walking up and waiting for
my response.

It was kind of him to ask. Thanks to the connection we’d developed as
children, he might have been able to get it without me even knowing.

“Jody seemed to be afraid when he looked at me. I’d been watching him as
he left and thanks to Artificer stuff, I could him walking away even
though he was warping time. Something about his expression makes me
think that he could tell that I could see him normally. It might just be
a side effect of his power, but when Kee was pretending to be a human
named Tikki, she had time powers. Anyway, take a look at my memory and
see what you get.”

Even though I didn’t relive the memory, I felt something. Meanwhile,
Daniel’s eyes seemed to stare at nothing and his mouth dropped open a
little, but then he asked, “Do you mind if I look at your memories of
Tikki?”

“Go ahead,” I said.

Though those memories didn’t flash before my eyes either, I found echoes
of emotions that I’d felt on Hideaway bubbling up—fear, excitement,
relief, and amazement.

When he stopped, Daniel took a breath, shaking his head, “I knew it was
bad because I caught bits when you were thinking about it, but I’ve
never poked around. I should have asked about it. I wish I’d been
there.”

I shrugged, “Lee said the Human Ascendancy has problems with telepaths
and I haven’t talked about it much.”

Daniel nodded, “Neither have Marcus, Jaclyn, or Cassie. I wish you had.
That’s not something to bottle up. Anyway, I don’t see any sign that
Jody’s anything like Tikki. You didn’t get the same feeling that you got
off of Kee when you first met her and I don’t think Jody was sensing
anything like that in you. From your memory, it doesn’t seem like Jody
noticed anything until you watched him go. If I had to guess, it might
be that you’re unintentionally warping time to see him and he can see or
feel it.”

Then Daniel stopped, waiting for me.

“That’s possible,” I said. “I did consider it, but I was a little
worried about why he could feel it. If we’re lucky, it might not be
directly related to the Artificers. It’s just that everything seems to
be pointing in their direction lately.”

Nodding, Daniel said, “I get it and I can’t promise there are no
connections but if I try to feel for Artificers in Jody’s future, I
don’t feel a strong connection. Again, the future’s always fuzzy, and
Artificers are weird but I’d bet on him being a normal guy before
anything else,”

I began to say, “Then I guess we’ve got nothing to worry about,” but I
never finished the sentence.

Amy’s voice, amplified by some kind of magic, echoed through the base—“I
found him.”

Daniel blinked, “We probably ought to go over there.”

I agreed and we started walking across the room, passing trophies from
our grandparents on our right and Kayla’s desk and the group conference
table on the other. We weren’t alone. Tara had stepped out of my lab.
Kals and Julie appeared out of wherever they’d been and were walking
alongside Katuk whose silver suit glittered in the light.

Dog curiosity piqued, Tiger followed everyone else, shedding bits of fur
as he walked. I’d had no idea how much fur a dog could lose before we
got him. Of course, he was larger than most.

Daniel and I arrived about the same time as everyone else, deliberately
standing between Tiger and the symbols Amy had drawn in chalk and blood
on the concrete floor. As the massive dog pushed in to sniff, I asked
him not to touch the symbols and especially not to lick them. He tilted
his head to look at me, didn’t reply, but also didn’t lick up the blood.

In the middle of the symbols was a crudely drawn representation of the
city of Grand Lake and the smaller cities around it. She’d gone into
more detail than I’d have expected, including not only Grand Lake, but
Lake Michigan, the highway that ran through downtown, and other major
roads. She hadn’t drawn buildings but used symbols that resembled our
letters.

Amy held out her hand over a spot outside of Grand Lake. It didn’t seem
to be part of any city, just a bit of countryside near a river small
enough that I didn’t know its name. Then she let a drop of blood fall.
It hit the concrete and didn’t spatter, staying together and glowing a
dull red.

Thinking about my parents, my uncle, and everyone else’s families, I
said, “We’ll need to scout it out, but I think we need to go in as soon
as we can after that.”

Kals glanced in the direction of Katuk. She’d arrived just after Tiger,
and said, “I’d like to help.”

Haley looked at her, “Are you sure? You were training Julie.”

Katuk spoke before Kals could reply, his voice level, “I was instructed
to warn you if you do something that put you at serious risk. I want to
help Nick as well, but going with them would put you at serious and
unpredictable risk. In addition, you know that you’ll have to leave
shortly. You’ll need to be healthy to help with the invasion and you’ll
assist Nick more if Julie is capable.”

Kals took a deep breath, “I know we have to
leave. I’d like to help more.”

Then she shook her head, “I know you’re right. I hate doing nothing.”

Julie looked over at her, “I think you’re doing something. I was years
away from figuring out anything I’ve learned from you so far.”

Kals nodded to her, “Thank you. I wasn’t saying that teaching you isn’t
important, but in my world, I’m a symbol and I have to stay within
certain boundaries. I’ve been able to take a little vacation from it
here, but as you can see, it’s not complete.”

“What you’re doing with Julie is important,” Daniel said from across the
circle. “We’ve got a much better chance because you’re teaching her and
Katuk’s also right. There is a chance that going with us will hurt your
rebellion.”

Kals raised an eyebrow, “In the Ascendancy, almost all people with your
powers were killed. I wish we had a few, but do you ever feel trapped by
what you know?”

Daniel shook his head, “I don’t know anything. All I see are
possibilities. The future changes constantly and I don’t always go with
the option with the best chance of success. Sometimes the future I want
isn’t in that direction and there are things I’m not willing to do even
if it’s got the best chance.”

“Oh,” Kals’ brow furrowed. “It might be best that we don’t have anyone
like you. I work with people who might go for the easiest way to win if
they knew what it was.”

Haley stepped over the symbols and blood on the floor, getting into the
middle of the group. The glowing bit of blood wasn’t more than two feet
away from her.

Sweeping her head around the group to meet everyone’s eyes or at least
check if they were listening, she said, “I’ll have Kayla send in any
bots we can spare. I think that’s got to be the first step. Once we know
what’s there, we can decide what we do next.”

In the middle of her circle, Amy said, “I’ll need the time to figure out
what I can prepare. I feel better than I did, but I’m not going to be
able to do anything big for another day or two—unless I drain the life
out of something big.”

That started more discussion, but I missed it. My comm, in its disguise
as an iPhone, sent a message to my implant. It appeared in my vision
without blocking my view. I could envision it and knew the information
in the note like I knew my shoe size.

Though that led me to wonder (and not for the first time) how deeply the
implant was in my brain, I didn’t have time. I hadn’t heard from
Stephanie in a while.

“I just got a call,” I said, waving as I stepped away from the group and
walked into the main group of trophies.

I took the call with my phone, turning on the video because she had and
because her phone marked her as out of costume. My phone subtly fuzzed
out everything around me by default.

Hers didn’t.

The last time I’d seen her in person, she’d been in the Coffeeshop
Illuminati’s mansion and headquarters. If I had to guess, she was still
there. The red timber walls and windows that showed the mountains were
the first big clue.

The second big clue had to be that she had some kind of bedroom/lab
combination. Her dressers and bed were on one side of the room. Various
versions of her costume covered the tables and workbenches on the other
side, all of them heaped with  electronics and molded ceramics

She still looked the same—long, black hair, light skin, and an amused
smile. Her tendency to wear black clothes
hadn’t changed either to judge from her t-shirt.

“I hope you’re somewhere private,” she said, eyes darting around as she
looked at her phone.

“I am. Are you?” A room in the Coffeeshop Illuminati’s headquarters
wouldn’t be normal, but she’d been spying for the Michigan Heroes
Alliance the last time I’d spoken to her. I was inclined to give her the
benefit of the doubt.

“As secure as it can be,” she said. “I’m undercover, but there’s no
indication that anybody knows. I’ve swept for bugs, insulated in the
room in a way I’m not going to try to explain right now, and done half a
dozen other things including getting a ward on magical scrying from a
friend.”

“Whoa,” I added that to a mental list of things to ask Samita and Amy
about.

“Exactly,” Stephanie said. “I’m not in a good place. I’m investigating
friends. I’m 99% sure that the Coffeeshop Illuminati are being
influenced by the Nine, but I’m not sure how or by who and I’m beginning
to think I can’t risk staying here long enough to get converted into one
of their drones.”

Or, I thought, maybe she already has and she’s trying to lure us into
something? Except she was competent enough at working undercover that I
was willing to give her the benefit of the doubt–for now.

She let out a breath and looked into the camera, “I meant to talk to you
after you left, but it’s been busy and hard enough to get out the
reports that I have to get out… Anyway, I’m sorry, but this is something
you need to know. Major Justice just walked in the door here. He’s
meeting with Bullet, Gordon, and a few other guys. I don’t know what
they’re talking about, but knowing what happened to you today, I bet we
can both make some guesses.”

“Knowing what happened to me today? Did something go viral?” I thought
through what I’d done. Fighting Major Justice had that potential, but I
hoped that was the end of it.

Stephanie laughed, “No. The Grey Giant showed up in LA today. He stole
an armored truck full of money. Your tiff with Major Justice got
attention, but Major Justice is B-list at best. He gets less attention
from criticizing you in the press than you’d think—even if it’s more
than he normally gets.”

Thinking about the Grey Giant, I shook my head. He hadn’t been dead when
we left Renewal Island so it made sense that he’d be out there
somewhere. At least he wasn’t here.

“I,” Stephanie continued, “set up a notification to alert me any time
you all get mentioned online. And don’t think it’s because I’m obsessed
with you or something. I set it up after you visited our humble
headquarters. Your team has an annoying tendency to stand in front of
oncoming trains and I wanted some warning in case my investigation
turned out to be one of them.”

“That never happens,” I said. “Who are you working for?”

“This time?” She let out a sigh, “Officially? Me.”

She paused, “I can’t trust any big group. Even if all of the supers are
clean, one of the staff members might be working for the Nine. I’m
loosely affiliated with the Michigan Heroes’ Alliance. They know where I
am but not what I’m doing. The only people who do know are Red Bolt and
Future Knight. They’re getting regular reports in case something
happens. I know they’re a couple of dorks, but I can trust them. I used
your designs to make them anti-voice tech.”

I wasn’t sure they’d be my first choice as backup, but they’d be extra
motivated to avoid being mind-controlled.

“It’s good that you’ve got someone, but they’re not close in case you
want to get out,” I began thinking through what we’d need to do to pick
her up. Assuming they couldn’t detect the jet when cloaked, it wouldn’t
be too hard.

She smirked, “I’ve been thinking about that. I’m thinking they’re about
to sic the Coffeeshop Illuminati on you. If they bring me, my plan is to
run away the first chance I get or betray them at a dramatically
appropriate moment.”

I laughed, “Cool. I hope you save us all. As surprises go, though, we’re
in the middle of a couple of different very big somethings, so we’re
going to need as much warning as you can get us if we’re about to be
attacked.”

Despite her glasses, I could see that she raised an eyebrow as I
finished, “You’re in the middle of two more things? Care to share?”

I hesitated, but then said, “One of them is that the Nine seems to be
trying to kill somebody here and they might be targeting people we know
too. The other one is so big I’m only going to tell you after you get
here, assuming that happens.”

She frowned at that, but then said, “None of that sounds good. Are you
saying that the Nine is deliberately targeting people because you know
them or by accident?”

“We’re thinking it’s because,” I said, wondering if they would go after
anyone but Uncle Steve. They hadn’t yet.

She shook her head, “One thing that makes doing something like this
easier is knowing that my civilian friends and my family aren’t anywhere
near me when I do it. I’ll keep you posted on what I learn. I can’t
guarantee I’ll get another chance to call you if they move quickly. This
might be your only warning.”

I nodded, “If that’s the way it happens, I guess we’ll deal with it.”

I looked back at the group. Amy was scowling at her drawing of Grand
Lake and the glowing dot outside it. Julie and Kals were talking with
Katuk accompanying them as they walked away. Daniel was talking into his
comm and Haley had turned to look at me.

“If they don’t take me along or something happens, I might have to hit
you up for a flight out of here,” Stephanie pursed her lips.

“I’ll be ready,” I said. “We have a lot of people we can send.”

How many would be available to fly the jet was still open, but we’d find
somebody.

She gave a wave and we hung up.

Haley walked up as I turned around, asking, “Who was that?”

To my ears, she didn’t sound suspicious, but concerned.

“It’s not exactly good news,” realizing as I said it that it made things
much worse. “Stephanie called. We might at any moment have the
Coffeeshop Illuminati come out of nowhere and throw in alongside Major
Justice. Also, she thinks that the Nine have their hooks into the
Coffeeshop Illuminati, but she’s not sure where. She’s worried that
they’ll find her soon. So she may also want a quick exit with the jet,
but it depends on how things go.”

Haley glanced back at Amy and Daniel and back at me, “How are we
supposed to protect our families, fight the Coffeeshop Illuminati, and
find out what Magnus is doing?”

Daniel put away his phone, “I just called Izzy and Jaclyn. They’re
coming. I think the Coffeeshop Illuminati is a big threat, but we might
be able to find the Nine’s hitmen first thanks to Amy. We’ve got a lot
of people to work with.”

As if to illustrate how many people we had to work with, Cassie and
Travis stepped out of one of the tunnel doors on the wall of the main
room. They’d come through the forest entrance. Both of them were in
civilian clothes, Travis, at least a foot taller than anyone in the
room, had muscles to match. Somehow, he still managed to give the
impression of an ambitious young businessman as opposed to a thug. It
was probably the combination of his button-down shirt and short hair.

Cassie wore a Georgetown hoodie and jeans, her blond hair in a ponytail.
I wasn’t sure what she did when she wasn’t at the League and I suspected
that being a superhero was all she did.

I probably should have asked her at some point.

I didn’t then either. Even if I’d wanted to, Travis had already walked
up and asked, “Has anything happened that hasn’t made it to the League
chat?”

I started explaining to him everything since I’d left work. I barely
managed to get to chasing the Cabal soldier and Prentkos before Vaughn
walked up and asked, “Wait, I missed part of that. Could you start
again?”

I did and by the time I started to describe the fight with Major
Justice, I realized that Marcus was there and he said, “I missed where
that started.”

I began to summarize to catch him up when Izzy and Jaclyn joined the
group along with Kals, Katuk, Julie, and Amy. Jaclyn said, “I missed
some of that.”

At that point, I had the sense to say, “Maybe we need to call a quick
meeting for everyone here and anyone who wants to join online.”

After people agreed, I went through everything that had happened one
more time, this time with everyone in HQ—including Haley, Chris, and
Tara.  Even Tiger had followed us over to the big table.

Amy chimed in at points and told the Major Justice fight from her
perspective, but then we finished off the rest without
interruption—including our visit to Ruthie Shaw.

Once we got everyone up to speed with what Amy found, we brought in
Kayla—who’d flown spybots toward the spot from Amy’s ritual as we’d
talked. On the big screen on the far wall, one spybot’s view showed a
two-story house with brick and white siding. The lawn didn’t appear to
have been mowed since summer with short plant stalks extending above the
drooping grass. Scattered leaves had settled near the bottom of the
overgrown shrubs around the house.

If there were other houses nearby, they were obscured by the trees on
either side of the lawn with one exception. A small river ran behind the
house and a gray house stood above the bank on the other side.

Kayla clicked the mouse and the spybot zoomed in, showing a man lying on
the white couch in the living room. The red and white costume was open
in the front, showing his chest, and the cowl was crumpled up under his
head as a makeshift pillow.

Bits of goo from my goobots still stained the costume with dark,
splotchy stripes, accompanied by dried blood and my wound spray. It was,
without doubt, the same Prentkos I’d fought earlier, but where was the
Cabal soldier who’d been with him? Deeper in the house, maybe? I
wondered if I could fit more sensors in the spybots, but discarded that
train of thought as Kayla said, “I haven’t seen anyone else, but I
haven’t been watching very long.”

Travis frowned, “They might not be there. Is anyone watching the spybots
near our parents’ homes?”

“Hal,” I said. “He’ll tell us if there’s any hint of trouble.”

I used my implant to check with Hal, “I assume that there’s no sign of
anyone unusual near anybody’s house or anyone watching?”

Hal’s response appeared in my mind.

[No sign of anyone suspicious. They may not have anyone else
there or they may be staying in different places to avoid being captured
all at once. You may want to leave people here and at your parents’
houses in case of a counterattack if you go in.]

I passed Hal’s advice on to the group.

Izzy waved her hand to get our attention as if we’d have a hard time
noticing her. Wearing her Blue costume and standing more than six feet
tall, she stood out.

“I’ll go,” she said. “Your parents are all here and in danger. Mine are
safe and in LA. Go and take care of them.”

We all looked at each other. I said, “Are you sure? You’re tough, but
alone is never a good idea.”

Jaclyn spoke before anyone else did, “I’ll go. As long as you’re
watching my parents’ house, I can be back there if something goes
wrong.”

I looked over at Daniel, “What do you think? Is it worth the risk?”

Even as I said it, I realized that part of the nervousness I felt was
Daniel’s. He paused, but then said, “Something just changed. There’s a
climbing risk no matter what we do right now, but the sooner we act, the
better our chances.”

Standing next to Katuk and Kals, Tara spoke in the flatter voice I
associated with her using her ability to create patterns from minimal
data, “Knowing that they’re working for the Nine, they might be
attempting to separate us and then attack your parents or us while we’re
separated.”

“Is that likely,” I asked.

Tara tilted her head, but then said, “I don’t have enough to go on.”

“Chances of something bad happening just ticked up,” Daniel
said.

Travis raised his hand, “Here’s what we do. Izzy and Jaclyn go. They’re
the toughest and fastest. The rest of us have to be ready to go wherever
we’re needed. The rest of us need to be ready to respond if our parents
get attacked.”

“Izzy and I can make this quick,” Jaclyn said, her clothes morphing from
a facsimile of a blouse and pants to her purple costume. Izzy hadn’t
even changed into fake civilian clothes. Her costume was still blue.

Izzy nodded and they left. I felt the wind of their passage and heard
Jaclyn’s footsteps on the concrete followed by the clank of the door as
they stepped into the forest tunnel.

Over at her computer, Kayla clicked and camera views from the two of
them appeared on the wall screen next to the picture of Prentkos’ house
and spybots’ views of our parents. On Izzy and Jaclyn’s screens, the
concrete walls of the tunnels blurred and then turned into the clearing
in the forest where the tunnel opened up.

Izzy shot through the forest, flying between trees until she came out
over the children’s playground next to the end of the campground and a
small beach. Then they both started traveling northeast. Izzy flew over
Grand Lake. Jaclyn ran over the lake because she could do that if she
ran fast enough.

I remembered her complaining in the past that it was like running on ice
and all too easy to pitch forward into the water. Somewhere in between
now and then she’d gotten the hang of it. She didn’t fall even once. Of
course, the camera didn’t show her from the
side. We had only the occasional bit of
spray on the edges of the camera’s view to hint that her feet must be
hitting the water with some strength. We only saw a blur of
brownish-green water and empty docks.

It was November. All the speedboats and yachts had been taken out of the
water, leaving only the Coast Guard and lake freighters (lakers) hauling
cargo.

Jaclyn’s camera didn’t show any lakers, but I saw one from Izzy’s view
above Grand Lake.

As hypnotic as the view from either camera might be, I had other things
on my mind. Part of me wanted to hover above my parents’ house or my
dad’s office. While that didn’t work for a host of reasons, it would put
me nearby if they sent another person for Uncle Steve. If we all did
that, though, we’d not only highlight potential targets but also split
the team into bite-sized groups if the Nine’s people chose to attack.

“Hey,” I said, “how are we going to handle an attack? They’re really
after Uncle Steve, but if they go after our parents, we have no idea who
they’ll go for or if we can get there in time.”

Cassie leaned in, “That’s what I was going to say. I say we all get
ready to fly wherever there’s an attack.”

Travis looked her in the eye, “That sounds good, but how are we going to
keep them off our parents while we’re on the way? I don’t want them to
die because we’re not fast enough.”

Haley looked up toward the screen, eyes flickering toward the pictures
of the streets around her family’s house, “I know, but Nick’s bots are
everywhere.  They’ll buy us some time, right?”

She looked over at me.

I said, “We’re a little short on bots for me personally because a lot of
my backup bots are set up to protect our families. Kayla’s ready to fire
them and she’ll have help from Hal if she needs it.”

“Hal?” Travis raised an eyebrow. “Didn’t you say the AI’s rebelled
against the species that created him?”

“I get your concern, but it’s okay. He likes us and he’s literally made
to do this without murdering everybody.” I looked around the group to
find that no one was listening.

Their eyes were on the screen. I turned to look upward with everyone
else. Jaclyn and Izzy had made it to the house–almost. Izzy was in the
air and through her camera, we could see the house. Its red brick and
worn white siding fit the colors around it—faded red leaves, the lighter
green of grass about to go dormant.

Izzy’s voice came over my comm and through the room’s speakers, “We’re
here. I swept through the house with my sonar. There’s only one person
inside, but more have been sleeping here. It looks like four from the
used beds., but there’s a lot of equipment in the garage and basement. I
think there might be more people than those staying here.”

I took a quick look over the wall screen. I didn’t see anybody sneaking
down the streets toward our parents’ houses or workplaces.

Jaclyn talked over her comm, “If the only person there is Prentkos, I
think we can go in.”

I didn’t like that the Cabal soldier who came to help him wasn’t with
him, but I didn’t say that over the comm.

Over the comm, I said, “If there’s no one else around, you might as
well. That said, The Nine have had teleporters in their bases before, so
that might change.”

Jaclyn groaned, “That’s right. And even if they don’t have one here,
Cabal soldiers can jump half a mile or more. Blue, keep on your guard.”

I felt as if I could hear Izzy’s frown as she replied, “I couldn’t stop
listening to everything around me even if I wanted to.”

“Going in,” Jaclyn said.

Jaclyn’s view on the wall screen changed. She’d been standing in the
road a couple of houses down from the house where Prentkos was lying on
the couch. It wasn’t hard for her to stay
out of view. It was a country road running next to a river. Trees
covered the house lots, making it hard to tell that there were houses.
If you hadn’t been paying attention earlier on the road, you might not
even realize there was a river. The small ridge that the houses rested
on obscured it.

The view on her screen changed as she jumped upward, past the trees and
into Izzy’s view of the scene. In Izzy’s view, I saw Jaclyn begin to
fall toward a tree, but at that moment, she moved sideways in a move
that had nothing to do with gravity and everything to do with the small
anti-gravity unit I’d placed in her costume. It wasn’t enough for
high-speed flight, but it was all she needed to adjust her trajectory
when she fell.

She landed on the concrete porch in front of the door, slowing as she
hit to a degree that would have been impossible but for the device in
her costume.

Over the comm, Izzy said, “He hasn’t heard anything. He’s still on the
couch. It will be to your right when you open the door.”

Jaclyn began to raise her hand toward the door handle, thought better of
it, and stepped through the door, hitting it with her shoulder. The
wooden door exploded as she hit, but it didn’t slow her down.

She burst into the living room, making it inside to stand over Prentkos’
couch before he had the chance to move.

He laughed and raised his hands, “I surrender.”

He’d taken off his cowl, revealing his face. He had short brown hair,
and a square, handsome face. I’d been right
to guess that he was our age, but something about him didn’t seem quite
right. It might have been the way he stared. Maybe the loss of blood was
affecting his actions, but that didn’t fit.

Then he shook his head, “I’d have unlocked the door. I’m not going to be
able to fight you right now. Look at me.”

He was still wearing his red and grey costume. Blood stained the leg
around where my bots hit, the stains partly covered by the pink foam I’d
sprayed to plug up the wound.

Jaclyn looked down at the wound, noticing I bet, that I’d sprayed it
into the wound. It would probably be fine. The substance was non-toxic
and broke down as a result of the body’s natural healing process. Still,
it had been designed with shallow cuts in mind, not holes that went
straight through a leg.

She said, “You need to see a doctor.”

Prentkos smiled with his mouth, but it didn’t reach his eyes, “I know,
but in case you somehow found us, I was given a message for you.”

“Really?” Jaclyn stepped back with her right foot, putting her into a
fighting stance even if it wasn’t obvious. Next to me in HQ, Haley
tensed.

Over the comm, Izzy told everyone, “His heartbeat spiked. I think he’s
going to do more than talk. Oh, and I’m not seeing anyone else getting
closer to the house.”

Prentkos nodded, “That’s right. The Nine want me to tell you that they
want Steven Vander Sloot. If you continue to protect him, they’ll not
only kill you but the following people—“

At that point, he started listing the parents of everyone in the group,
pausing between names, and ending with, “—I don’t know who these people
are and I don’t care. Let us take Steve Vander Sloot and we won’t hurt
anyone else.”

Kals, meanwhile, had been staring at the screen, “Did you hear that
hitch when he spoke? How he’s been pausing a little too often? Someone
gave him contradictory commands or too many all at once. He’s stopping
because he’s trying to keep it straight in his head.”

Haley frowned and spoke into her comm, “Watch out. Prentkos is
mind-controlled.”

Prentkos opened his mouth as if to say something more, but then his
hands blurred, going for the belt around his waist and he lunged forward
off of the couch.

Despite being able to process information more quickly than normal
people, it was still a blur to me. I could tell that he held something
pointed and that Jaclyn backed up a step, but not what he was holding.

Within less than a second, Jaclyn had moved forward again, hitting his
arm, and knocking the device out of his hand. Prentkos didn’t dive for
it, but now there was a bloody spot on his neck. He hadn’t cut the
jugular. It wasn’t spraying. It was just a dot with a bloody trickle.

At the same time, one of the spybots near Haley’s house showed the Cabal
soldier I’d fought standing across the street. He wasn’t doing anything,
but it made me feel nervous.

I was about to point him out to Haley, but I didn’t need to. She and
Travis had already noticed and had looked away from the screen to look
at each other.

Haley’s fists clenched and I didn’t doubt that she was restraining
herself from changing form, “We should go. Mom’s at home—“

Travis shook his head, “I’ll go. You’re running things here.”

Raising an eyebrow, Haley said, “No. I don’t run—“

“I’ll go,” Daniel said. “You’ve got a better chance if I do.”

“I’m coming too,” Cassie said, hand on her bluish-green gun. “Those guys
go down hard.”

Haley’s face tightened, “Okay. Go then.”

I looked over at Daniel and felt his worry followed by his thoughts,
Travis will die if he goes alone. Even now there’s no guarantee. If we
send too many people with him there are larger-scale bad results. I
don’t know what yet.

I looked at the bot views around my parents’ house and my dad’s office
but saw nothing special. Even so, my heart started to beat faster.

Travis had already turned and begun to run toward the hangar, his
clothes already morphed into his gray and black costume. Cassie followed
him. She’d changed midway through the call. I wasn’t sure where her
sword had come from, but it was on her back. Daniel flew after them.

Even as they left, Kayla muttered, “Oh, God,” and I turned to look at
her, following her gaze up toward the screen.

Prentkos had begun to disintegrate. While accurate, the word
“disintegrate” didn’t convey the feeling of what we were seeing. The
word calls up clean, bloodless images of people turning to dust—possibly
because Marvin Martian pointed a cartoon gun at them.

This image was one I wanted to wipe from my memory the moment I saw it.
Prentkos started to disintegrate, expanding outward from the bloody spot
on his neck. The skin around it began to thin and separate, dripping a
dark liquid that might have been blood. As I watched, the skin puckered
and turned papery, pulling away from the body, and revealing the inside
of his neck.

It didn’t stop falling apart, but that’s when I stopped watching.

Jaclyn’s voice came over the comm, “I grabbed the… injector, I think.
It’s not a needle, but it does the same thing. How good is this costume
against biological contaminants?”

“It should be great. It’s got a good filtration system and it’ll seal
completely if you tell it to. It’s got limits, but they’re pretty wide
limits.”

“Good,” Jaclyn backed up to the front door and stepped outside, “I don’t
know what that is, but I don’t want to find out that it’s contagious.”

In the background of her stream, I heard white noise. It might have been
a fire as easily as a radio tuned to an empty station. Jaclyn ran away
from the house, checking behind herself as she ran away. The house
exploded, disappearing in a column of flame and smoke that turned into a
cloud of smoke.

Jaclyn stopped, checking around the house, “I don’t see if anything else
has caught on fire. Blue, do you see anything?”

Izzy replied, “No one else seems to have been hurt and I don’t think the
fire is spreading. I’ll call 911.”

“I’ll do it,” Kayla said, “you might need to handle something there.”

As Izzy took a flight around the burning building, Tara stepped up to
Haley and me, “I think that the remaining members of the group the Nine
sent are going to try to attack your parents’ house again and that
anything else going on is a distraction from that.”

“A distraction,” Haley asked, “like my family?”

Tara’s face had been all straight lines and no emotions, but with that,
her lips quivered, “I’m sorry. I know you’re worried and I know they’re
in danger. When I use my abilities, I see patterns and not much more.”

Haley held up her hands, “I know. I’m worried. You’re doing what we need
you to do. Do you know who they’ll hit first or how soon they’ll attack
Nick’s house?”

Tara stared out at nothing, “They’ll hit your parents first—within the
next five minutes. They’re trying to draw our attention by placing the
Cabal soldier we recognize there. They’ll make it worse to draw more of
us in and then hit Nick’s parents’ house.”

Kals cut in, “That man in the house? He died from Abominator tech. The
Human Ascendancy used it. They can’t just cut you with it. You have to
already be taking the other part of the poison. The Ascendancy used to
put it in the food of motivators or others that they thought might be
too dangerous.”

She paused for a breath and then said, “They might have more Abominator
tech.”

On the screen, the Cabal soldier crossed the street and started walking
toward Haley’s parents’ house.





Misdirection


        Once the Cabal soldier crossed the street, he stopped, standing on the
sidewalk as if he were waiting for someone. It kind of worked. It wasn’t
as if he were wearing a purple, orange, or green skintight jumpsuit, the
kind of thing that screams, “I’m a supervillain!”

Bearing in mind that many of the Cabal had been Roman soldiers, he
wasn’t wearing either a toga or carrying a shield. That would have been
out of place in a suburban, upper-middle-class neighborhood. He wore a
grey coat and blue slacks that to my eye had the heaviness of materials
used for armor. I doubted that a Cabal soldier needed armor, but no one
wanted to run around naked and I supposed that was less likely with
tougher materials.

At any rate, he didn’t stand out. With his short-cropped hair, square
jaw, and muscular build, he passed for someone with a bodybuilding hobby
or maybe a bodyguard.

Anyway, he stood in front of the long, white, McMansion Haley’s parents
owned without instantly making the neighbors feel like they had to call
the police.

A quick look at the map in my HUD showed that Daniel, Travis, and Cassie
weren’t far away—maybe a mile, something only possible because the
Wolfmobile didn’t have to stop for traffic lights or traffic jams. The
driver could slide out the wings, turn on the rockets, and fly over
obstacles. With the anti-gravity assist I’d added, the car remained
stable for longer in the air and was less likely to hit traffic lights
the way I had on my first time with the car.

Cassie’s motorcycle couldn’t fly, but she didn’t have any compunction
against riding down the sidewalk. She wasn’t as far behind as you’d have
thought.

Next to me, Haley had called home with her comm, letting it interface
with the phone system, faking a call from her cellphone, “Mom, who’s
home right now?”

She’d changed, growing a little taller and muscular, and was extending
and retracting the claws on her left hand as she talked. She looked up
at the screen, watching the Cabal soldier as he stood before her family
home, “Dad’s home too? Okay. This is bad. The man in front of the house
is here to kill you. How do I know? Uh… The police told me not to go
home. They’ve called in the Heroes’ League. They’re on the way.”

Even without super hearing, I could hear Haley’s mom’s voice grow
louder. Haley said, “Don’t leave the house. Go upstairs and into your
bedroom… No. Tell Dad the shotgun won’t do any good. No good at all… Do
you remember the Cabal from when I was in high school? Yes, they’re
still around. This is one of the bad ones—the kind that bulldozes
everything. Shotguns won’t hurt him.”

It might not have been the best moment for it, but I couldn’t think of
anything else useful to do. I tapped the abilities that Kee had been
teaching me to use. Though I could still hear Haley talking to her mom
and then Daniel over her comm, my mind simultaneously existed elsewhere.
Kee had told me that I wouldn’t really understand it for at least one
thousand years, but the best theory I had was that I was using some
version of what starships used to travel faster than light and what
ansibles tapped into to send messages in real-time across space.

Overlying, the concrete walls and giant screen ahead of me, I saw stars
stretching and blurring and among them I saw my sister Rachel flying.
She wore her Ghost costume, all in white except for the black
backpack—which wasn’t really part of her costume. She’d used it as
luggage for her trip abroad to France in university and now for her
current interstellar internship.

She turned to look at me, “This isn’t good news is it?”

“Sorry, no. The Nine are using a guy from the Cabal plus their own
people to kill Uncle Steve, but maybe also Mom and Dad and the whole
League’s parents. If you can come home, we need you.”

Her jaw dropped a little, “Uncle Steve? How did he get involved in any
of this?”

I began to explain and she waved it away, “Never mind. I’ll get home
somehow, but I’m going to need help.”

She turned toward a shimmering object shaped almost like a human being
except that parts of it shifted between white and translucent, making
the shape too inconsistent to be sure. After a few seconds, Rachel
turned back to me, “It won’t be in minutes, but it might be in hours. Or
days. We’re close to the galactic core. It’s complicated, but I’ll be
home as soon as I can.”

“I can’t ask for more,” I told her.

She stared as if trying to see what was behind me—which she might have
been able to do. Seeing home from half a galaxy away would pull at a
person. We’d talked but not all the time since she’d left. It was harder
at first than it was now.

“Stay safe,” She said. “Oh, and the Ghosts can tell that you’re
stronger. Try not to attract the wrong kind of attention.”

“You stay safe,” I told her and faded fully into our reality.

It hadn’t changed at all from how I’d left things. Haley was still
talking to her mom. The Cabal soldier was still standing on the sidewalk
in front of her house. Other people from our team were standing near
us—Marcus, Tara, Julie, Katuk, and Kals.

Jaclyn’s camera still showed the burning house, “Hey,” she said, “should
Blue and I head over to the house? I don’t like the looks of having a
Cabal soldier there just waiting.”

From above Jaclyn, Izzy said, “I don’t either.”

Haley looked up at the screen, staring at the section where her parents’
house showed, “We’ve got people on the way and I’ve been told by the
Mystic to keep people in reserve because they’re going after Uncle
Steve.”

She flicked the claws on her left hand in and out again.

“I don’t like it either,” I told them.

At that moment, something bright appeared on Haley’s parents’ screen.
Johnny Destruction dropped into the frame from the sky. He looked like
he did in every piece of video I’d ever seen of him—all black, faux
leather clothes that were flame-resistant armor in reality. His hands
and feet were shooting fire. He didn’t wear a mask or helmet, revealing
a thin face and curly, red hair. His sideburns, unchanged from the
1970s, made it halfway down his cheeks.

He reminded me of a muppet, except his hair was on fire.

I vaguely remembered reading that flight was somehow a limited resource
for him, but I didn’t know why or how it worked. Running quickly was his
main mode of transportation. I didn’t think he was faster than Jaclyn,
but he was faster than anyone we’d sent there.

Maybe Daniel’s prescience would make the difference.

Tara looked over to Haley, “They’re trying to get us to over-commit.”

Haley opened her mouth but didn’t say anything, clenching her fists. I
thought about putting my hand on her shoulder but decided not to.
Meanwhile, Kayla spoke over the comm, “Johnny Destruction has joined the
Cabal soldier. They haven’t yet started toward the house.”

“Got it,” Daniel said, “I’ll try to drop Johnny. Cap and Night Wolf can
go after the Cabal soldier.”

The Wolfmobile’s camera view showed the street they lived on. Travis was
a few blocks down. Cassie’s camera confirmed that she was traveling
parallel one street over. Daniel’s camera showed that he was traveling
only a few feet higher and just behind Cassie. I wasn’t sure how this
helped, but I didn’t doubt that Daniel was taking the best route he
could predict.

Over the comm, Travis said, “Fine with me,” and Cassie grunted something
that probably meant yes.

It barely seemed to take any time after that for Travis and the
Wolfmobile to pull into the view of the spybot watching the Cabal
soldier and Johnny Destruction. Travis had set the Wolfmobile to appear
as a white Corvette as opposed to Nightwolf’s classic vehicle. It must
have initially registered to the Nine’s people as somebody driving a
sports car faster than the speed limit.

Even among the fanatics that edited the Wolfmobile’s wiki entry at
Double V, changing shape and paint color wasn’t a known characteristic
of the car.

That meant that when Travis roared past, not even slowing down to jump
out of the door of the car, he took them unawares. He swiped at Johnny
Destruction with his claws on the way past. It didn’t go through
Johnny’s armored jacket, but it was a nice try at taking him down. If
the venom had gotten into Johnny’s system, he’d have been out.

Travis did manage to sink his fangs into the Cabal soldier’s neck,
something I don’t think we even tried the first time we fought them. It
worked. The soldier fell down, hitting the grass off to the side of the
sidewalk. As Johnny Destruction turned to point his flaming hands in
Travis’ direction, Travis jumped up, flipping over and landing in the
street.

Johnny didn’t have time to adjust, firing off gouts of flame at the spot
where Travis had been and hitting the lawn and sidewalk next to the
Cabal soldier. The grass turned to ash, turning it and the ground under
it grey. The sidewalk blackened and cracked, throwing bits of concrete
into the air.

The Cabal soldier, pushed himself up from the ground, his arms wobbling.
Travis must have pumped a lot of poison into his body. It wouldn’t last,
but even a small delay in his entrance into the fight could save lives.
I didn’t know Daniel’s ultimate plan, but I suspected it was for Travis
to distract the Cabal soldier long enough for Daniel to put Johnny
Destruction and the soldier to sleep. Physical damage alone wouldn’t do
it when you included their regeneration in the picture.

Johnny Destruction aimed more fire at Travis, burning and cracking the
road, but missing him.

I liked the way this was going, but remembering what Daniel had said, I
waited for the other shoe to drop.

I didn’t realize that even as I felt optimistic, the other shoe had
already dropped. The tree in the front yard had started on fire and the
mulch and one of the bushes in front of their house had started with it.

Haley started talking to her mother over the comm again, “You need to
get out, but don’t exit where they can see you. Go over to the
neighbors. We’ll figure out a way to get you out of there… How? The
police are coming. How do I know? Mom. You don’t have time for this. Get
Dad and get out. And be careful, okay? I love you too.”

Haley and I looked at each other. I couldn’t know what she was thinking,
but I knew I was wondering how many people would be too many and cause
inevitable disaster for Uncle Steve, my parents, and us. Cassie and
Daniel weren’t there yet and without them, Johnny Destruction and a
Cabal soldier were more than Travis could handle.

Even as I thought back to Daniel telling me that Travis would die if he
didn’t come along, but that even if he did, he couldn’t make any
promises, the situation changed
again. Johnny Destruction turned toward
where Travis stood in the street, aiming two streams of white flame at
him.

Travis had already jumped away, landing in the upper branches of the
already burning tree—which had to give him some cover even though all
the leaves had fallen a month ago or more. Proving that what I’d heard
about Johnny Destruction wasn’t quite accurate, the man started floating
upward, flame sprouting from his feet and outlining his body. Even
though it wasn’t as fast as he’d been going when he arrived, he’d be
high enough to fire at Travis soon enough.

Travis jumped from the tree, landing on the grass next to the sidewalk
on the side opposite Johnny Destruction. Johnny opened up with his
flame, starting the middle section of the tree on fire. Travis jumped
sideways to avoid the new blasts of flame, landing next to the street.
Meanwhile, a small pile of leaves on their neighbor’s lawn started on
fire.

Vaughn looked over at Haley and me, “You okay with me creating a storm
so your house doesn’t start on fire?”

“Yes,” Haley and I both said at once, looking at each other and sharing
brief smiles even as I hoped that sending Vaughn out wasn’t the tipping
point to end my family’s lives.

Vaughn gave us a thumbs up and flew out one of the exits.

As he flew away, I noticed movement near my dad’s office. He saw clients
in a concrete and wood-paneled, four-floored office building. To me, it
looked as though it had been built in the 1970s. His office was on the
second floor. The office building was on the edge of the parking lot
that in turn was next to multiple apartment buildings with a similar
concrete and wood panel aesthetic.

A long, blue van had stopped in front of the building and four people
got out, all of them dressed in thick, gray bodysuits and helmets that
covered their faces, belts full of pouches, and rifles on their backs.
Though I couldn’t see their faces, they were all the same height and had
the same build.

In short, they almost had to be True. I hoped they didn’t have a better
reason for sending four of them to kill my dad than simply expecting
superpowered protection.

I’d have left at that moment if I hadn’t seen movement in the pictures
next to the ones of my father’s office. Learning that a super in costume
wouldn’t get anywhere near my parents’ house, they’d driven a U-Haul
truck up my parents’ block and stepped out two houses down. I hadn’t
noticed that, but I did notice when people stepped out.

I tagged the first one as a clone of Cassie’s father not only because he
had her father’s muscular physique, square jaw, and blond hair, but also
because someone had chosen to have him wear a modernized version of the
man’s costume—blue with a flag over his chest. Accompanied by two more
of the True, that wasn’t all.

Following him came an at least seven-foot tall woman with green, scaled
skin, and claws, another woman, this one in green and black robes and
carrying a black, metal, staff. I had a bad feeling that this made her a
magic user of some kind.

The last person to step out wouldn’t have looked out of place in an
expensive restaurant—in the 1920s. He wore
a dark suit and carried a cane. Judging from his face, I doubted he
could be older than his mid-thirties.

“Oh, shit,” Haley muttered.

Tara said, “Send Izzy to help his father. She’ll be enough. Send Nick
and a few others after his mother.”

“Going,” I said, setting my helmet to reform on my head and running
across HQ for the tunnel that led to the forest exit.

As I ran, I tried to think who the people I’d seen might be. The tall
woman with green skin came first. I’d seen an alert about her from the
FBI. She was called Rogue Croc—which I guess was a reference to a film
in addition to the fact that she’d been recruited into the army and been
activated by their version of the power impregnator before “going
rogue.” Also, she’d grown up in a village of Cabal descendants, so she
wasn’t going down easy.

My implant returned that the woman with the staff was called Magicka and
that she’d been around since the 1920s, mostly fighting members of the
Mask family. As of my internship with the Motor City Heroes, Mateo/Blue
Mask was a friend who had no chance to get here in time to
help.

I ran through the tunnel, seeing light on the floor ahead of me as the
door leading to the forest opened. I reached it and the rockets took me
straight up into the air, still trying to remember the name of the man
with the suit and cane.

Even as I turned, aiming toward my parents’
house, I noted that Jaclyn, Marcus, and I
had been given our own channel—with a slow blink next to the list of
users that meant the add user interface was open and more people might
still be added.

Jaclyn said, “I’m going straight to the house and standing in front of
it. Any better ideas?”

“That was my plan,” I had seconds to come up with a better one.

Amy’s name appeared on the channel—good. We had no one more qualified to
deal with magic or anyone else. Her voice came over the comm, “I’m
better, but not at my best. Shift and I are behind you.”

The cameras showed that our opponents had moved one house down the
sidewalk. The street was empty. All the children had either decided
November was too cold to play outside or they were still in school.

I barely had time to take that in and then I was at my parents’ house. I
flipped over in the air and landed on the walkway to our front door.

“Hey there,” I said, wishing I’d said something with a better chance of
striking fear in the hearts of evildoers. “You haven’t noticed yet, but
we’ve got you surrounded. I mean… Unless you’re not here to murder
people?”

Captain Clone, or so I was naming him in my head, walked a little bit
ahead of his group with Rogue Croc a little behind and to his right.
Magicka stood immediately behind him and Mystery Cane Guy stood off to
the left of Magicka, making them into a supervillain diamond that
happened to be walking across my family’s lawn.

Captain Clone grinned, “No, you’ve got it right. We are here to murder
people.”

He moved his hand toward the gun on his utility belt, “Let’s get to it.”

Mystery Cane Guy reached out and grabbed his forearm, “Wait a moment.”

His voice had the tone I recognized from when both Kals and Julie used
their abilities. If that weren’t enough of a hint, my suit’s internal
buzzer hummed as he talked.

Captain Clone’s grimace showed teeth, but he let go of the gun.

Letting go of Captain Clone’s arm, Mystery Cane Guy said, “You’ve no
reason to know me, but you can call me Number Eight.”

Judging from the way that all three of the others looked at him as he
spoke, I knew he was important regardless of his vocal abilities and
that combined with the name he’d given… “Number Eight. As in Eight out
of Nine? No relation to Seven of Nine.”

Number Eight paused for a moment before replying, “Number Seven isn’t a
relative, but is one of the Nine’s ruling council just like I am.”

It struck me that I might have learned two things. The first and most
important was that if this guy was on the Nine’s ruling council, maybe
the Dominators were a division of the Nine and this guy was the head
Dominator. I didn’t know where exactly Magnus fit into that since it
sounded like he ran the Dominators, but it wasn’t impossible that he
might be Number One.

The other thing I’d learned was much less important. Number Eight was
not a Star Trek fan.

Rogue Croc smirked. Maybe she was.

Number Eight tapped his cane, “I’ve been speaking to a mutual friend of
ours—Martin Magnus. He thought I should give you one more chance to hand
Steve Vander Sloot over to us before a fight starts. Like you, our
friend is all about minimizing the damage. We don’t know who might get
hurt if we have to go in.”

I used my implant to text my Mom, “Get out of the back door with Uncle
Steve once the fighting starts.”

Her return text appeared in my HUD, “Grandpa left us a panic room.”

I didn’t know about any panic room, but I didn’t have time to discuss
it. Watching Number Eight, I said, “I like the idea of minimizing
damage. Are you sure you have to go after Steve? If he stole anything,
we might be able to get it back.”

As Number Eight began to reply, I saw movement between the houses across
the street. Jaclyn talked into the task group channel, “We’re all in
position. Shift and Bloodmaiden are in the air.”

I couldn’t see them, but I also knew Amy could turn people invisible if
she wanted to.

I started listening to Number Eight again as he said, “Simply returning
anything he may have taken isn’t acceptable. We need what’s in his mind.
We’d accept yours if you were willing to trade yourself for him.”

“Tempting offer,” I said. “I have a counteroffer. How about you leave
without hurting anybody and we all get to skip a fight?”

Number Eight smiled. That smile along with his bowler, cane, and the
white shirt under his suit jacket made me think of the film A Clockwork
Orange. Appearing to be in his mid-thirties, the man seemed a little
too old for the role.

I’d never watched it, but it sounded disturbing.

He laughed, “I’ve heard about you. You and your team are so young that
you bought into the original League’s good press. They were soldiers who
recognized that they had to force the world around them to make sense.
You’re soft.”

It was hard not to think back to the people I’d killed while fighting on
Hideaway or even on Manhattan Island when we fought the Hrrnna’s
mercenaries. If he wasn’t trying to bait me, he hadn’t been keeping up
with my career. Of course, keeping up with the fighting on Hideaway
would have been nearly impossible bearing in mind that it happened on a
hidden planet half a galaxy away.

I said, “Understood. We’re soft. If you could please clear out, it would
improve both of our lives.”

I wondered how Cassie, Travis, and Daniel were doing and if this
conversation might be about stopping us from going to help them. That
didn’t fit with Tara’s guesses, but I didn’t see any benefit for him in
prolonging the conversation—unless he was also giving time for more
allies to show up.

Bearing that in mind, I might need to start the fight—unless he was
trying to manipulate me into that reaction? It seemed paranoid and
unlikely.

“Right now,” I added.

“Very intimidating,” Amy whispered in my ear. I could feel her breath
even though I wore a helmet. Magic.

Captain Clone laughed, “Or what? You’ll attack? Your record says you
don’t do that.”

Over the comm, I said, “How about you all attack while I keep on
talking?”

“I’ll take Rogue Croc,” Jaclyn said. “Shift takes Captain Photocopy.
Bloodmaiden versus Magicka. Number Eight is the Rocket’s.”

I didn’t reply, not wanting to risk tipping the Nine’s people off.
Instead, I said, “I guess I don’t. On the other hand, if we’re standing
out here talking, you’re not killing anyone and there’s no reason to
fight.”

At almost the same time, multiple things happened. The first was that my
implant reported back. Since I’d started wondering who Number Eight was,
it had been checking the databases we had access to for information,
finding a picture of a similar man involved in a fight with Silver Mask
during a riot in 1930s in Los Angeles. He’d driven the crowd to fury
with his voice, but then disappeared, reappearing some thirty feet away.

As I absorbed that information, a purple blur hit Rogue Croc from the
side, throwing her massive, green-scaled form halfway down the block.
She landed in the middle of the street, unable to even get up before
Jaclyn caught up and began to pummel her with a blur of her fists.

Somewhere out there must have been a person willing to complain that it
was unfair not to allow Rogue Croc to get up, but that person had no
idea what they were talking about. Rogue Croc’s attempts to strike back
missed, but threw chunks of road in the air.

In front of my house, Magicka waved her staff, and a hole opened in
reality, allowing human-sized spiders to crawl out, pulling themselves
through every available part of the ten-foot-high opening. Many dragged
themselves through while hanging on to the spider under them and pushing
against the edges of the opening, falling into a heap on either side
when they had nothing to push against.

With all of that going on, Captain Clone could be forgiven for being
distracted, but he wasn’t. He started to sprint toward my parents’ house
(toward me), only to be stopped by Marcus.

Amy and Marcus had turned visible. Standing on the lawn next to Number
Eight’s group, Marcus shot his fists forward, stretching a good ten feet
across the lawn, hitting Captain Clone, but then splashing almost like
water, expanding to surround Captain Clone’s arms.

At the same time as all of that, Amy charged in from next to Marcus,
using her spear to stab a spider in the head. It exploded in a blast of
red fire and parts made of black goo and green ooze.

With all of this going on, I wasn’t standing there doing nothing. I
absorbed the information about Number Eight even as he saw Jaclyn punch
Rogue Croc into the air. As the massive spiders pushed into our reality
and Captain Clone charged the house, Number Eight disappeared,
reappearing in my parents’ living room. Standing next to a coffee table
covered with books, he got his bearings and ran deeper into the house.

I turned around and finding the front door locked, I smashed it open,
breaking into my childhood home.

The living room always felt the opposite of living during my childhood.
Mom kept it perfect for guests to the point that you could see the lines
where the vacuum cleaner ran on the carpet, or if you chose to sit
there, the footprints you left on the way to the couch.

Mom wasn’t obsessive enough to vacuum after seeing footprints appear,
but there were times I felt like she’d have preferred that I teleport
into the room.

In that sense, Number Eight was Mom’s perfect guest. When you considered
that he planned to kill Uncle Steve, maybe a bit less so.

Number Eight had appeared next to the coffee table. With the crash of
the door being thrown open, he’d moved toward the doorway into the
combined dining room, kitchen, and family room area of the house.

I didn’t bother to go into the living room. Unless he wanted to look at
the books on the coffee table, his choices were doorways into the dining
room or the hallway.

I was in the hall, so that was right out.

He ran past the refrigerator with its magnets, some of them still
holding up pictures of Rachel and me as small children or the whole
family camping.

Number Eight didn’t stop to look at them. He turned right, running into
the kitchen, but also down the hall toward the doorways that led down to
a bathroom, downstairs to the basement, and into the garage. It was an
interesting choice if you assumed that he didn’t know where anyone in
the house was because it led away from the second floor, which was half
of the house.

If you assumed that he had some way to know where Uncle Steve was, it
was bad news because if we had a safe room, I didn’t know where it was
and he did.

I’d run down the hall and turned right in time to see him open the door
to the basement. I ran, knowing that I had the speed to catch him before
he got more than a couple steps down the stairs.

He disappeared.

The part of my brain that cataloged this sort of thing noted that Number
Eight had to see the spot before he could teleport there. The open
questions were his maximum range, whether he could teleport to a spot
he’d seen, but wasn’t in sight, and if he could carry someone along.

The wrong answers to those questions could turn this into a disaster.

I ran down ten feet to the open door, hitting it with my shoulder when I
turned. The wood cracked. Even including the front door, it wasn’t the
first damage I’d ever done to the house, but it felt wrong.

I didn’t dwell on it, running down the carpeted stairs to the degree
that I could. I didn’t trust the wood beneath the carpet to hold up to
powered armor capable of generating tons of force.

At some point, after I moved into Grandpa’s house full time, my parents
had the basement renovated, turning it from hundred-year-old concrete
only used for the furnace, storage, and hiding the cat’s litter box into
a second family room and home office.

By the time I got downstairs, Number Eight had run across the fake
wooden floor and white rug, past, the two desks along the nearest wall,
the foosball table, bookcases, large TV, and framed family pictures
toward the far end of the room, opening the door to the laundry room.

Number Eight fumbled with the door, throwing it open with enough force
that he pulled it away from the upper hinge entirely and partially out
of the middle hinge. He tried to shut it behind himself, but it only hit
the frame and he ran.

If he knew the layout of the house, he had to know that he was rapidly
running out of places to run or hide—which bothered me. Unless he
expected to grab or kill Uncle Steve instantly, he had a reason to
believe that he’d have time to do what he needed to. It seemed like a
necessary corollary to what Lee often said, “Anyone who attacks you has
a reason to believe he’ll win.”

I followed him through the door, half-expecting him to shoot me, but
pushing through because I felt he’d have taken me down already if he
could.

I stepped into the laundry room ready to fire off paralysis beams,
stepping through onto the carpet and only a foot or two from the white,
matching washer and dryer.

Number Eight wasn’t standing next to it. Quick as a thought, he’d
disappeared from next to the door and reappeared in the far corner of
the room. When I looked at the spot, I realized that I’d never given it
enough thought. That was the corner of the
room with the entrance to the coal bin. It was a separate room maybe
five by ten with a window that had been filled in with concrete before
my parents bought the house.

I couldn’t see inside now, of course. The door was shut. It wasn’t much
of a door. On the inside, it was made of wooden boards. On the outside,
it was a piece of bead board that had been painted white sometime in the
last century. It didn’t even fully fill the door frame. There was nearly
half an inch of space on three of the four sides.

Today though, that space was filled with bluish-green metal. I
recognized the type. It had different names in different languages, but
the Abominators called it scazz. It was still commonly used in starship
construction due to its tensile strength and low mass.

It’d work as material for a safe room.

The moment I got Number Eight in my sights, I fired off the paralysis
beams. I’d worked up a version that used both of the common ways to do
that–sound and electromagnetic radiation.

He turned to look at me but didn’t fall. Apparently, he wore
countermeasures against both. I decided to try something less subtle. I
jumped him.

I leaped to tackle Number Eight and he touched one of the cufflinks on
his jacket. A shimmery sphere surrounded him, covering hard points like
the floor and the wall. I hit it and bounced off.

It was a force field. Annoying.

I managed to avoid falling over after hitting the glowing shield but I
wobbled as I moved my right leg back to stabilize myself. I still had to
hold out my arms and wave them a little. It wasn’t a good look. At any
rate, it wasn’t a look that communicated that I was an unstoppable force
of justice that was only temporarily having trouble balancing in the
basement laundry room.

Number Eight smiled and then turned around to the wooden door, ignoring
me.

It said a lot for his confidence in the force field. If it turned out to
be Rook’s design, Rook might not have told him that I’d gotten around
Rook’s inventions in the past.

Number Eight picked up his cane and smacked it against the door. The
wood splintered and pieces fell off onto the ground, some of the smaller
bits flying backward into the force field.

I had a gut feeling that Number Eight had gotten some version of the
same power set “motivators” did in the Ascendancy—voice powers,
strength, and maybe also low-level self-healing. The teleportation thing
wasn’t standard, but people on Earth didn’t come out of the Ascendancy’s
breeding system either.

I decided to start with the most obvious choice—punching the force
field. What it lacked in sophistication, it made up for in immediacy. If
strength was enough to break the shield, I’d know immediately and
wouldn’t have to take the time to come up with something clever.

I pulled back my arm, pushing forward with my leg and twisting my body
to throw my first punch. Putting tons of force into the blow, it hit the
shield and my hand slowed, but still sank into it, reminding me of the
feeling of coming down on a trampoline. Streaks of lightning ran across
the surface of the shield.

For a moment, I thought my hand might go through, but as the streaks of
lightning disappeared, the shield pushed my hand back, resuming its
normal shape. It didn’t throw me back this
time. This was more of a polite push—though to judge from the statistics
running across my HUD, a polite push that might have broken my arm if I
weren’t wearing the Rocket suit.

He turned his head to grin at me and took another swing at the door,
shattering the upper three-quarters of the door, revealing a scaled
sheet of blue-green metal underneath.

Had the shield turned the kinetic energy of my punch into power for the
shield or absorbed the energy without using it like any physical shield
might? There were potential benefits and drawbacks to both designs. For
example, a shield that converted energy into power seemed more likely to
explode if it converted too much. On the other hand, barring that,
converting energy into power might allow it to last longer.

How many types of energy could it convert? Light wasn’t the same thing
as a punch.

I turned on my laser, aiming it at his leg because if it did go through,
I wanted to be able to talk to him.

The laser didn’t go through, but the area around it where it hit changed
color from a translucent golden glow to angry red and opaque, reminding
me of pictures of molten lava. Threads of lightning extended from it,
only disappearing halfway across the shield. In that moment, I felt more
than 90% certain that it was using the energy instead of keeping it away
from the target behind it.

I couldn’t have proved it based on the evidence in front of me, but if
I’d created a force field capable of that kind of flexibility, I’d bet
that it would suck energy. If I could find a way to recharge it on my
opponents’ dime, I would.

The question now was whether I could overload the shield before the
laser’s battery went to zero or Number Eight made it through the
barrier. That said, the laser got a stronger reaction than the punch.

Instead of turning around to look at what happened when the laser hit,
Number Eight started hitting the metal barrier with all his strength and
as often as he could. The metal didn’t ring when he hit it. It thumped
as if it were much thicker than the half-inch or less that my implant
suggested it likely was.

On the off-chance it might help, I fired off a killbot, hoping that it
might cut through the force field. It didn’t. It ran out of energy
halfway through. Well, it was worth a shot—literally.

I didn’t fire it and sit there watching it though. I’d also aimed my
laser at a different spot on the glowing sphere while the killbot was
still trying to cut through. As part of the golden glow turned angry red
filled with threads of lightning, Number Eight looked back at me,
grimaced and pulled something out of the pocket on the inside of his
suit coat.

It wasn’t ergonomic—at least for the human hand.

To my eyes, it appeared to be a blue rock with a knifelike spike
shooting out of one end.

My implant identified it as an Abominator tool. Made out of a processed
form of scazz, the same metal as the one blocking the doorway, it could
be used to cut through metal. It wouldn’t cut through scazz with any
great speed, but it could—though it would likely be destroyed in the
process.

Knowing that all Number Eight needed was to make one small hole to get
in, I turned on the sonics as well, hoping that they’d help.

Number Eight stabbed at the metal, hitting it with the spike again and
again until it stuck in the wall. Then he pulled it back, revealing a
small hole a little lower than his eye level.

At about the same time, the force field shattered.

Number Eight turned his head to look back at me as the force field went
down, his eyes wide and his mouth open in an expression that said, “Oh,
no.”

He turned back to the hole he’d made in the door and looked inside. I
reached forward, trying to knock him away from the hole before he
disappeared. I failed. I thought I felt his arm give and then my arm was
flying through where his body had been.

From the other side of the hole, though, I heard his voice give a short
scream followed by, “Wait till you see what I do to your mother, you
little shit.”

Then I heard Uncle Steve’s voice saying, “I don’t think so,” followed by
a sound that I can only describe as goosh except there were multiple
gooshes gooshing simultaneously.

My mom said, “What is that?”

“A really weird polymer. I got it from a co-worker when I went
undercover against an Italian supervillain on a NATO project with the
AISI. I can’t talk about it, but I got this. It just lasts long enough
to run away and, if we’re lucky, long enough for the Rocket to get in.”

Uncle Steve paused, “Can we open the room?”

Mom said, “I didn’t know there was a room until I found out they were
coming. I think the Mentalist tucked it away in my brain. I couldn’t
even think about it until I needed it. I can get in but not much more.”

Uncle Steve sighed, “Well, that seems a little short-sighted. Dad
usually wrote that kind of thing down. Do you see a three-ring binder
anywhere?”

In the background as they talked came grunting noises that sounded like
Number Eight followed by noises that combined a thud with a goosh.

I, meanwhile, was checking my implant to find out if scazz had any known
vulnerabilities—aside from being stabbed by a cane. From the implant’s
account of the metal’s properties, the cane couldn’t be a normal cane.
Scazz was, among other things, tough and not so much a metal as an alloy
of metals, non-metals, and metalloids, combined by a method complex
enough that I’d have to think about it later.

It didn’t translate into any kind of weakness I could turn into a
practical method of getting in.

Unable to think of a clever way to get in, I went with a more obvious
method. I aimed my fists at the hole Number Eight had made under the
assumption that making the hole weakened the area around it enough that
it might be easier to get through.

On the off-chance that they’d help, I aimed the sonics on both of my
arms at spots outside the hole, giving them maximum power and a narrow
beam. I’d have used the laser if the implant’s data dump into my brain
hadn’t included the knowledge that the scaled shape of the alloy was
used during wartime and was particularly effective against lasers and
other energy weapons.

Sonic weapons weren’t commonly used in warfare and it didn’t have data
available—or so it told me. To be fair, a lot of alien warfare took
place in space, a place where sonic weapons wouldn’t work.

The upshot? It might be a waste of time, but it might not. I did it
anyway.

If they didn’t work, it wasn’t visually obvious, but when my punch hit,
some of the alloy did give way. I punched again, widening the hole.

At that point, I pumped up the release of energy in the Rocket suit’s
artificial muscles and began to batter the wall the way a boxer might
hit a speed bag. The hole grew bigger. I hoped I wouldn’t have to go
into another fight after this one because I was going through the
muscles’ fuel faster than I wanted to.

Still, I could fit my arm, shoulder, and head through, but nothing else.
I needed to make it bigger if I wanted to go through, but I could at
least see inside now.

To my right stood a wall of what appeared to be cubes of silver jello
that appeared to have been sprayed diagonally from my side of the wall
to the far side. They reached from the ceiling to the floor of what
appeared to be a ten-foot-long room. The far side of the jello wobbled,
expanding into the room and then retracting just as far only to be
hurled forward again by another gooshy thud noise.

For an instant though, I thought I saw a glimpse of Number Eight’s suit
and a flash of his cane along with strings that held the cubes of jello
together.

Uncle Steve had said that it wouldn’t last forever, but I had a feeling
that it would fall apart sooner than usual under the blows of Number
Eight’s cane.

I changed up my tactics, punching around the hole on one side, aiming
the sonics at two spots about a foot away from each other in the middle
of the area I’d hit. After I did that, I stepped back and took a short
run, and used my shoulder to hit in between the two spots I’d tried to
weaken with the sonics. The first time, the wall didn’t break, but it
did ring with a metallic screech that reminded me of a car crash.

The second time, I crashed through into the room, stumbling through the
now shattered metal wall, landing on my side, hearing the noise as
Number Eight smacked the silver jello again.

Uncle Steve sighed as he saw me come through the door, seeming to relax
a little even if he went back to watching Number Eight within seconds.
Mom, for the record, didn’t look any less nervous. I turned toward the
silver wall, standing directly in front of my mom, but ahead and to the
right of Uncle Steve.

I got in position even as Number Eight slashed a foot-long hole in the
wall. I hadn’t noticed before, but a six-inch long blade extended from
the bottom of his cane. I supposed that made it a knife or spear cane
because that was too short for a sword.

Half of the rent closed up and I found myself grinning inside my helmet.
No wonder he hadn’t made it through yet. What made me lose the grin was
noting that half of it hadn’t sealed up again and showed no signs of
doing so—meaning that the “weird polymer” my uncle mentioned had
limitations.

I made a mental note to get a sample later.

“Hey,” I said, watching them through the 360-degree sweep of my helmet,
“if you get out of here, I can hold him off at the door.”

Uncle Steve glanced back at Mom and then at Number Eight who had stuck
his cane’s blade into the rent and begun to cut down. “Yeah,” Uncle
Steve said, “good plan. How is it outside?”

I used my implant to check the spybots around my house. I couldn’t see
everyone, but two Cabal soldiers had entered the fight after I went into
the house. Rogue Croc, the scaled, green-skinned Cabal descendant was
down alongside Magicka, the sorceress who’d summoned the crows. Amy had
taken on Rogue Croc’s scaled green skin, grown larger muscles, and was
fighting the two Cabal soldiers with Jaclyn.

Captain Clone and Marcus were both out of view, but GPS showed Marcus
moving around the neighborhood in short sprints, stopping for a series
of small movements, followed by another sprint—as if Captain Clone might
be trying to get away. I couldn’t see details since on the map Marcus
was little more than a dot.

I didn’t like that there were more Cabal soldiers as backup, but overall
we seemed to be winning. I quashed the urge to check in on Travis,
Cassie, and Daniel. I didn’t have time and Haley, Tara, or Kayla would
be calling us if we needed to help them.

“I wouldn’t go outside,” I told Uncle Steve, “but you can go into the
rest of the basement. Just stay away from windows.”

“Go first,” Mom told him. “They’re after you.”

Uncle Steve’s mouth tightened, likely not wanting to leave my mom
behind. Before he argued, I said, “She’s
right.”

That decided him. He stepped through the hole I’d made in the scazz and
out into the laundry room. Mom followed him but hesitated before going
out. I was about to tell her to hurry up and leave, but then I saw what
she saw.

Number Eight had slashed all the way to the floor and even if the first
foot was already healing up, he was using his cane to push open a hole
he could see through—and see targets through.

I stood in front of the door, backed up to make it harder for him to see
through the hole, aimed a killbot at him, and fired.

It went straight for his chest, hit his white, dress shirt, and fell to
the ground. The impact knocked him back a step and he let out a breath,
but he didn’t drop the cane or get stuck in the silver goo as it reknit
itself smaller.

That would have been too convenient. Instead, he slid his back foot a
little farther back, keeping his balance holding the sharp blade of his
cane between the two of us, and teleported through to the other side of
the hole.

He shouldn’t have bothered to point the blade at me. It had no chance of
getting through the Rocket suit. On the other hand, anyone who chooses
to fight you has a reason to believe that they’ll win. Rook created
technology for the Nine and I knew that he’d figured out killbot
technology. It wasn’t a big jump to guess why he thought he’d win.

I knew what I had to do as little as I liked it. I aimed the laser at
him and fired. A beam of white light came from the barrel on my forearm,
hitting the wall of silver cubes, but missing him. The beam didn’t
bounce off the cubes like it might have in a cartoon, but melted the
cube where it hit while reflecting harmless light throughout the room.

The moment he disappeared, I looked for him, half-expecting to discover
him behind me in the laundry room already stabbing Uncle Steve. He
wasn’t. I’d been successful enough at blocking his view that he’d
appeared to my left, thrusting his cane’s blade at my chest.

He hit.

I saw the blade go into my chest straight through my armor. I’d
protected against that, as had Rook the last time I’d seen him. Much as
I had, he’d upgraded. Right now though, his weapons could go through my
armor whereas mine couldn’t go through his.

I needed to get a sample of that blade or ideally the whole device so I
could study the mechanism—assuming I survived.

The police didn’t like it when you took supervillains’ stuff. Loss of
evidence due to treasure hunting supers had resulted in supervillains
going free instead of a conviction before.

Fighting supervillains isn’t a video game—though it might be nicer if it
were. I’d take points off my health any day over a sword penetrating my
chest.

The good news being that my armor’s built-in defenses against
mono-molecular blades did some good. It stopped the blade from going
further in than a couple of inches.

He pulled the blade out as I felt a wave of dizziness and stumbled. It
struck me that I might be going into shock.

In my HUD, error messages about the breach scrolled past followed by
more about countermeasures and the release of internal flesh goo to fill
the wound and give the body time to repair itself or at least prevent me
from immediately bleeding out.

Ahead of me, Number Eight smiled, recognizing that he could stab me
while I wasn’t thinking clearly.

If that was his idea, he was right. I felt like I was about to faint. I
could only guess how much blood I’d lost or if he’d managed to hit a
large blood vessel or a lung.

He pointed his cane higher, intending to go for my jugular. He wouldn’t
need to go too deep for a killing blow there.

I needed to get out of here, but there was no safe place to retreat to
for any of us.

He lunged forward and I managed to bat the cane sideways. I tried to
grab it, but I couldn’t make my hand move fast enough. He pulled back
the moment I hit it and I was wobbling too much to keep up.

“What did I hit?” He held the cane between us, ready to lunge again,
adding, “I hit something. You’re just about to fall over.”

Behind me in the laundry room, Uncle Steve said, “Joanie, get out of
there!”

Mom didn’t say anything. My Xiniti implant on the other hand requested,
“Permission to release nanobots to assist your body in repair.”

My mind flashed back to when we’d killed the Xiniti in the battle on
Manhattan Island. He’d been full of cybernetic parts. I’d assumed that
they’d been installed Darth Vader style, but remembering how the implant
had burrowed into my body as a little ball and created an interface with
my brain, it might be the installer.

Waking up to find my body riddled with alien cybernetics that I didn’t
understand sounded like the beginning of a horror movie.

I thought back, “Only temporary help. Just fix stuff.”

As I did, Number Eight lunged again and I tried to knock it back,
catching the blade on my left forearm for my trouble, and starting the
error messages going again—including one that notified Kayla that I was
injured.

The blade was thin enough that I didn’t feel pain from the cut and the
armor adjusted to close the hole. That was the good news. The bad was
that if the implants’ nanobots had started work, I didn’t feel any
better yet.

A drop of blood dripped off Number Eight’s blade. “Another cut,” he
said. “How many do you think it will take to finish you off? It can’t
feel good in there right now, can it? It has to be dripping inside. With
enough small cuts, you can kill anyone.”

Without looking at her, he added, “You’ll see your son die in front of
you and then your brother—unless you get in the way. Then you’ll die
earlier.”

As he talked, he moved from one side of me to the other, looking for an
opening, a moment where I wouldn’t have time to block his thrust.

Uncle Steve said, “Joanie, get out!”

Though I didn’t have the energy to pay much attention, I noticed that my
mom’s mouth had turned into a thin line. Something small dropped out of
her sleeve and into her hand.

Number Eight saw his opening and lunged. He moved almost faster than I
could process it, but I did, knocking the cane to the side again, my
head clearing enough to realize that I should have counterattacked every
time I struck his cane. I could have made my own opening.

I didn’t have to.

Not looking at my mother turned out to be his mistake. He stepped back
from my blow. He was strong, but the Rocket suit was stronger. As he
struggled to keep his balance and his hold on the cane, she stepped in,
her hand and the knife in it translucent. The knife sank into his back,
traveling through his armored jacket as if it weren’t there.





Sudden Changes


        Mom angled the blade and pulled it back. Number Eight’s face turned
white and he began to fall, trying to swing his cane back at her, but
not with any real force. It fell out of his hand when he struck the
concrete floor.

He tried to say something, but I couldn’t understand it. His eyes shut
and he didn’t move.

Mom had stepped back as he fell, avoiding his body and stood over him
staring down at it. Then she looked over at me, “Nick, are you okay? Do
we have to get you to the hospital?”

I checked my HUD’s medical status and queried my implant. The HUD
couldn’t show much. I hadn’t designed its medical systems to be a mobile
hospital, just to plug wounds and do ultrasounds of the wounded areas,
do limited comparisons to normal, and send them up to HQ where they
could send them on.

My implant, on the other hand, reported back that I’d lost blood both
internally and externally, but more internally. It also reported that it
had closed up blood vessels that had been cut by the the cane’s blade
and accelerated closing the hole in my skin.

The cane had missed my right lung only because of the angle and because
my defenses still kind of worked.

My implant noted that the repairs were still fragile and that damage
could still start me bleeding again. It had a list of modifications that
the Xiniti had used with success on human allies. Some involved
permanent changes to my DNA, others the direct creation of new
structures in my body both biological and cybernetic.

I said no. I might not always, but this didn’t seem the time to make an
irreversible decision.

“I’m okay,” I told her. “My suit has medical systems that stopped the
blood. Right now, I’m close to normal.”

Mom looked at me, saying the same voice she always used when she thought
I might be lying, “Close to normal?”

“I’m not bleeding, but I’ve lost blood. I’m not going to be at normal
after that, but I’m not in danger,” I paused, adding, “I need to check
on everybody else. They’re hitting Travis and Haley’s parents and Dad
and maybe more for all I know.”

She blinked, “Dad?”

Seeing her expression, I said, “I’m checking on him first,” even though
I felt like he had less to worry about than anyone.

Calling up Izzy’s camera view gave me a scene I was not expecting. She
was in flight over the city and carrying my dad in the air with her left
arm.

I could see his graying brown hair move in the breeze against the
background of her blue costume. This was less unsafe than you’d think
because I’d learned that her internally generated force field protected
anyone she was carrying.

I’d moved myself onto my own private communication channel to avoid
distraction as I went into the house, allowing people to pull me back to
the main mission channel, if needed.

It was time to switch back on my own, so I did, hearing Jaclyn’s voice,
“We think we got everyone. We need to know. Blue, can you pick out
anyone else? More people kept on showing up during the battle and if
we’re going to join Travis, we don’t want another attack.”

Izzy said, “I’ll do what I can. If there’s more magic, I can’t make any
promises.”

Amy spoke over the comm, “Don’t sell yourself short. Most wizards stop
at invisibility. It gets complicated to roll silence into the spell at
the same time. You can get around it with a spell that affects the minds
of everyone in range but the kind of wizard that has the range to affect
you from there would already be ruling the world.”

Izzy came to a stop in the air, hovering a few hundred feet above my
house. Dad looked down at the ground, shook his head and looked out at
downtown Grand Lake. I couldn’t blame him. It was a long way to fall.

Izzy’s sonic abilities dwarfed the Rocket suit’s at all levels—at least
in terms of power. Her screams could shatter walls or even buildings.
Her ability to passively listen and actively use echolocation hadn’t
been fully measured or understood.

Given time, she’d be able to locate every living object for blocks.

As she hovered, muting her comm so we didn’t have to hear any sounds she
might make, Jaclyn said, “Rocket, what’s the situation down there? We
saw your medical alert go on and then off again. A malfunction?”

“No. Number Eight’s cane had a blade in it and he stabbed through my
armor. My medical systems handled the stabbing and my implant handled
the internal bleeding,” I said, pausing before I added, “Oh, and Number
Eight’s dead.”

“I didn’t expect that, but I get it,” she said. “If he can go through
your armor, you had no choice.”

I considered not saying anything, but the group needed to know, “I was
still out of it. My mom killed him. I think we need to get them out of
the house. Maybe put them in the downtown office or HQ. There’s a dead
body in my basement and I don’t think they’ll feel safe there. They’re
going to have to disappear for a little while.”

Jaclyn let out a breath, “Your mom took him down? I can guess how. Look,
we need to cut this short, but it fits with what Ronin was saying before
you came on. They’re trying to kill us if they can, but she thinks they
know Haley’s one of the team’s leaders. Choosing to target her parents
and now you by Number Eight means that her self-confidence is also a
target.”

Izzy’s voice came over the comm, “I don’t see anyone dangerous. One man
must have pulled out a rifle during the fight, but right now he’s
putting it back into a locked cabinet.”

“Good,” Jaclyn didn’t hesitate. “Drop off Mr. Klein in the house and
we’ll grab Shift to go help Travis. Night Cat says the Rocket and
Bloodmaiden can stay here in case something goes wrong. Rocket, are you
sure you don’t need medical attention?”

I found myself frowning inside my helmet, “Pretty sure. Alien tech says
I’m not in imminent danger.”

“Okay,” The words came out of Jaclyn’s mouth the moment I finished,
“then we’ve got to book. It’s bad.”

I was about to ask if she were sure, but she wasn’t wrong. I shouldn’t
get into a big fight and someone needed to be here if something
happened—which was also why I shouldn’t be alone.

I might argue about taking Marcus as opposed to Amy, but they both had
their strengths. Amy couldn’t stay transformed forever and if they
wanted speed, he was easy to bring along. Plus, he was easily as tough
as Jaclyn and Izzy in his own way.

Anyway, I had no time to complain. I heard the sound of Dad’s footsteps
on the floor upstairs and heard him shout, “Joan! Joan! Where are you?”

Mom shouted, “The basement!”

Standing behind her, Uncle Steve looked up from Number Eight’s body and
up to the sound of my dad running toward the stairway, “This isn’t good.
He’s not free of the block yet, is he?”

Mom closed her eyes, “No, but he’s close and we’re not going to be able
to hide,” she pointed her finger downward, “that.”

Number Eight’s body continued to bleed internally—I could see it through
the Rocket suit’s sensors. Mom had cut his heart partly through along
with the superior vena cava and aorta.

Uncle Steve looked down, “I’ve got to say, though, he looks nicer than
some people I’ve killed. Did Dad send you to Lee?”

Mom nodded, “As soon as we found out that I didn’t quite have Mom’s
abilities, he had Lee teach me a fighting style that used what I could
do. Plus, Mom helped. It all came back after my block came down and I’ve
done more work with Lee when he’s around.”

Uncle Steve let out a low whistle and turned his head toward me, “Did
you know?”

“I knew what she could do. I didn’t know anything about Lee,” I didn’t
quite manage to keep the sound of surprise out of my voice.

“You never asked,” Mom said, “and I’m still not comfortable talking
about it.”

The thump of Dad’s footfalls on the stair told me that whatever would
happen next was about to happen. Mom’s eyes widened as she turned around
to look out of the hole in the scazz and into the laundry room.

I squashed down an urge to pull up the spybots’ view of the neighborhood
around Travis’ parents’ house. I’d have to be useful for whatever was
about to happen here. Plus, if I were honest, anything that Izzy and
Jalyn couldn’t handle with Travis, Daniel, Cassie, Vaughn, and Marcus
was also out of my league.

Still, even with the dicey nature of my wounds, I couldn’t ignore that
fight. If I knew what was happening, I could maybe do something, even if
it was from a distance.

I opened up the GPS view of the fight in my HUD. Dots superimposed a map
of the neighborhood would tell me who was still in the fight.

Dad stepped into the laundry room, staring at the blue-green metal alloy
covering the door and the hole, “Joan, are you back there? Are you
okay?”

Mom stepped into view of the hole, “I’m fine. We were attacked, but we
survived. I need to call the police.”

Dad stepped through the hole in the metal wall, looking down at it and
shaking his head. Then he looked past Uncle Steve to see me and his eyes
widened, “Oh.”

He looked down at Number Eight’s body, “What happened? Is he dead?”

I said, “Yes. I’m sorry. There was no other way to stop him.”

He looked at the wall of silver goo still hanging in the room and the
metallic walls. He wobbled on his feet, holding out his his hand and
placing it against the wall to steady
himself.

Mom walked over to him and put her hands on his shoulder, “Are you
okay?”

He shook his head, “I don’t know. There’s something wrong. There’s
something strange in my head. I feel dizzy, but not physically. I don’t
have the right words. I forgot something. I don’t know what I don’t
know, but I feel as if it’s right on the tip of my tongue. I’m sorry. I
know this doesn’t make any sense. My head feels so full it might
explode.”

Uncle Steve looked from him and back to me.

I didn’t know what to say. What was I supposed to do?

Was this a pull-off-the-bandage sort of situation? Because Dad seemed to
be right on the edge of understanding everything. On the other hand, Mom
had been captured by Ray and the Cabal when she remembered, very much a
sudden change, and she’d taken more than a year to talk to us about it.

We needed cooperation right now and we were going to have to hide my
family and maybe all of our families in HQ.

There was no way we were going to avoid bringing up awkward memories
there.

I had the suit absorb my helmet and said, “Dad. I’m the Rocket.”

Dad stared at me and wobbled on his feet. Uncle Steve rushed over to him
and put his hand on Dad’s shoulder, ready in case Dad began to fall. He
didn’t. He opened his mouth without saying anything and then closed it.

Then he said, “I’m sorry. I…”

He stopped again.

I said, “It’s not your fault. Grandpa Vander Sloot was the first Rocket.
In order to protect you and us, the Mentalist hid anything related to
superheroes from your conscious mind, allowing you to not know and
preventing any telepaths from catching it on a quick scan of your
brain.”

Dad managed to gasp out, “That’s not right.”

“I didn’t like it either. All of the grandchildren had something very
similar that wore off a while back. It wore off on Mom too. We’ve been
waiting for it to finally break. I’m sorry. We looked into removing it
sooner, but we were told that it could damage your brain. The best thing
we could do was to let it fall naturally.”

I stopped, watching my dad’s face for his reaction. His mouth still
half-open, he turned from me to Mom who’d walked up to him and held his
hand, saying, “He’s right. I’ve tried to tell you before and you
couldn’t hear it.

Dad took a series of long breaths and then said, “Where’s Rachel
really?”

“On her way home,” I said, “but she’s in space. She’s got roughly the
same powers as Ghostwoman in the Heroes’ League—except it turns out that
that was Grandma Vander Sloot and she had more powers than she knew,
including the ability to fly faster than light in outer space under some
circumstances.”

Dad let out a breath, “This is a lot to take in. I’m going to need some
time to think about it.”

At that moment, we all heard footsteps coming down the stairway. I
stepped forward, looking out of the laundry room’s door to see Amy
standing on the stairway on the other side of the room. Still in full
Bloodmaiden armor, but holding Grunion, our family’s cat in her arms,
she said, “The police are on the way. I think we need to get your family
out of here unless you want to risk putting them under police
protection.”

I couldn’t assume that the police were connected to the Nine, but I also
couldn’t assume that they had no connection, “Yeah. Let’s get them out
of here.”

Dad looked over at me, “Out of here?”

I nodded, “You were just attacked in your own home and we know the Nine
were involved. The guy on the floor over there knew who I was. That
means you’ll have to disappear for a few days, hopefully not longer.”

Dad stared out into space and then shook his head, “I’ve had to counsel
people the Nine… changed. Let’s go.”

Sirens in the distance began to grow closer.

“Crap,” I said, “can you turn them invisible or something?”

Amy looked up toward the noise, “It sounds like I’ll have to.”

“Right,” I said, and setting the helmet to expand and cover my head, I
ran back into the backroom where Number Eight’s body lay and grabbed his
cane.

As I came out, I found that my parents and Uncle Steve were following
Amy up the stairs. Once we got upstairs and stood in the hallway, I held
out the cane for Amy to grab, “Could you make this disappear with them?”

She took it, but said, “The cops are going to be pissed.”

“I think I can work it out later. Besides, it’s too late for them to
prosecute Number Eight. He won’t get out of a conviction because there’s
no evidence except for this cane.”

Amy laughed, “I’m not worried. I’m surprised you’re not.”

“I am,” I said.” It’s just that I’m more worried that if I don’t figure
this one out, we’re all going to die from Rook’s latest version of my
grandpa’s tech.”

Dad glanced at the refrigerator with its old pictures of our family with
Rachel and me as children and then over to Amy, “I can’t believe you’re
still holding him. He doesn’t like strangers.”

Amy shrugged, “It’s okay. I speak cat.”

Grunion said nothing, staring at everybody with dark feline eyes.

Then Dad looked back at me, “Stay alive.”

Vaughn’s voice came over the comm, “Rocket, I know you’re supposed to
stay where you are, but we need you. Bloodmaiden wouldn’t hurt either if
she can get away.”

I thought about it. I wasn’t sure how much help I’d be,
but,“Bloodmaiden’s going to get my parents and our cat to HQ. I’ll help
if she thinks she can handle it.”

“Hurry,” Vaughn said and cut the connection.

Not liking the implications of his call, I called Amy via the comm. Even
though I could trust everyone in the room, it made things simpler. For
one, if I wanted to I could call her Amy. Bloodmaiden was a long name.
Calling her “Blood” didn’t feel right either.

“Hey,” I said, “are you okay with taking everyone to HQ alone? Storm
King wants me to help Travis.”

Amy met my eyes, muttering, “I thought they were better off than that.”

I said, “I guess not.”

Amy shook her head, “I’m already tired, but I can get them to HQ.”

“Okay,” I looked over at Mom and Dad, “Bloodmaiden is going to get you
somewhere safe. I have another problem to handle.”

The sirens I’d started hearing in the
distance were growing closer. The group of
us walked upstairs and I walked out the front door—which despite the
damage I’d caused while getting in still stayed in the door frame.

As I stepped out, Amy, my parents, and Uncle Steve disappeared. At the
same time, I heard Amy’s voice saying, “Wait a second and I’ll tell you
when to close the door.”

I heard footsteps pass me without seeing anybody, but it took almost no
time before Amy said, “We’re past you. Go ahead.”

I shut the door, wishing I had time to repair the damage. Maybe we could
hire someone to do it? I’d heard of companies that specialized in
repairing damage after superhumans fought. Maybe Kayla could call one.

“Is everyone clear?” I asked the unseen people around me and then,
remembering what Amy had said about invisibility and magic before, I
used my sensors, mapping people onto my HUD’s screen with their body
heat.

They were halfway to the sidewalk, easily safe from the blast of my
rockets. Amy said, “You can take off,” even as I did it, shooting upward
and aiming myself toward Haley and Travis’ parents’ house, the same
place where I’d picked Haley up from prom and too many dates to
remember.

Technically, it was on the edge of Grand Lake, almost into one of the
nearest suburbs.

As I flew, my direction must have become clear to Kayla because she
called me, “I thought you were staying with your parents.”

It wasn’t exactly excitement that I was coming. “Storm King told me they
needed help.”

“Look, it got worse than they expected. The Nine put a lot of people
into the fight and Night Cat was relieved that you weren’t coming after
you got hurt. We’re all trying to keep them off their parents. Check the
bots. It will be different by the time you get there.”

She shuffled me back to the main channel and the map view showed me how
many of us were there and how quickly we were moving. Switching to the
bots, it showed me a war zone. I’d seen that Johnny Destruction had
arrived with members of the Cabal, but I’d never seen him in action
before.

Trees and swaths of grass had been burned to ash. Cars, sheds, and parts
of houses were burned as well, prevented from burning down only by the
constant rain that fell from the dark clouds above the block.

Some houses had holes that hadn’t been caused by fire. As I watched a
Cabal soldier pulled his way out of the wreckage of a garage and the
smashed car inside it. Throwing the handle of a lawn mower out onto the
lawn, he jumped into the air, aiming down the block toward where the
majority of the dots on the map.

As his leap ended and he began to fall toward the ground, a blur of blue
shot upward from the ground and with one punch shot him back into the
air, but changing his direction. Now he flew toward Lake Michigan. I
didn’t know at first how much force she’d hit him with, but between my
suit’s sensors, my HUD’s computer and my implant I calculated the speed
he was traveling and realized that he’d be in the air for at least ten
miles, putting him seven miles past the shore of the lake.

White fire shot upward from the ground at that moment, enveloping Izzy.
Another person would have died in the face of that heat. The Rocket
suit, though better hardened against heat, would still take damage.

Izzy rolled out of the stream of fire, shooting off to the side before
he could refocus the beam on her. Then she dove toward the source of the
flame, dodging it every time it swayed toward her, and hitting the
ground hard enough that I thought I saw trees shake.

As the trees shook, flame exploded outward and upward from the spot she
hit. Flying upward out of the gout of flame, Johnny Destruction roared
into the sky and then dropped toward the ground feet first with a trail
of fire following him.

Izzy shot into the air after him, diving as he changed direction, maybe
catching him on the ground because there was another blast of fire and a
moving trail of flame moving down the street.

For a moment I worried about the potential for fire, but the constant
drip from the sky reminded me of Vaughn’s contribution. Where was he
anyway? I half-expected to see lightning hit Johnny Destruction and the
fact that it hadn’t worried me too. On the other hand, it wouldn’t be
raining if Vaughn were dead and we definitely hadn’t gotten an alert
from his suit that he’d been hurt.

I needed to figure out the overall picture. Vaughn and Izzy were a
distraction. They’d figured out their role in this fight. I needed to
find mine. Where was the center of the fight? Where would adding another
person help most?

My map view of the fight showed me that Travis, Cassie, and Haley were
clustered around the same spot, sometimes moving only to stop again,
moving, I realized as if they were stopping to fight, get out of view,
or check what was ahead before moving forward again. Further out,
Marcus, Jaclyn, Vaughn, and Daniel moved with them, but darted around,
probably acting to keep people back.

I needed to get my eyes on the situation, but I had a gut feeling that
I’d make the most difference with Haley, Cassie, and Travis. Aiming
myself in their direction, I checked the spybots, first seeing Jaclyn
and Marcus.

Travis and Haley’s family lived in a subdivision of large, lookalike
houses on the edge of where city turned into country. Two blocks down
from where Izzy fought Johnny Destruction, bodies lay on the street—not
Jaclyn’s or Marcus’—Cabal soldiers, all of them burned. I didn’t need my
implant to label the damage with, “Abominator weapon.”

I’d seen enough of Cassie’s gun in action on Hideaway and I knew what
its kills looked like.

Seeing five in my immediate view plus smashed cars and a house with a
ten-foot wide hole in its side, I almost missed a blur run down the
street in the direction where I knew Travis, Haley, and Cassie had to
be.

Another blur ran out of a side street, this one tinged with purple,
hitting the original blur hard enough that it stopped, stumbling
backward a few steps, giving me a full view of him. Around seven feet
tall and muscular, he was shaved bald and wore a black jumpsuit with a
“9” on his chest.

If I had to guess, he was a Cabal soldier who’d been run through a power
impregnator, getting an extra helping of speed in addition to his
toughness and strength. Jaclyn, the purple blur, appeared to be faster,
hitting him twice before he could do anything. The first punch made him
wobble on his feet. The second threw him back almost a block.

He lay on the street, but as he did two True popped out from behind two
different houses and started firing at Jaclyn, one of them using a
“rifle” without a hole in the black, rectangular barrel. I identified it
as a paralysis weapon. The other held a rifle attached to a backpack on
the True’s back—a laser.

The paralysis gun didn’t work on Jaclyn. I’d built paralysis resistance
into the team’s suits years ago. The laser worked just fine, its
yellow-tinged beam visible even in the sun. It only grazed Jaclyn—not
because she ran faster than light, but because she could run faster than
the True could aim. Even with their talent for analyzing their
opponents’ moves, that was enough.

Her costume absorbed the small amount of light that hit it and she hit
the True, leaving it on the ground unmoving with one punch.

I expected her to go after the one with the paralysis gun then, but she
didn’t. The Cabal soldier had pulled himself up and darted down a cross
street. Jaclyn took off after him, knowing as I did that he’d be able to
get around her and over to Travis if she didn’t.

As she did, Marcus dropped off the roof above the True with the
paralysis gun, enveloping him entirely as a gray sheet, and tightening.
The True fell over and Marcus reformed into a version of himself with
wings, flying away, leaving the True on the ground with broken legs.

With that, I stopped paying attention to anything but what was in front
of me.

I was closing in on Travis, Haley, and Cassie’s position and paying
attention to the channel for this part of the mission.

“Rocket,” Haley said over the comm, “are you sure you’re okay?”

I looked toward where the map showed me they had to be, “I’m fine. I’m
looking for where I can best help.”

I couldn’t see them. The subdivision ended in an unused factory and a
forest. Haley had told me that the area had been rezoned for residential
and that the factory would be torn down—which was interesting since it
didn’t look more than 20 years old to me. Made of cinder blocks painted
white and large, tinted windows next to a parking lot, it might have
passed for a mall.

They weren’t in the factory or its parking lot. They were in the forest.
I wasn’t sure how far, but not more than twenty or thirty feet. Along
with them, another object showed up on the map. I’d been too distracted
to notice it earlier—one of my tote buckets.

Every now and then people who could fly needed to carry more cargo or
people than they could hold in their arms. Made from the same substances
as my armor, the tote buckets were aerodynamic, tough, and had enough
anti-gravity built in to fall slowly.

I’d named them with the idea that they were tote bags, but bigger. Not
everyone liked the name, but they were useful. For example, if you
wanted to carry your parents away from a house while being chased by
supervillains, it would be a workable option.

“We’re pinned down. We thought Blue or Accelerando could get my parents
out, but they’ve been too busy keeping people away from us. The jet’s
going to be here in a second. If you can run interference while we get
the tote basket in, we’re out of here. Watch out when you get close.
They’ve got people on the roof of the factory and more around hiding by
the houses.”

Haley’s voice lowered, “But be careful. Your med status was showing
critical damage.”

Cassie broke in, “His implant fixed it. The Rocket won’t be stupid. He
can coordinate with Storm King and the Mystic.”

Travis’ name flashed in my HUD as he said, “He’ll be fine, but I still
think we should go to that clearing a quarter mile down and put some
trees between us and the factory.”

“No,” Cassie said, “too complicated.”

“No,” Haley said simultaneously, “I don’t want to take the tote bucket
deeper into the forest.”

“I,” Travis began, “don’t want us to run out of the forest to catch a
plane and get shot.”

“Again,” Cassie added.

By then, I was above the factory and the forest and they all had a
point. Running out from the forest might still go wrong even if they
used the jet to block the Nine’s team’s view. On the other hand, the
tote basket was big enough that carrying it through a forest would be a
pain. Plus, we knew where the Nine’s troops were now. If they ran deeper
into the forest, it would be more of a crapshoot since the Nine would
follow them.

Now that I was closer, I could see the whole picture. Around 20 True and
Cabal soldiers were on top of the factory and more than that were using
the nearest houses to hide themselves from view, waiting around the
corners, guns in hand.

Travis had a point. If they could sneak deeper into the forest, it might
be better.

Daniel’s voice sounded over the comm, “The plan is that when the jet
lands, Captain Commando, Storm King and I go all out and distract the
Nine’s people while Night Cat and Night Wolf get their parents on the
plane.”

Despite having a question or two I said, “Then I guess I’m on Team
Distraction.”

Sensing my questions, Daniel replied via our mental link, “Even though I
can put people to sleep telepathically, the Nine came in prepared.
They’ve got mental shields of some kind. As for your other question, we
thought about having Vaughn or I float the tote basket away, but it
fails in most futures—”

He cut himself off, changing to the group comm channel, “They’re about
to try something.”

They did. One of the Cabal soldiers took a short run and jumped off the
roof of the factory, aiming toward the forest. The moment he left the
roof, becoming a small figure shooting through the air below me, a
bright, white beam from the forest hit him. Though he wore black armor
like the other Cabal remnants I’d seen here, it didn’t hold against
Cassie’s gun. The man’s muscular body had been straight in the air, but
when the beam hit, he began to tumble.

He fell, landing twenty feet short of the forest, splayed out on the
empty factory parking lot.

At the same time, the True on the ground popped out from the corner of
the nearby houses and fired lasers and bullets into the forest before
retreating out of view.

In my HUD, Hal texted the group, [I’m descending. Be ready. They’ll
advance as soon as they realize that I’m here.].

“We’re ready,” Cassie said.

Given what she’d just done, I couldn’t argue with her. As for myself, I
charged up my laser and activated the remaining killbots and boombots.
Back when we’d first fought the Cabal, I’d been relieved that we hadn’t
had to kill them. Part of me wished I were that version of myself now,
but the more experienced version of me knew that even before the
Dominators had turned them into the Nine’s servants, they were willing
to kill all of us.

Tara’s name flashed in my HUD as she spoke, “The True will get
suspicious something’s about to happen now if they haven’t
already.”

I glanced downward. The True on the ground by the houses and the ones on
top of the factory both still had their guns out and pointed toward the
forest and that didn’t change. Since I hadn’t stopped moving, I
continued to fly as I had been before I knew Hal was coming—toward the
forest with the intent of coming around. Assuming that they’d noticed me
already, that shouldn’t set off any red flags.

As I flew over the forest and began to turn, I saw the telltale shimmer
of the jet’s cloak. It was only visible close and only if you knew what
to look for. For me it was one of those small flaws that bothered me,
but that I hadn’t yet figured out how to remove. No one we’d faced had
noticed it yet, making it a low enough priority that I hadn’t dropped
everything to work on it alone for a week.

Contrary to what you might expect to happen next, the True didn’t seem
to either, continuing to be ready, but not making a move.

Catching my thoughts, Daniel told me, I’m surprised too. I expected
them to notice something by now. In most futures, we’re already in
combat right now. And we’re losing.

I felt his nervousness through the link. It might be that waiting boded
well. Maybe we were more likely to survive now.

That’s true, Daniel thought back, In general, the futures are better,
but not much. Best case scenario I feel two big, negative events ahead
of us in the near term, but we don’t have time to think about it.

I wanted to ask him for details but didn’t. He probably didn’t know them
and anything could happen next. I did wonder if he could sneak into
their minds and put as many of them to sleep as possible, starting from
the back. He’d done it before.

They’ve got telepathic blockers of some kind. They came into this
prepared, he told me.

Jaclyn’s voice came over the comm, “The guy I’ve been chasing just
turned to run in your direction.”

Izzy’s name also flashed as Jaclyn talked, but when she finished, Izzy
added, “Johnny Destruction took off toward you too.”

I had a flash of understanding. The True hadn’t responded to the shimmer
because Tara had been correct. The True had already predicted that we
were calling in the jet and were waiting for the right moment. This was
it or close to it.

Neither the True nor the ex-Cabal soldiers on the factory or the ground
were moving. My gut feeling was that they were going to wait until their
most powerful members entered the fight and overwhelm us with chaos.

I couldn’t stop them from trying, but I could start first. Mind you, the
smartest choice might have been to ask Daniel, Tara, or Hal if I was
right, but if I’d learned anything, I’d learned that sometimes the best
choice was choosing to act.

I let myself drop toward the factory, preparing to fire the moment I got
into range with my laser and setting my boombots to fire the moment the
True on the ground moved far enough from the houses that the explosions
wouldn’t start them on fire.

Almost as an afterthought, I loosed a series of boombots at the group on
top of the factory too. It was already scheduled for demolition. Chances
were that I’d only hurry the process along.

The boombots hit first, exploding like grenades. I’d used a pattern that
allowed blasts to overlap, hitting the same people more than once. I’d
often suspected that Tara had gotten something extra out of being the
combination of True variants from alternate universes. Whether or not I
was right about that, these True didn’t anticipate the boombots. Fire
engulfed them, throwing them outward from the blast, three of them off
the roof.

They lay on the ground, burned and unmoving. At least ten more on the
roof had joined them in death or unconsciousness.

The Cabal soldiers did better. The blasts threw only one of them from
the roof. He hit the ground and pulled himself up, crouching as if he
were thinking of leaping at me—except then Cassie shot him in the head.
He fell to the ground and didn’t get up.

The rest of them did better than that. Most managed to take the blast
without falling over and even the ones that did fall didn’t look burned.

From the fact that Daniel didn’t tell me to stop, I assumed that
whatever I was doing was at least neutral to our chances.

It made them better, he told me. The True predict based on past
behavior. I don’t know about Hideaway, but I don’t think there are any
records of you being proactively lethal on Earth.

I thought back, I’m not sure if that makes me proud or not. Either way,
I’m sure they’ll factor it in now.

I felt a shot of nervousness from Daniel’s end, Can’t argue with that.
Things are about to get dicey.

Maybe the conversation would have continued longer, but he wasn’t wrong
about that. Two True behind the nearest houses popped out to fire at me.
Unsure if Rook had developed killbots of his own, I shot sideways,
weaving to make their chances to hit worse.

My sensors showed that the bullets didn’t adjust their paths to move in
my direction, making it less likely that Rook had cloned that. One of
their lasers did hit, but every recent version of the Rocket suit had
protection against lasers. My integration of alien ceramics only made
the suit more effective. It also didn’t hurt that lasers were less
effective at longer ranges.

I still fired back, in that case with one of my few remaining goobots. I
caught two in one gooey explosion, managing to stick a strand or two to
the house behind them. It didn’t take them out of the action completely.
The True behind them pulled out a spray can of their belts and sprayed
down the goo.

I didn’t see the end of that, but I knew what happened when Prentkos
used the same tool. I was too busy with the jet. It had reached the
ground, notifying the group in the forest that it was directly ahead of
them.

From my position in the air, I couldn’t see the jet, but I could see the
outline of the partially open door on the side. On my map, I could see
Travis and Haley running forward with Travis carrying the tote bucket.

It wasn’t going to be able to fit through the door. The jet could take
passengers, but it didn’t take cargo. It had no cargo hatch. Travis and
Haley would have to guard while their parents jumped out and ran for the
jet—which was fine, but more complicated.

The Cabal and the True didn’t make it any less complicated. The True
that had been hiding by the side of the houses all ran forward, guns in
hand, firing ahead of themselves.

At the same time, boombots fired from my suit. I wasn’t even firing
them. My implant was activating them, following the directions I’d given
it to fire when the True started to move forward. Part of me liked the
fact that I could delegate that task. Another part worried that might be
more control than a machine should have.

The True didn’t just stand there and watch my boombots explode around
them. They spread out, making it hard to get more than a couple of them
with the blast, but my implant fired off enough that all of the True got
hit at least once, since for all of the True’s talent for predicting
people’s actions, they were all running forward anyway.

The series of blasts didn’t kill everybody, but three-quarters of them
went down, all of them with burns, but they weren’t all from me. At
almost the same time my bots hit, lightning came down from the sky,
hitting more.

I don’t think any of them made it.

Why they’d tried or at least retreated wasn’t obvious. They’d seen what
happened on top of the factory. I could only guess that they’d been
ordered to act, whether or not it made sense.

All the talent for predicting people’s actions in the world does you no
good if your leadership orders you to do something stupid.

Unfortunately, the Cabal soldiers weren’t as easily handled. To judge
from their actions, they’d also been ordered to get Travis and Haley’s
parents no matter what—except they had the benefits of being
significantly stronger and tough, plus the ability to regenerate from
almost any kind of damage except concentrated radiation.

The group of them jumped from the top of the factory toward Haley,
Travis, and the still invisible jet. None of them jumped into the forest
toward Cassie, knowing that she could kill them, and given that they
were working for the Nine unwillingly, maybe hoping that she would.

She provided an object lesson in the possibilities from the moment the
first one landed on the jet. Technically, “landed” might not have been
the best word. The Cabal soldier jumped off the factory, hit the spot
where the jet was on the ground, and, for lack of a better word, slid
into the jet’s shield/cloak. A shimmer spread outward from the spot he
hit, outlining the upper half of the jet for a moment.

It made for an odd look. The man was in the shield up to his thighs, his
legs fading into invisibility, and held above the ship’s hull,
preventing him from pushing off. Meanwhile, he moved his arms
frantically in the upper layer of the shield, creating shimmery ripples
in the cloak.

Cassie shot him in the head and he slumped, still held up by the force
of the shield.

I might have complained about the unfairness if it weren’t for the fact
that the other Cabal soldiers landed on the ground with audible thumps
and began to converge on Haley, Travis, and their parents.

Upon landing, the Cabal soldiers were met with the jet’s anti-personnel
lasers, spraying laser beams everywhere with uncanny accuracy, hitting
all of the Cabal soldiers.

The jet’s anti-personnel weapons hadn’t been designed with the Cabal in
mind. They’d been designed more to slow and discourage than to kill.
They could kill, but not Cabal soldiers.

On the other hand, they were still lasers, however thin they might be,
and in this case, they were being operated by Hal, our AI, whose primary
purpose had once been to model space battles. Essentially, he’d been
created to assist aliens in how to most efficiently kill each other, and
long before this battle, I’d given him permission to listen to the rest
of the team and help them as effectively as he knew how.

He was doing that now.

The thin beams raked across the Cabal soldiers, their attacks aimed most
often at the face, centering on the eyes.

Under other circumstances, I wouldn’t feel right about permanently
maiming them, but this was not one of those.

A beam crossed both eyes of one of them and he threw his hands up to
cover them, but it was too late. Others were luckier, losing only one
eye or protecting both at the expense of having long strips burned on
their skin.

If that weren’t enough, Daniel was using a combination of prescience and
telekinesis to pick the right person to mentally throw out of the fight.
Starting with the closest to Haley, Travis, and their parents, Daniel
pitched them sideways, often into groups of trees.

Making matters worse for them, Vaughn used the same tactic—except his
winds weren’t anywhere close to Daniel’s precision even if Vaughn could
keep them in the air longer. That meant that he had to attack the ones
on the edge or give Daniel’s victims an extra long boost.

Either way, the two of them made use of the greatest weakness of
physical strength—it’s only useful when you have something solid to push
against.

They weren’t the only ones acting. Cassie and I were firing at them, me
from above and Cassie from the forest.

We didn’t get everyone. Three of them jumped out as Cassie and I started
to fire, but those three were the only ones that made it out undamaged.
I couldn’t see where they went. They’d jumped out toward the forest and
we were too busy firing on the others that were still fighting their way
toward the jet.

As all that was going on, Travis opened the tote bucket next to the open
hatch. Their parents stepped inside.

Travis let out a breath and looked out toward the falling, retreating,
or blinded opponents, and the edges of his mouth curled upward. I knew
what he was thinking. We’d won. It wasn’t over, but now all we had to do
was get his parents out of there.

Even as I fired on the remaining Cabal soldiers, barely paying attention
to him, I saw Travis begin to frown. He’d noticed something I hadn’t
yet. It was about to get more complicated.

At almost the same time, I noticed a ball of fire off to my left side
and heard, “Rocket, he’s aiming for you!”

I hadn’t been paying attention to Izzy fighting Johnny Destruction, but
even though his flying was limited, he apparently hauled ass when he did
fly because Izzy flew at several times the speed of sound—slower than
the jet, but still fast.

I stopped firing at the Cabal soldiers and tried to shoot forward, come
around, and fire at him, but that didn’t work out. In the time it took
me to notice him, stop firing, and begin to dodge, he’d closed with me.

Grabbing me, he flew forward, increasing the heat he radiated as he
went. I’d nearly lost my hand to a dragon a few years earlier, so I’d
had every motivation to improve my suit’s protection against fire.

That was good because it meant that I wasn’t burning to death,
accompanied by explosions as every bot inside my suit detonated. To
judge from my suit’s error messages, it was still a near thing.

The stream of errors said that the temperature was hitting dangerous
levels and that the bots and my rocket fuel might explode at any time.

Fortunately, at that moment Izzy caught up with him and punched him.
This left the two of us tumbling through the air. As we did, I began to
pull his arm away from me, firing the sonics into him after my first
shot with the laser didn’t seem to do
anything.

As much as I’d always heard about the danger of being near Johnny
Destruction while he burned at full power, I’d heard very little about
his strength. I should have. The Rocket suit could lift around ten tons
and removing his grip from my body wasn’t easy.

An elbow to the man’s face gave me the surprise I needed to break his
hold and find myself tumbling downward out of his fiery aura and toward
the forest that was now below us.

I aimed myself toward Haley and Travis as the rockets kicked in,
wondering how they were doing. Checking the GPS positions on the map, I
realized that they were fighting, that the jet was gone, and that they
needed help.

How that happened I only knew later when we reviewed the fight, trying
to see what we could have done differently.

The first part wasn’t hard to guess. They’d gotten their parents on the
jet and that’s where it began to go wrong. The Cabal soldier that Jaclyn
had been chasing made it to the jet and knowing that it was there, tried
to destroy it even though it was cloaked.

The soldier had run at the jet and punched, happening to hit a spot that
had thinned so that sensors could work. The Cabal soldier’s fist made it
all the way through, slowed by the shield, and dented the hull. It
didn’t take much to fix it later and didn’t affect the jet’s structural
integrity, but the fact that it made it through at all was
scary.

Worse, the punch moved the jet, hitting Travis. The armor built into his
costume took most of it, but he still stumbled. Calculating the force
needed to do that later, I knew that a normal person could have lost a
leg.

Haley glanced at him, but she’d been far enough away that she didn’t
have to move and their parents were inside. With that, the hatch closed
and the jet shot straight upward. In the sense that it meant the end of
the Nine’s attempt to kill their parents, it was a complete success.

In the sense that it left Haley and Travis with nothing between them and
a Cabal soldier that was just as fast as Jaclyn and at least as strong
and tough—plus, he regenerated? In that sense, it was an utter failure.

Oh, and for the record? For my own sanity, I’m going to stop calling
him, “the Cabal soldier who can run really fast.” I learned later that
his codename was Insurgent after a fast, armored car in a video game.

Insurgent ran straight at Travis who jumped out of the way, landing
behind Insurgent and throwing a goo grenade at him. The goo grenade did
exactly what you’d expect—exploded into the same grey goo used by my
goobots, hitting Insurgent and the ground around him. It would have hit
Haley if she hadn’t jumped backward and out of the way.

The goo covered Insurgent’s body in gooey strands connected to each
other and the ground below. Some of that ground was literally grass and
dirt—not good news—but about a third of it touched the factory’s parking
lot. Assuming the goo didn’t break, Insurgent would have to drag chunks
of asphalt along.

You might criticize Travis at that point, but I wouldn’t. Travis had to
know that the goo grenade wouldn’t stop Insurgent forever, but he also
knew that he couldn’t get through the Cabal soldier’s hide. Lowering his
mobility meant that Cassie would have every chance to shoot him.

Unfortunately for him and for Haley, they weren’t alone.

One of the Cabal soldiers that Daniel or Vaughn had thrown out of the
fight had come back. We learned later that this one had been codenamed
Gish Yankee by someone on a Reddit forum devoted to discussing the
Cabal. A trained fighter because he was part of the Cabal, he’d been run
through some version of the power impregnator, activating latent psychic
powers. He’d been the one preventing telepathic access to the minds of
the Nine’s team.

In our later discussions, I learned that Daniel hadn’t even noticed him
jump back into the fight. Neither had Cassie.

The first hint that anyone had that he was there was when Haley jumped
to avoid the goo grenade. At the top of her arc, she thought that it
sounded like she was about to hit something, so she held out her hands,
ready to push off against a wall she didn’t see and it worked.

She pushed off instead of hitting and landed on the ground.

Daniel told me later that it wasn’t a force field. It was telekinetic
force. The difference, as he explained it, was that a telekinetic didn’t
create an object. They had to constantly choose to create force pushing
in a particular direction. For most people, the difference didn’t
matter, but it did to physicists and telekinetic psychics.

Not that I knew any of that at the moment. All I knew then was that I
was tumbling toward the forest, that Haley and Travis were fighting
people below me, that Johnny Destruction was behind me, and that Izzy
was behind him.

I straightened out and turned away from the forest toward the open area
between the forest and the parking lot where the jet had landed. Then I
opened up with the rockets and lowered the overall weight they propelled
through the air with the anti-gravity units I’d embedded in the suit.

At the same time, I could see behind me that Johnny Destruction was
sending out a massive fiery plume behind himself while aiming blasts at
Izzy. My suit’s sensors, though were giving signs that there might be
something hard between us and whoever Travis and Haley were fighting.
The composite between sound and radar showed a dome that didn’t appear
to be hard in all places at any given moment.

I aimed for one of the soft spots only to have it begin to harden as I
closed with it. I swerved to avoid hitting it head on only to see Johnny
Destruction shoot through as if there were only air.

Izzy hit the dome fist first, obviously expecting it to work like a
force field and shatter with the strength of her blow plus her momentum.
It didn’t. Through my HUD, I saw the spot where she hit give but turn
into a kind of tunnel through the dome, adjusting her course to slide
her out the side before she had time to adjust.

Not anyone could have done that. Gish either had Daniel’s prescience or
practiced adjusting his shield a lot.

At the same time that Izzy had tried punching the dome, I’d tried my own
experiment with punching it. As I did, I saw through my HUD that rather
than moving out of the way of my punch, the shield darkened around my
hand, becoming denser and holding it in place. I hadn’t been hovering as
I did it either.

I’d slowed down, but I was flying, held up by the anti-gravity with the
rocket pack providing momentum. The force around my hand tried to pull
me down and my gut reaction, trying to pull my arm away, pulled me
closer.

I realized it before I pulled myself into the roiling mass of
dome-shaped force, which was good. What was bad is that I was now facing
the same problem that the Cabal was when facing Daniel. I could move
tons of force, but I had nothing to push against and the suit’s rockets
weren’t as strong as the suit’s artificial muscles were. The same could
be said of the suit’s anti-gravity modules, but they at least helped.

I increased the anti-gravity, giving me a constant upward force.

Knowing that the sonics had worked against force fields on Hideaway, I
activated the sonics on my right arm, the one held in the dome. Through
the suit’s sensors, I could see that it was resonating and that some
threads of force were breaking, but that it wasn’t reacting the way a
force field with a rigid structure would—shattering.

New threads of force were forming even as the old ones fell apart. At
the same time, I felt my hand slip upward. I narrowcast sound from my
left hand, aiming at the space around my right even as the force began
to tighten again.

It hit and I felt its hold give as I gave the rockets and anti-gravity
units more power and fuel respectively. While the Cabal psychic’s hold
held long enough for the rockets to make me think I might be about to
dip into the dome of force, I adjusted and the suit’s path pointed
upward as the last bit of Gish’s hold on me broke.

I shot away, flipping around to give myself a view of the scene and
figure out what I was going to do next.

As I came around, my implant gave me a flash of what had been happening
when I was too busy to pay attention. After Johnny Destruction had shot
through the barrier, he’d aimed himself straight at Travis and Haley,
burning all the way.

With reflexes faster than any animal, they’d both jumped out of his way
as Cassie fired her gun at Insurgent, the Cabal speedster. He fell,
still caught in strands of the goo grenade that Travis had thrown at
him.

The moment Insurgent fell, dirt and grass shot upward from the ground,
making the dome impossible to see through—except that light from Johnny
Destruction’s fire shone through the cracks.

As of that moment, I’d caught up to the present and was about to tell
Izzy to use her sonic yell—except I didn’t have to. Whether she’d come
to that on her own or Daniel sensed how I’d solved my problem and passed
it on, she screamed. If my sonic weapons were a Swiss Army knife, Izzy’s
scream was more of a nuclear bomb.

My sensors showed the dome wobble and then break, dirt clods, and bits
of grass dropping to the ground. On the edge of where the dome had been,
Gish stood there, eyes wide and body tense as if he were in pain—except
then a purple blur ran through my field of vision and Gish wasn’t
anywhere to be seen.

Izzy dove toward Johnny Destruction, who had turned to aim his body and
its surrounding massive ball of flame toward Travis and Haley. They were
running toward the forest where they’d at least have a chance to avoid
him even if he did start parts of it on fire. Thanks to my implant and
suit’s sensors, I knew that he’d catch up to them before they could make
it.

I flew after him, firing my laser because it was the only thing I had
that could reach him soon enough and hoping that with Gish gone, Daniel
might be able to break into Johnny Destruction’s mind or whack him with
telekinesis.

We needed some kind of game changer now because there wouldn’t be a
later.

Travis changed course, turning to the right. I thought for a second that
he was trying to sacrificially draw Johnny Destruction after him by
splitting up. It wasn’t a bad idea, but I was only half-right. He’d
chosen a different form of self-sacrifice.

He turned right, but then completely around, jumping into the ball of
fire surrounding Johnny Destruction, claws out and aimed at the man’s
throat.

As ideas went, it was incredibly wrong. There were some that might say
it was so wrong that it was right, but on a gut level, knowing what I
did about my armor, his armor, and Johnny Destruction’s power, I would
never have done the same except in a desperate situation where it was
the only way to protect someone I cared about.

In short, the exact situation Travis was in.

His claws sliced into the armored costume protecting Johnny
Destruction’s neck, but his claws were actually claw-like as opposed to
being long knives that extended from his
body.

They couldn’t slice Johnny’s head off. They bit into the armor, pulling
chunks of it off and yanking away pieces.

Johnny Destruction’s fire aura grew and he tried to get out of Travis’
grip. I could see Johnny’s arms strain, but Travis was stronger than the
Rocket suit.

I fired the Rocket suit’s lasers as I flew, hoping that they’d punch
through before Travis’ suit lost integrity—which it would.

It was already broadcasting errors as the heat rose. I wouldn’t have
been conscious at that temperature. Travis was, partly because of the
suit, partly because even if he couldn’t regenerate at Cassie’s level,
he still had something in him fixing things.

Izzy reached them next, forcing me to stop firing the laser because even
though the shield around her body held up against it, her energy was
finite and she was using it to avoid being burned while fighting Johnny
Destruction.

Over the comm, Haley shouted, “Night Wolf, let go! She’s got him!”

I wasn’t sure that Izzy did have him, but she was closer.

Travis’ reply had the roar of a fire in the background, but he spoke in
a low rumble, “No, I’ve got him!”

He did.

Travis’ claws bit into Johnny’s neck, severing his head. In a motion
that told me how little I knew about Johnny Destruction’s biology, the
head shot out of his flaming aura with a trail of fire behind it,
landing in the middle of of the asphalt parking lot and rolling a few
times before it stopped. It didn’t move again after that.

At the same time, the aura of fire expanded, exploding in all
directions.

I’d almost made it there by then, changing course as the body began to
explode, aiming myself toward Haley who had a fast enough reaction that
she leaped for me as she saw me coming.

A wave of heat hit us, but nothing that our suits couldn’t handle.

It would have been the stuff of kids’ television shows if it weren’t for
the string of messages and medical alerts coming from Travis’ suit.
Starting with the heat messages, the messages progressed to medical
alerts, then at the moment I picked Haley up, the messages stopped.

Haley noticed at the same time I did, asking, “Travis, are you there,”
over the comm.

I had a sinking feeling in my stomach that didn’t come from the speed of
our ascent as I turned right and upward to get closer but not too close.

“Go down,” Haley shouted and I began to descend in time to see Izzy fly
out holding Travis’ body. He didn’t look alive.

His costume had been blackened as had the skin I could see from where we
were above him.

“Izzy,” Haley asked, her voice calmer than I expected, but still rising,
“is he…”

She paused, searching for a word or not wanting an answer.

In that moment, Izzy said, “I’m sorry. I don’t hear a heartbeat.”

“The medical machines back at HQ,” Haley said, “Control, call in medical
help.”

“I already did when the Rocket got hurt,” Kayla said, “They’re still
here.”

Izzy let out a breath and shook her head, “I’ll get him back there.”

We had alien medical devices back in HQ. We’d even given Haley’s second
cousin access to them and training in how to use them. I didn’t know how
miraculously far ahead of us alien technology was, but this seemed like
time to find out.

I thought about the Xiniti implant and how it had offered healing
through becoming even more invasively part of my body. I wasn’t sure I
wanted that for Travis, but something like that was the only chance for
him, I couldn’t say no on his behalf.

“Rocket,” she said and here her voice caught, “please take me back to
HQ.”

Her costume had an anti-gravity aided rocket pack, but like most of the
team, she’d opted for a smaller, lighter, and slower version.

Though I doubted that even alien tech would do any good, I aimed us
toward HQ and the forest entrance. The rest of the team could handle any
cleanup needed.

We were above the forest when the next alert came in. My spybots had
detected movement near Daniel’s parents’ house. Pictures showed four
True and a Cabal soldier exiting a van near the house.

Jaclyn said, “On it,” almost as the alert appeared and Izzy said, “I’m
almost done.”

Even though I wanted to stay with Haley, I found myself thinking of
Daniel’s family. His dad was in Chicago with the Midwest Defenders
unless something was happening. His younger brother and sister were in
high school and wouldn’t be home yet.

Only his mother and grandfather would be home. His mother’s ability to
go into people’s dreams could reach worldwide, but her only offense was
a pistol. His grandfather had been the Mentalist, but Alzheimer’s or
some disease unique to psychics clouded his mind.

They wouldn’t have a chance.

“Go,” Haley said, “I can make it from here.”

She pushed away from me, descending toward the trees. I released more
fuel into the rockets, unsure that I could make it in time even now.

As it turned out, I was right to worry because the situation evolved
before my eyes—assuming that watching through a window in my HUD counts.

The True stood in front of Daniel’s house on the sidewalk and pointed
their their rifles toward it—which was a good tactic. No one inside
could prevent them from shooting up the house.

Except then, they didn’t.

The Cabal soldier, yet another wearing a black costume with a nine on
his chest, differed from most of them in that he was unshaven and had a
mullet.

Mullet held up his hand and said something, walking toward the front
door—which still wasn’t a bad tactic in that he could kill anyone inside
and they could take care of anyone who tried to sneak out the back.

Two of them started walking toward the side of the house, probably with
that exact idea in mind.

And then the world turned topsy-turvy—not literally, figuratively.

The bots I had stationed in the back saw a figure step out of the
sliding glass door in the back and shoot upward quickly enough that to
the eyes of a normal person he’d have simply appeared floating above the
front of the house.

I say he because it wasn’t Daniel’s mom. Daniel’s grandfather had
appeared on the scene—in costume as the
Mentalist.

It was the 1980s costume. Blue all over, it had his symbol in white on
his chest, a complex design that worked “M” for Mentalist and the Star
of David into one symbol. He’d wanted the Nazis to know he was Jewish.

It didn’t fit as well these days. Tight around his belly and loose
around his chest and limbs, it hadn’t been redesigned for his current
physique. Age comes for us all eventually and it’s wiser to stay out of
fights when you’re past your prime.

I couldn’t look away from his costume. Even though Daniel shared his
grandfather’s talent for using prescience to deflect or avoid attacks,
Daniel still wore an armored costume. I knew for a fact that the
Mentalist’s costume wasn’t armored at all. My grandfather had told me so
with a certain amount of old frustration at the edges of his voice.

If I could have gone faster, I would have.

All I could do was watch in horror as the Cabal soldier jumped at
Daniel’s grandfather at what my implant calculated as more than 1000
miles per hour.

Even with prescience and telekinesis, Daniel didn’t have the strength to
stop that. I expected to see blood as Mullet punched him and Daniel’s
grandfather all but exploded.

I was half-right. I did see blood. It was the Cabal
soldier’s.

Three-quarters of the way to Daniel’s grandfather, Mullet stopped in the
air and started to become smaller. It wasn’t the kind of smaller that
you’d see in a movie version of Alice in Wonderland. It was kind you saw
in a car compactor.

Mullet played the role of the car.

Instead of steel plates, the Cabal soldier was crushed by telekinetic
force. It was also messy since cars didn’t contain blood. I’m not going
to give a full description but for a hint, be aware that I flashed back
to the time I saw a woman’s head explode on the planet Hideaway.

For the second time that day, I saw the True respond to something that
didn’t fit into their calculations. This time they did a little better.

They aimed their rifles at The Mentalist, correctly recognizing that if
they got even one shot to the right place, he’d be down.

They didn’t get that shot in.

Faster than a speeding bullet, a blur passed all four of them, knocking
each one to the ground while bending or breaking their rifles along with
their bones.

By then I was close enough to see a second blur join the first. The
second one was purple. Jaclyn stopped in front of the first blur, her
grandfather, C.

He wore one of my suits as well as some special sunglasses my
grandfather had designed for him, getting around C’s blindness. As I
landed, I noted that C wore red with a symbol on the chest. It wasn’t
his traditional color or his symbol—which was likely intentional. So far
as the world knew, C was retired and the Flash was owned by a very
litigious corporation.

I walked up to hear Jaclyn say, “I thought you and the rest of our board
were keeping out of our fights because getting involved might kill us
all.”

In his deep voice, C said, “There are exceptions. This is one of them.”

He let out a breath, “I know what happened today. If we could have
helped without ruining everything, we would have.”

Jaclyn shook her head, “I’m not criticizing you. We were told why you’re
doing it. I’m sure you did everything you could.”

C put his hand on her shoulder, “Not enough. Especially on a day like
this, I wonder if we could have done more. I never wanted this for any
of you.”

He hugged his granddaughter and looked over at me, “Tell Night Cat that
I’m sorry.”

I said, “I will.”

Daniel’s grandfather landed next to me, “Tell her for me as well. May
his memory be a blessing, but I wish Night Wolf could be more than a
memory. I wish we had better choices to offer all of you.”

As he talked, I felt my connection to Daniel strengthen and then he
landed next to us along with Izzy.

I felt his shock and a flicker of hope as he asked, “Are you back to
normal? Were you faking it?”

Daniel’s grandfather shook his head, “I wish that were true. What you’re
seeing isn’t Alzheimer’s. It’s the result of overuse of my powers. You
might even call it the growth of my prescience without a growth in my
ability to stay grounded in the world around me.”

He stopped, looking from Izzy and Daniel to C, Jaclyn and me, “I can
pull it together for meetings, but not for too long.”

C nodded, “We can’t talk too much about that. Not here.”

The Mentalist smiled, “I know, but I also know that there’s no one
listening now that I wouldn’t want to hear it. Right now, I need to let
the Mystic know that I’m not living a life of constant confusion. I’m
paying attention to other things, not all of them in this time. I can
chase down possibilities and even alter things a little.

“What I’m trying to say is that it’s not perfect, but there are
compensations. I will grow enough, given time, that I’ll be able to
control my consciousness and not let it pull me where it will. I’m still
getting stronger. You’ll find that you don’t stop. I couldn’t have
destroyed that man that easily even ten years ago.”

He looked up at Daniel, the two of them a study in contrasts. The
Mentalist was old, wrinkled, bald and five inches shorter than Daniel.
Daniel was in his early 20s, tall, dark-haired, and while no
bodybuilder, in good shape for any age.

Daniel didn’t say anything at first. I felt a swirl of emotions from
him—disappointment, surprise, relief, love, and more. When he did speak,
he said, “I hope you figure out how to pull yourself back longer. I’d
like to have you back. We all would.”

Daniel’s mom stepped out of the front door, automatic pistol pointed
down at the ground, but otherwise passing for a 40-something suburban
mom. Dark-haired with olive skin, she wore jeans and a magenta blouse.

With a glance toward her, the Mentalist said, “I know, but it won’t be
tomorrow. I’ll do what I can, but while I am here, I want you to know
that I’m proud of you, all of you. Your team deserves to inherit our
name and reputation even if you don’t feel like it sometimes.

“Also,” he stopped to look at Izzy where she stood next to Daniel, “the
two of you are good together and in the future, at least in the most
likely ones. I’ve seen them.”

From their house’s front porch, Daniel’s mom cleared her throat.

The Mentalist glanced over at her and nodded, “That’s my hint that I
won’t be able to keep this up forever. She’s right. Before I go, I need
to tell the Rocket something.”

He met my eyes and I felt a mental connection between the two of us. It
didn’t feel the same as my connection to Daniel. For lack of a better
word, it felt wider. Along with it came a hint of the kind of connection
I felt while in contact with Kee.

None of the defenses that Daniel created in my head responded at all.

Before I could ask about that, Daniel’s grandfather said aloud, “After
you fought the Cabal, you and I happened to talk. I was putting away the
dishes, but I told you to something about a device and I told you to
destroy it. I’m sure you thought I meant the power impregnator at the
time.”

I nodded, “It seemed the most likely possibility then, but I wasn’t
sure. It didn’t fit exactly. Even by then, I knew that there were
probably more devices along those lines than just one.”

I didn’t say it aloud, but I could think of another device that he might
have meant and we were already chasing it. Despite talking to one of
Magnus’ former friends, we still didn’t know exactly where it was.

The Mentalist smiled, “I wasn’t all there at the time, but you’re on the
right track anyway. Keep on looking. You’ll have opportunities to find
it and you may have the power to use it. I think you’ll find it calling
to you when you get close enough, but don’t forget that you’re not the
only one with that potential. Even though there aren’t many who can say
the same, the number of them that I’d trust is even smaller.”

The telepathic connection between us ended and he said, “I have to go.”

He stepped forward to hug Daniel and Daniel hugged him back. I felt a
flash of happiness and loss mingled together as Daniel let go and his
grandfather floated upward, hovering above the house for a few seconds
before he disappeared.

Viewing through the eyes of my spybots, I knew that he’d floated down
the back of the house and in through the sliding glass door. From the
front, though, whether through the speed of his flight or some kind of
telepathic manipulation, I only saw him disappear.

It was so smooth.





Simple Choices


        When I got back to HQ, it was too full.

My parents were there. Haley’s parents were there. Haley’s second
cousins were there, both of them doctors and both of them trying to use
the alien medical tech to save Travis’ life.

If that weren’t enough, most of the team was there. By the time you got
out of work for two or three fights plus helping Kayla handle law
enforcement’s questions, it wasn’t worth going back to whatever you’d
been doing.

And besides, Travis was there.

Haley and his parents stood back from the oval capsule where they’d
placed Travis’ body. Both doctors stood next to the bulbous alien
machine talking to each other in low tones.

If I hadn’t already known they were brothers, I might have guessed it
from their shared thin features, olive skin, and male-pattern baldness.
That they’d both chosen to wear white lab coats wasn’t a feature of
shared heredity, but it completed the look.

They weren’t twins, but they might as well have been.

My mom had walked up to Haley’s family as I walked into the main room,
having left the Rocket suit in the lab and wearing only the stealth suit
transformed into a t-shirt and jeans.

I might have expected Dad to be standing with Haley’s parents too, but
he was sitting on one of the couches we’d placed together with easy
chairs in a kind of lounge area. It was next to the kitchen and the
locker rooms, creating a spot that felt less like work than the rest of
HQ.

He nodded at me, but didn’t wave me over.

So far as I could tell, he didn’t want to talk and I could respect that.
He’d just learned that I was the Rocket and if he hadn’t figured out
that Rachel was Ghost and that Mom’s parents were the original Rocket
and Ghostwoman, he would soon.

Plus, he’d talked about the problems with young adults becoming
superheroes and the damage it caused them for years. Now he’d learned
that his kids had been superheroes for all that time. It would be a lot
to process.

It wasn’t impossible that part of his opposition came from the
combination of the mental block that the Mentalist left in his head in
combination with whatever he did absorb of the activities of all the
superheroes around him.

I didn’t want to push him.

I nodded back and watched for any other signs that he wanted to talk. He
sunk into the couch, staring downward at the wooden coffee table which,
like most of the lounge area’s furniture, came from IKEA. It was easier
to sneak furniture that came in pieces into my house than have fully
assembled furniture delivered to a secret superhero base.

The upshot of this? I left my dad sitting on cheap furniture designed by
the descendants of Vikings as I walked toward Haley’s family and my mom.

As I walked closer, both Dr. D’Onofrios had walked out from behind the
machine, leaving Travis’ unmoving body in the oval capsule. I didn’t
need to have superhearing to guess what they were telling Haley’s
parents.

Haley’s mom leaned into Haley’s dad’s chest, sobbing. Her father held
his wife but stared at the capsule which one of the doctors walked back
and opened.

Haley and her parents, her father’s arm on her mother’s shoulders, all
walked forward.

The machine hadn’t brought him back to life, but it had made an
open-casket funeral an option. Despite that, the body didn’t quite look
like the man it had been.

Travis had confidence and intensity when he talked—honestly when he did
anything. I remembered how I’d been nervous to ask Haley out because of
him, how he’d pushed us to become more professional as a team, and the
time that he’d come out in my defense when Sean had been about to throw
a hotel’s pop machine at me.

Travis hadn’t liked Sean when Haley was dating him. I’d never asked if
Travis had come to a higher opinion of Sean later.

His face had a slack jaw and a vacant look. His skin, likely thanks to
the process of regrowing it, had a reddish tinge that he hadn’t in life.

I passed my mom, who stared at the body with a hard-to-read expression
and a glimmer in her eye that might have been a tear. She glanced at me
as I stopped next to Haley.

Unsure of what to say, I decided not to ask her how she was doing. The
answer seemed obvious. She hadn’t broken down in tears, but she had
reached out to take Travis’ hand.

She probably wasn’t doing well. I decided that the best thing I could do
was wait for her to talk. She did turn to look at me when I stood next
to her. Her smile didn’t last long enough for me to feel confident that
I’d seen it, but she did step close enough that she brushed against me.

We stood there together next to Travis’ body and said nothing. How long
we would have stayed, I never found out. My comm interrupted us,
receiving a text that I took through my implant.

It was a message from Kayla saying, “Adam called to say he’s coming. He
wants your answer.”

In the far corner of the room, a human figure emerged from the shadows.
Adam was here.

Adam walked across HQ’s main room like a man who knew where he was
going. To be fair, except for being large enough to hold a regulation
basketball court plus an audience, the room was basically a big square.

Anybody would know that all they had to do was cross the room diagonally
and that we were on the middle left.

I’m not trying to say that he had the necessary confidence to cross a
big room, though. He had that kind of confidence anywhere. It led to
some questionable choices. Even ignoring the dragon and fairy invasion
he’d unleashed on our school, there was the time he’d thought the mob
had killed his girlfriend and he snuck into mobsters’ houses and killed
their leaders until the FBI stopped him.

He wasn’t even right that his girlfriend had died. Nicole showed up at
Stapledon after he disappeared. She seemed nice.

And here he was in my team’s base without even asking permission. Given
his alliances with the worst sort of fairies, I would have expected that
he’d already hit the point where invitations to enter buildings owned by
mortals were required.

To my eyes, he didn’t look unusual in any way. In fact, he looked like a
normal person. He wasn’t even wearing a costume. He wore beige slacks
and a blue, satiny shirt that might have been a little extra, but it was
typical for him. More to the point, he wasn’t wearing the sort of
Renaissance festival-style clothing that you might expect out of someone
who escaped into Faerie—which I was pretty sure he had.

Spotting Haley and me, he nodded and smiled at the two of us when he was
halfway across the room.

Haley let go of Travis’ hand, looked up at me, and began to walk around
the capsule. I followed her.

Her dad saw us beginning to leave and asked, “Who is that?”

Haley turned around and said, “Don’t worry about him, Dad. It’s Heroes’
League business, but it shouldn’t take long.”

He looked at her and then over at Adam, “I don’t like the look of him.”

In a quieter voice, she said, “Dad, not now.”

Looking away from her dad, I turned back toward Adam, wondering what
exactly he was responding to. Between Adam’s strong jaw, full lips, and
grey eyes, he had the feel of a male lead in a romance novel—the kind
the heroine is tempted by but doesn’t end up with.

I’d like to think that I looked like a safer bet to her dad, but I
wasn’t sure that he thought I was good enough for Haley either. To be
fair, after her experience with Sean and the police investigation that
followed her poisoning him, I could imagine that the whole family would
be paranoid.

We walked away from them, meeting up with Adam in the middle of the
room. He said, “I’m sorry to come at a time like this, but I know
something that you need to hear.”

Haley’s lip curled, “What?”

Adam blinked, possibly surprised by her directness, but he answered
anyway, “Major Justice and his crew are calling in favors and generally
contacting anyone they can to organize against you. They may not be at
the top of the heap, but they know a lot of people. In your shoes, I’d
be worried. They don’t know everything that happened today, but when
they do, it’ll be fodder for the story they’re trying to tell—that
you’re out of control and crazy with power, that you won’t be restrained
by anything.”

Haley looked up at him, “We know that. They’ve been telling us that
they’ll do that for the last few days.”

Adam looked at each of us and said, “Unless their plans change, they’ll
be coming today. Even if they don’t come today, it’s not good news for
you. It means that they pulled someone in who’s worth waiting a day or
two for.”

I nodded, “We more or less knew that too.”

Stephanie had said as much when they called. She’d even known that Major
Justice had called in Bullet and the Coffeeshop Illuminati. Despite the
goofiness of the name, the group had massive funding in combination with
the more powerful descendants of established superhero families.

That would open up connections to teams that might not normally join up
against the Heroes’ League. Sure, they might respect our grandparents,
but would that translate into not helping their kids fight us? I doubted
it.

Adam raised an eyebrow, “Seriously? You’re doing better at intelligence
gathering than I’d have expected. It makes me think you took my warning
to heart. Did you think about my offer of an alliance? As you should
have guessed, that’s the other reason I’m here.”

He looked off to our side and I followed his gaze. Cassie and Amy were
walking toward us, both still in costume. Grunion, my family’s cat,
trailed after Amy.

“I know you all have to be okay with it, but look, I think you know what
we’re facing—the Nine, the Dominators, and whatever else hides under
their umbrella. You’re not going to be able to take them on by yourself.
Neither am I, but if we work together, I’ll have allies I know aren’t
the Nine’s dupes and you’ll have an army of fairies gathering
intelligence and providing extra muscle where you need it.

“I know you’re strong, but the Nine just attacked your families. You
can’t be everywhere at once and you can’t match the Nine one on one.
With me, you can.”

I looked over at Haley. We were going to have to talk about this among
ourselves and not just the two of us either—the whole team.

Of course, we had almost the entire team here already with the exception
of Daniel, Jaclyn, Izzy, and Marcus. They were still out handling the
police at Daniel’s house, or in Marcus’ case, traveling back from the
fight at the factory.

It wouldn’t be that long and we’d have everybody whether we wanted them
or not.

Amy and Cassie arrived just as Adam stopped talking. Grunion didn’t come
too close. The cat stopped next to a trophy case and jumped up on top of
it, sitting there and beginning to lick his nether regions.

Amy glanced back at the cat and shook her head.

Cassie’s costume changed into jeans and a hoodie as she stopped next to
Haley, “Adam, it’s been a while. The last time we talked you’d made an
alliance with a dragon that was supposed to help you somehow, but in the
end all it managed to do was create a big mess that we had to clean up.
I spent some of it fighting my own team, but I think you’d left by then.
Courtney was supposed to take the fall for you, right? The dragon made
her take your form.”

Adam’s face tightened and then relaxed. He took a breath, “Look, I know
that was a mistake and I’m sure I’ll be paying for it for a long time. I
know that now, but even then I was sure of what you yourself know. The
Nine have infiltrated superhero teams all over the world along with the
world’s governments. I didn’t go about what I was doing in a way that
made it obvious that the Nine and I are different, but we are. If we let
the Nine win, we’re setting up the world for a kind of quiet corruption
that will destroy the world’s institutions from within.”

“We’re aware,” Cassie said. “We’ve been fighting them for a while now.
I’m not saying that you’re wrong. I’m saying that we already trusted you
once and it sucked. I’m also saying that you haven’t shown a lot of good
judgement in the kind of people, fairies, or whatever you make deals
with.

“The way I heard it, you started out being champions of some good
fairies. Then after you murdered those mobsters, you signed up with
fairies that aren’t as good. And that’s when you brought in the dragon
and his army to the school. Then in DC you showed up with fairy stuff
that looked a lot meaner than I’ve seen you with before. They way I see
it, you had to sign away something for that kind of upgrade. Who is it
now? Someone even nastier than the dragon and what do they want out of
you?”

As she talked, Amy watched, sometimes nodding. As Cassie stopped, Amy
added, “You know, I thought I might have to correct you about fairies
somewhere in there, but that was exactly right.”

Cassie glanced over at her, “I’m glad our magical princess approves.”

Then she shrugged, adding, “I took Supernatural Threats 101 after the
fairy invasion.”

Amy smirked, asking, “With Reliquary?”

Cassie nodded and Amy continued, “He knows a lot. Anyway, Fairies make
deals, and Adam, you’re not as good at it as they are. What did you
promise this time and who did you promise it to?”

Adam took a long breath before he spoke, “I’m not saying I haven’t made
mistakes, but I’ve got more experience with fairies than you.”

“Doubt it,” Amy said, using her original accent. I’d never been able to
place it. It held hints of British, Irish, and more.

He gave her a look, but continued, “I’m not going to argue, but you
don’t have that exactly right. The first fairy council I worked with
asked for nothing more than that I be their champion. I failed them and
they cut me off, but I don’t owe them anything. I did become the
champion of a second fairy council, and yes I made promises, but they
aren’t controlling me. I’m my own person. The dragon wasn’t part of that
and what I did in DC wasn’t because I made more promises. That was the
fey fulfilling promises that they’d made to me.”

Amy crossed her arms over her chest, “I’d like details. I doubt that you
have a contract, but if you can remember the exact words of their
promises, I’ll know if I can trust you.”

Much as he had since Cassie and Amy showed up, Adam didn’t seem to know
what to say. He opened his mouth, stopped, and opened it again, failing
to make any noise.

He did manage to say, “Give me a second, I’ll try to remember the exact
words. It’s not how I normally talk.”

Taking a breath, he looked at us and then past us. His eyes widened and
I heard footsteps coming from behind me. I turned to look, remembering
something I hadn’t thought about in a while.

My Dad had been his therapist and now Dad was walking toward us.

I wasn’t the only person who noticed. Adam stopped what he’d been doing
and his eyes widened.

If that surprised him, he recovered quickly, “Dr. Klein! I didn’t expect
to see you. I knew you were Nick’s father. I just didn’t think you’d be
here.”

He gave a quick smile, “It’s a little weird to have different pieces of
my life crossing like this.”

Dad glanced over at me. I had a hard time classifying his expression.
Sadness? Melancholy? I don’t know, but his brief smile covered over some
hidden emotion—probably more than one.

Dad said, “You’re not the only one. I’ve had a strange day. It’s been a
long time since we last saw each other. I hope you’ve been doing well.
Circumstances made it impossible for Nick to keep me updated. I didn’t
even know you knew each other.”

Adam pursed his lips, possibly uncomfortable, possibly deciding what he
could say or what he wanted to say.

Dad hadn’t ever explained it in detail, but there are rules for what
therapists can say about their clients—which basically amount to
nothing. I remember Dad avoiding shops where former and current clients
worked just to avoid the complications of dual relationships.

When there was no choice, he kept it polite, positive, and vague, much
like he was doing now.

“Superhero stuff,” Adam said, nodding. “It does get weird even when
you’re on the edge of it. My parents still don’t know. It makes it
easier. I’ve made sure that they’re being watched over to keep them out
of it.”

Dad nodded as Adam finished, “I’m sure that’s a challenge. People have
done their best to keep me out of it and safe, but it’s an unpredictable
world.”

Taking a breath, Dad didn’t say anything for a moment, but added, “This
isn’t my place and I don’t know enough about anything going on to tell
you what to do, but please be careful. Be careful of yourself, but also
of the lives of my son and his friends. They’ve already lost one of
their own today.”

He stopped and said, “I’ll let you go.”

Then he walked away to stand with Mom and Haley’s parents, all of whom
were still standing next to the capsule where Travis lay dead.

I wasn’t sure what to think. It had a little of the feel of your parents
coming into the room when you’re not sure if you want to explain what
you’re planning to do, but worse. Except for what the block
covered—superheroes and anything related to it, I’d never lied to him
about anything for years at a time.

He’d never come home to find dead supervillains in and around the house
either.

When I thought about things that had gotten me yelled at as a kid, none
of them held a candle to breaking down the front door or fighting in the
basement. To be fair, I hadn’t killed Number Eight. Mom had. I could
only wonder if they’d had that conversation.

Haley watched my father go and then turned back to Adam, “We can’t talk
about this right now. Nick and I can’t make this decision for the rest
of the team. We have to talk it through. Give us an hour. We can make a
decision by then.”

Adam’s mouth tightened and I thought he might argue, but then he looked
over at my dad and said, “I can wait for an hour. Just be aware that
Major Justice might not.”

Then he stepped backward into shadow, disappearing.

Amy stepped in front of Haley and I. Cassie stepped into the group after
her.

Taking a quick look back to where Adam had been, Amy said, “I got a good
look at how he did it this time. He’s using magic, but it’s not a spell.
He’s tapping a bigger power. I don’t know how big, but not the
biggest—not one of the fairy queens, not a dragon. It feels like a
combination of smaller powers combined in one. If I had to guess, it’s
not from the nicer end of Faerie.

“That’s consistent with what we know of his history,” I said.

Cassie shook her head, “It’s exactly what we already knew about him. He
makes bad deals with fairies. We can’t trust him or whoever’s holding
the end of his leash.”

Haley let out a breath, “We might need him. We don’t know exactly who
Major Justice is bringing in. We know he’s got Bullet and the Coffeeshop
Illuminati. That means that we’ll be fighting people from school, people
whose parents are also superheroes, and fighting on some of the
country’s big teams. They’ll either be mind-controlled or mislead, but
we don’t want to kill them. An army of fairies might make a difference.”

Cassie scowled, “Don’t tell me you’re really considering this.”

Haley’s lip quivered, “I don’t want to lose. Losing is like this, but
more of us die.”

“I don’t like the idea either,” Amy looked from Haley to Cassie. “The
last time we trusted Adam, I got punched by Izzy. The only reason I
survived was that I’d absorbed part of one of the Cabal students.”

Cassie nodded, but Amy didn’t stop.

“But I think we need to consider it. The past Bloodmaidens would rather
trust fairies than what they’ve seen of Major Justice so far.”

“I think we may have to,” I said. “I don’t like the idea either, but I
feel like having us on the front lines at all times might not be a good
idea. We could use help even if it’s Adam’s help.”

Cassie looked over at the medical capsule and then back to us, “I know
what you’re thinking. We just lost Travis and you and I both know that
there’s something out there that can kill any of us—even me. I’m not
sure this is the time to make this decision. I think we might find it
too easy to say yes right now even though you know what Adam’s
like.”

Letting out a sigh, Haley said, “I know, but I don’t know what else we
can do. We need help and we need it to someone we know the Nine haven’t
infiltrated. We can call other heroes and we won’t know who they’re
really working for. They might not even know. You know what happened
with Bullet.”

We’d talked through what happened to Bullet. We’d seen the woman who’d
manipulated him die only days ago—not to mention my cousin Ana who’d
been manipulated into fighting us.

Cassie nodded, “Point, but just because Adam says he’s against the Nine,
he might not be. I mean, think about it. If the Nine had him in their
pocket, he’d be a helluva recruiting tool. You want to make inroads into
the Nine’s opponents? Take over him.”

That didn’t quite work for me. Almost no one would work with him now
that he was on the run. The only people that might would be people like
us, people who’d lucked into being hard for the Nine to crack. I’d
happened to invent a defense against Julie that worked against the
Dominators’ voice powers because Julie was a potential Dominator.

It didn’t seem likely that the Nine had seen far enough ahead to set
Adam up as a potential lure. On the other hand, the Nine had access to
the True now. The True might be capable enough to foresee an opportunity
to recruit Adam within the past month. After our attack on the Nine’s
suit manufacturing facilities, they’d be motivated to take us out.

Amy listened to Cassie with crossed arms and a raised eyebrow, finally
responding when Cassie stopped, “The fey wouldn’t let their champion be
mind-controlled by the Nine. It wouldn’t be an act of charity either.
I’m sure they want to make sure that if anyone mind-controls him it’s
them.”

By then a crowd had begun to gather. Vaughn, Marcus, Jaclyn and Jaclyn’s
dog, Tiger had walked up. Tiger sniffed the ground where Adam had stood,
following his path across the room to where Adam had first stepped out
of shadow.

Around then, Daniel and Izzy walked in, followed by Chris and that
wasn’t all. Sydney, Sean’s sister along with her former Justice Fist
teammates Camille and Julie. Tara and Kayla had been in HQ all the time
and joined the group.

If that weren’t enough, Kals and Katuk came in with the rest.

We didn’t get to talking about Adam immediately. Daniel, Izzy, Jaclyn,
and Marcus all stopped on the way to talk to Travis’ parents. After a
time, we all migrated to the table in front of the giant TV screen and
walked through what happened and what Adam was offering—which meant a
detour back into talking about the fairy invasion he’d caused during a
Stapledon training summer along with the creepy and effective assistance
he’d given us during the fight in DC when we’d captured/rescued the
Master Martian from being killed by the Nine.

It seemed forever ago.

Then we rehashed the arguments for and against that Cassie, Amy, Haley,
and I had come up with.

That took us a little over 40 minutes of the hour we’d promised. Near
the end, Vaughn held up his hands, “Look, we should just do it. Adam and
his fairies are our best shot at finding allies that we know aren’t
controlled by the Nine. If we’re worried about him, we should have
Daniel look through his brain.”

Daniel shook his head, “It’s not that simple. If the Dominators worked
him over, they might use multiple forms of mind control—someone with
voice powers to set up triggers and commands followed by a telepath to
wipe any memory they might have of who gave them the commands. My dad
brought me in on a few of those. Even after he showed me what to look
for, I could barely tell.”

Standing up from the chair she’d sat in, Kals looked over the group and
said, “Between the two of us, we should be able to find influence from
Motivator abilities.”

Through our unintentional connection, I felt Daniel’s mind searching
through an infinity of probabilities. I felt the same way I felt staring
at the night sky or looking out the windows of our jet while in space.

He let out a sigh, “It’s not guaranteed, but I think she’s right. It’s
our best chance to find out if he’s been influenced and a good tactic in
general. Don’t count on it to work every single time. Our chance of
being betrayed by someone we thought was safe while fighting the Nine is
nearly 100 percent. I checked.”

The discussion went on after that, but no one said anything new. In the
end, we took a vote with almost everyone voting yes to working with him.

Cassie spoke for everyone, though, when she said, “Alright, it looks
like we’ll be working with him, but we don’t have to trust him. He’s got
to pass Daniel’s and Kals’ testing. Plus, if Amy scans him with magic
and finds something unexpected, we still ditch him.”

“That’s a good idea,” Daniel said, nodding. “The Dominators have wizards
and vampires working with them too. It’s common for them to use multiple
methods on their more important thralls. It makes for an unpleasant
surprise when you think you’ve cleared out everything and you’re wrong.”

Kals looked over at him, “This is a hell world. We’d never look for
something like that.”

Now back to her normal body, Amy said, “A hell world? Don’t you have
magic wherever you’re from?”

“Most people don’t know for sure that we have magic here,” I said. “They
assume it’s just superpowers.”

Shrugging, Kals said, “I don’t know. The Human Ascendancy isn’t much
more than a giant prison colony ruled by a dictatorship. I was told all
my life that there was no magic just like there was no rebellion. After
my mom and dad joined the rebellion, we heard stories about magic, but
we never met anyone like you.”

For a second, it looked as if the meeting would devolve into a
discussion about magic in space. My implant had already delivered a
history of the Xiniti’s experience with magic since expanding outward
from their homeworld and joining the fight against the Abominators.

From the topic headings alone, I knew that it looked interesting and
that I didn’t have time to go into it.

I never got the chance. Kayla’s workstation started beeping. She stepped
away from the table to walk over to the cubicle that acted as the
League’s command center.

When she got there, she turned back to look at the rest of us, saying,
“I think you’re going to want to see this,” and throwing the call to the
twenty foot tall screen in front of us.

A fist appeared in the middle of the screen, the hand pointed upward at
the end of a muscular arm. I knew that logo. The whole group did. I
could tell from the audible groans.

To be fair to everyone in Justice Fist, it wasn’t the original logo.
That one had been designed by a guy in Hardwick Industries’ marketing
department on request from the then CEO and current prison inmate,
Vaughn’s Uncle Russ.

I couldn’t say how, but this one looked better, cleaner, the design of
the hand simpler. Access to a better logo designer must have come along
with their deal with Future-men Capital, one of the biggest venture
capitalist firms investing in superhero
groups.

Justice Fist’s logo disappeared and Sean’s face appeared on the screen.
If the background behind him was real or even if it wasn’t, Future-men
hired the best for their investments.

Sean dominated the foreground of the screen—with curly blond hair, a
lanky, muscular body, and a face that I’d heard high school classmates
giggling over, he looked the part of superhero. The background, though,
was where the money went. It showed the city
skyline.

If it was real, they owned a tall building near downtown with a window
that framed the skyline perfectly. If it weren’t, their graphic design
team had a great eye. Between the skyline, the window behind Sean, and
the silver and white of the office, the visuals told the viewers that
this team was new, modern, and in the middle of everything.

Our visuals would have told the viewer that we had a bunker
somewhere—not that they could see us. With most of us out of costume, we
were only showing the Heroes’ League logo.

Without taking a breath, Sean started talking, “I heard you guys got
attacked and I saw where. I didn’t think they’d go after you at
home—your parents’ homes. That’s crazy. You guys kept that separate from
your superhero identity and you guys were the ones that were good at
it…”

He stopped, shaking his head, and then added, “We just thought you
should know that we’re behind you. You want our help, we’ll be there.”

I didn’t know what everybody else was thinking, but the biggest thing on
my mind as he talked was that he didn’t know that Travis was dead and I
wasn’t sure that I wanted to bring it up right now. In fact I was pretty
sure I didn’t.

Vaughn spoke up, “Hey, thanks. Almost all of us are here. We’re in the
middle of planning a response. Don’t be surprised if we call you in when
we figure out what we’re going to do.”

Sean’s mouth dropped, “Right. Of course you’re making a plan. Call me
once you’ve got something. We’re with you.”

Less than a minute later, the call was over. It was nice that he thought
to call, but he’d told me that there was a connection between
Future-men, Magnus, and the Nine.

We couldn’t assume that he was still acting out of his own free will.

Well, at least the call was over. It wasn’t as if I hated Sean at this
point, but I didn’t love unpredictability and if Sean had been turned by
the Dominators, it would definitely be a surprise.

On the other hand, if they turned him and asked about me, they’d know
our history. If they knew that, they’d know that he’s not someone I’d
trust without question, making him a bad choice for betrayal. Still, if
they could get him and couldn’t get anyone closer, they’d use him.

The screen went blank and Haley and I looked at each
other.

I said, “I still don’t know what to make of him.”

Haley shook her head, “I don’t either.”

From further down the table, and sitting next to Marcus which was an
interesting development, Sydney looked over at us. Blond and light
skinned like her brother, her mouth twisted, “I know, but at least he’s
on your side now.”

“That’s better,” Haley met Sydney’s eyes. “It’s better than it used to
be. Travis used to hate him. I think he moved up to disliking him. I’m
still not sure what I feel.”

Haley swallowed and became quiet.

“I know,” Sydney glanced across the room toward the medical equipment
and Haley’s parents. “I still feel bad about how my dad got the police
involved after everything ended. ”

Camille nodded, her resemblance to her half-sister obvious as they sat
next to each other despite her black hair and darker skin, “I didn’t
hear anything about that until we were in Justice Fist. I barely
believed it.”

My dad cleared his throat and I turned around to find him standing next
to the table with not only my mom, but also Haley’s dad. Her mom was
still talking to one of the two Drs. D’Onofrio, possibly about what to
do with Travis’ body. If she was lucky, maybe they’d moved on to other
things.

Dad looked over the table. We were all in street clothes by then, so
that might have made it a little less weird—just a group of 20
somethings sitting in a giant underground bunker with a dog the size of
a horse.

“It’s not my place to butt in, but was that the same Sean that you
fought in high school?”

“Ben,” Mom began in a low voice.

I replied, “Yes,” and wondered where this was about to go.

“His father threatened me with a lawsuit after the fight. I wanted to
punch the man myself, but never mind. You know that I was Adam’s
therapist. I don’t think I ever told you, but it sounds like he did.”

I nodded, “He mentioned it.”

Dad took a breath, “I can’t tell you what I talked about with him, but
if you know his history, you can guess and I’m sure some of your guesses
will be good.

“I know what he went through because the government supported and
encouraged him to become involved in fighting organized crime. I don’t
want that for you. I want to tell you not to become involved with him at
all, but I also know that this is your decision. It’s not mine. I don’t
know all the problems you face.”

Mom squeezed Dad’s hand, but then added, “Do what you have to do to
survive.”

Dad looked at her as if he wanted to add something, but then nodded.
Maybe he would have said more, but then Haley’s dad started talking to
me, “You fought Sean? When was this?”

In a low voice, Haley said, “Dad…”

“Years ago,” I said. “My senior year of high school. Haley’s junior
year.”

“Nick won,” Cassie said, “and not just against Sean. Jody and Dayton
were there too.”

Vaughn grinned, “This was before they got powers.”

Mr. McAllister said, “Good. I never liked that guy. Dayton wasn’t bad,
but Jody was a dick. What’s wrong with that kid?”

Then, looking over at Sydney, he added, “I never had a problem with you,
though. You’re a good kid and a good friend.”

A little louder then, Haley said, “Dad, we’re in the middle of
something.”

Mr. McAllister nodded and drew a breath. Normally, he reminded me of
Travis even if he was almost a foot shorter. Now, though, he seemed much
smaller, “I know. You’re trying to stay alive. Like Dr. Klein said, it’s
not my place to step in and tell you what to do, but I’m going to give
you some advice. Don’t trust Sean and don’t trust the shadowy guy
either. You may have to work with them, right now, but expect betrayal.
Watch them. Stay alive.”

Looking up at her father, Haley said, “We’re going to be careful. We
want to stay alive just as much as you want us to.”

He turned to me, “Take care of her.”

Haley frowned, but I said, “I will,” knowing what was behind his words.

Her father smiled and backed away from the table, turning to walk back
to his wife.

As his feet hit the concrete floor, my Dad said, “Please take care of
each other, all of you.”

Mom touched my shoulder and said, “Good luck,” and then she walked away
with my dad, following Mr. McAllister.

A more negative part of me noted that one of the Block’s good points was
that our parents didn’t know enough either to worry or feel the need to
give advice.

Another part of my brain was concentrating more on Amy’s voice as she
said, “He’s here.”

As she said it, Adam stepped out of the shadows near the corner of the
room.

Making a mental note to ask Amy if we could do something about him
teleporting into HQ whenever he wanted, I stood up. I wasn’t the only
one. Jaclyn, Haley, and Izzy had beaten me to it. Izzy was already in
the air, hovering above her seat.

Tiger hadn’t done much when Adam first appeared in HQ, but this time,
he’d made it to his feet and was already walking around the table.

He wasn’t growling, but watched as Adam walked toward the group,
sometimes glancing over at Jaclyn as if wondering what she wanted him to
do.

Jaclyn held out her palm and the dog didn’t go any further forward until
she did. She only walked a few steps, joining Haley and I as we stepped
away from the table and stood there. Seconds later, the entire group had
left their seats to stand next to us.

He’d seen the group before, most of us anyway. Kayla and Chris hadn’t
gone to Stapledon weekends, so there was no way he’d know them. Aside
from them, Kals and Katuk grew up on other planets. Adam’s eyes did
linger on them a moment longer than the rest of us.

Looking from one side of the group to another, he said, “Wow. You got
the whole group together for this. That makes me feel important. Since
you’re all in street clothes, I’m going to guess that you’re not here to
fight me, right?”

He smiled, but he didn’t stop glancing around the group. People in
Stapledon knew that I made costumes that changed form.

Vaughn grinned at him, “Not unless you want to. We do have a question or
two that we want answered before we go through with this.”

Adam met Vaughn’s eyes and said to the group, “Questions make sense. I
expected a few. Before we start, I’ve got one of my own, though. Where
did you get that dog? I’ve never seen anything like that.”

Aside from being the size of a horse, Tiger’s curly, orange, black, and
white, striped fur didn’t match any dog breed from Earth.

Jaclyn shook her head, “He’s my dog and I’m not going to say how we got
him. It’s private.”

Adam looked at Jaclyn and then over to the dog. Tiger eyes followed
Adam’s movement as he got closer, showing the same kind of intense
interest that an ordinary dog might show a squirrel.

With big dogs, that can lead to a dead squirrel.

Adam seemed to understand that. He looked at the dog again, asking, “Is
he okay?”

“He’s fine,” Jaclyn said, reaching out to stroke the dog’s side. “He
very smart, very big, and very interested in you right now, but don’t
worry, he also listens.”

Daniel stepped out from the crowd. Kals followed him with Katuk managing
to stay a little bit ahead of her at all times. His grey skin and large,
black eyes even more obvious now that he’d left the group.

Adam stared, finally recognizing what Katuk was, “You’ve got a Xiniti on
your team? When did that happen?”

“We don’t,” Daniel stopped in front of Adam. “He and his friend are just
visiting, but, his friend is the one who needs to ask the questions. If
we’re going to trust you to help us fight the Nine, we need to know that
you’re not one of their puppets. She’ll ask questions. I’ll read your
mind as you respond. If you’ve got one of Nick’s buzzers that block
sound based powers, you’ll want to turn it off for now. I’ll know if you
don’t.”

Adam froze. He looked at Kals and then over at Julie who stood in next
to Camille and Sydney in the main group of us.

Pointing at Kals, he said, “She’s got voice powers. I know you’ve got
Julie. What’s going on here? Who is she?”

Bits of shadow moved around him. I didn’t know whether that meant he was
going to fight or disappear, but neither one would make our lives
better.

Kals spoke first, “I’m from the Human Ascendancy. I don’t know if you’re
aware that the Dominators are the ruling class of the humans that the
Abominators modified, but they are. I was raised to be one of them, but
my family broke away. The Dominators here have turned into their own
organization. They still use our methods and skills.

“I can test to see if they have any hooks in you.”

Adam looked over at me, “You don’t need to test me for this. I’ve kept a
buzzer on me at all times for more than five years now.”

Kals shook her head, “That doesn’t mean anything. You know who made the
first devices like your buzzers? We did. We needed a way to prevent
other motivators from modifying our servants.”

“Motivators?” Adam raised an eyebrow.

“Dominators by another name,” I said. “You can trust her, but you,” I
told Kals, “kind of sound like a supervillain right now.”

“Sorry,” she shrugged. “You might say I went to school for it. Now I’m
using my training for good.”

Looking toward Haley and me, he said, “This is the only way you’ll trust
me? Because I’ve been trying to avoid handing my brain over to a
Dominator for years.”

From my left, Cassie said, “Yes. We know we can trust her. We don’t know
we can trust you.”

“Fine, then,” he stuck his hand into the collar of his shirt and pulled
out a necklace. A grey, metal version of my earlier buzzer designs hung
from it.

As Adam took off the necklace and handed it to me, Daniel thought at me,
This is a good sign. In my dad’s stories, this is the kind of thing
that should have provoked violence and I don’t sense any coming except
in the least likely of futures.

I took the necklace and looked at the buzzer. I’d been right to think
that it looked like one of my earlier designs, but it wasn’t one of
them. I’d made them available to other people at points, but I didn’t
think I’d done so with the model this appeared to be a copy of.

Keon had the skill to do it. He’d been at Stapledon before Adam
disappeared and so had other techies.

That might be worth looking into, Daniel thought at me. If someone’s
been producing buzzers and people have been using them, we might have a
group of potential allies that we don’t know about.

Good point, I thought back. As the resident super genius, I should
have thought of that one. You’re stepping on my turf.

I felt Daniel’s amusement through the link, Remember that comment while
you commune with ancient, supernatural entities with your mind.

He wasn’t wrong. That did seem like something that should be happening
to the group telepath, especially if he happened to be named “The
Mystic.” Annoyingly, I hadn’t had lessons with Kee lately. It seemed
like she was busy—which was interesting since I hadn’t heard from Lee
recently either.

Kals stopped about six feet from Adam, “I’m going to start by testing
you with tones and commands in both English and my native language.”

I felt Daniel’s concentration turn toward Adam and heard not only my
buzzer go off, but those of everyone on the team.

Tara laughed, “Step back everyone. Nick, how far?”

I thought about how much noise the buzzers would make if everyone in a
group had one, and said, “Fifteen feet back from here should be good
enough. We can go back to the table if we want to be paranoid.”

“Let’s be paranoid,” Cassie said, waving everyone back.

Katuk didn’t move, “I use a different method.”

As several pairs of eyes turned toward me, Jaclyn said, “He’ll be fine.”

I nodded as we all backed up, finding that Haley had slipped her hand
into mine and was leaning against me as we sat down in our chairs next
to the table.

Since watching Adam get interrogated wasn’t particularly romantic, it
didn’t take much to come up with another reason she might want the
comfort of human touch.

Ahead of us, Kals continued to talk, her words fuzzy because of our
buzzers. Adam listened, sometimes nodding, sometimes joking.

As Adam grinned at something he’d said, Kals talked to me through her
implant, It’s looking good so far. I’m trying a series of tones that
are used in nonverbal commands. I would have tried more of them with
Colette, but we didn’t have time.

Not wanting to distract her, I didn’t reply as she made noises that
might have passed for singing if she wanted. As I watched, my implant
filled in details. Motivators could sing the nonverbal commands if they
wanted to, but more often hid them between words in sentences,
indicating where a verbal command began and where it ended.

As Kals made noises, Adam responded with the kind of banter some supers
actually used in fights, “Hey that almost sounded like a word,” and
“Ribbit? You sounded like a frog.”

Kals said, “I did not sound like a frog,”, but she also smiled a
little.

Was he trying to flirt with her?

Daniel said, Yes.

Maybe that kind of thing worked for some guys. It didn’t seem all that
clever.

She’s not as distracted by him as you’re assuming.

Kals made a high pitched noise that reminded me of anime girls and even
though Adam seemed just about to make a joke, he froze instead.

Then he shook his head and said “Oh, shit. They got me,” while stepping
back and breathing heavily.

At the table, Jaclyn and Izzy got back out of their chairs while Katuk
stepped between Adam and Kals.

In my head, Daniel said, That’s a good sign. If they’d done a good job,
he wouldn’t be able to recognize anything was wrong.

Kals stepped to the side of Katuk, telling Adam, “Picture in your head
what you think of when you hear this noise.”

Then she repeated the noise again. Adam froze again, but after a moment
he took a series of deep breaths, closing his eyes, possibly to imagine
better.

Kals looked over at Daniel where he sat at the table, “Do you see
anything?”

“I wish this was a surprise,” Daniel said, “but I’m seeing the people
from the Coffeeshop Illuminati along with Bullet—only not at their HQ—at
one of the bases Stapledon uses. The one in Nebraska. It seems to be
from a few years ago.”

“Whoa,” Vaughn shook his head. “That’s not good.”

Adam looked around the group, mouth hanging open, “I didn’t know! I
thought I was clean.”

“It’s not that bad,” Kals said. “It’s not even working right. That
should have put you into a receptive mode for more commands, but it
lasted only a few seconds.”

I thought about it, “Back on Hideaway, you tested if my buzzer blocked
everything. I think this one might partly block some of the stuff I
missed. Do you think that might explain anything?”

Daniel’s voice in my head said, From what I’m sensing, it works. He
pops out of what she’s doing as she finishes the phrase that puts him
into it.

Kals smiled, “I think that’s it. I’m going to try to erase the command.
Julie, come here. This will be easier with two of us.”

I hoped it worked better for Adam than it had for Colette—or my cousin
Ana, for that matter.

Kals talked with Julie in a low voice, using words that were a mixture
of English and Ascendancy. The Ascendancy was straight jargon
transliterated or translated into English. Even the Xiniti implants
couldn’t translate it very well, turning most of the words into sound
waveforms—which I could maybe figure out her strategy given time, but
not in the moment. I still needed more context.

The words themselves still didn’t make it clearer. An example? Kals
said, “I’ll need you to do eight high mind squirts in a row in the low
mind zug pattern I taught you earlier.”

Julie meanwhile, furrowed her brow at first, but then smiled and said,
“Got it!”

It’s enough to make me sympathize when people have a hard time listening
to me talk with Chris.

Soon afterward, Julie and Kals started talking to Adam at the same time,
their voices blending and pulsing with the same rhythms. I couldn’t call
it singing, but that was the closest word I had.

Even the Xiniti implant didn’t have context for what I was seeing. The
Human Ascendancy’s motivators had managed to keep some secrets despite
the Xiniti’s efforts to collect and classify them.

I couldn’t think of a time that I’d seen motivators work in concert even
while I’d been in space.

It lasted for at least thirty minutes during which our buzzers worked
continuously—to the point that I suggested we back up further because
I’d never expected the buzzers to need to run that long without a break.

I’d have to do some more testing and maybe reassess the design if that
were a possibility.

Chris and I wandered off to my lab to set that up while they worked.
Everyone else scattered into groups of their own. Haley and Kayla talked
near Kayla’s cubicle. Everyone else moved over the break room, kitchen,
and locker room area.

At least that’s where I next saw them. Haley stepped into the doorway
saying, “They’re done.”

Chris and I followed her out and sat with everyone else at the tables
there. Adam sat at the next the locker room, slumping on the table
itself, pushing himself up as I walked over.

Kals grinned at me as I walked up, “It was one of the easiest I’ve done
in a while.”

Julie sat at a table with Camille, Sydney, Marcus, and Vaughn. She was
leaning on the table with her head on her arms as if they were a pillow.
I only knew that she was awake by seeing that her eyes were open and
that she was watching.

Shaking her head, Julie said, “Easy?”

Kals laughed, “I’ve done it for hours for two days, taking breaks to
sleep and eat. This time I had help,” she squeezed Julie’s shoulder,
“and he wasn’t the main target. The motivator who did it was skilled,
but not amazing. I’m better.”

“I’m glad,” Adam glanced at Kals and then at me. “That was my worst
nightmare—becoming the Nine’s tool without knowing it.”

Kals shook her head, “You weren’t yet, but there was enough for them to
pull you in and load you up with commands if they noticed, but they
didn’t.”

Leaning on the table as if he wasn’t sure he could trust himself not to
fall asleep, Adam’s grin came off less devil-may-care than he intended,
but he said, “Then if we’re going to work together now, let’s start
talking. What are you plans for what’s next?”

“Plans?” I shook my head. “We don’t have plans. We’ve got goals, but we
don’t know exactly how we’re going to fulfill them.”

Adam laughed, “Then what are your goals?”

Even though I wasn’t sure I should say it, I still answered, “Survive
whatever’s going to happen with Major Justice and then somehow take out
Magnus. We know he’s after or he’s got some kind of ancient alien
device. If he learns how to use it, he’ll become the master of the
planet and maybe other planets as well.”

Adam blinked, “Is that what he’s doing? We knew he was looking for
something. Are you sure it’s alien? If it is, it’s old. The Nine have
been infiltrating museums across the globe for years now. I’d been
assuming it was magic.”

Marcus shook his head, “It’s alien.”

Looking around the group, Adam asked, “What kind of alien? Abominator?”

We all looked at each other then. Everyone in the group was thinking the
same thing I was. The moment we told Adam about Lee and the Artificers
and how they’d been waging a civil war and destroying new races whenever
they learned about them, we’d never be able to take that back.

Daniel spoke up, “That’s a big secret. It’s the kind of secret that
won’t ever let you see the world the same after you learn it and worse,
you’ll suddenly have the ability to destroy the world by accident if you
make the right mistake. If you give us a little time, we’ll be able to
trust you with it, but let us wait on that, okay?”

“Oh,” Adam let out a breath. “I think I can give you a second with
something like that. Let’s start on the Nine then.”

Kayla’s communicator began to ring. From the fact that mine began to
buzz as well, I knew it wasn’t a coincidence. Someone was ringing the
main Heroes’ League line.

Half the group pulled out their personal phones, all of which were
connected to the League’s system.

Kayla took the call. Though I couldn’t hear any clear words, I could
hear a voice shouting. At the end of it, she said, “Oh, I’ll tell him.”

She looked at me, “Major Justice says this is your absolute last chance
to surrender. He’s bringing in a task force of supers from across the
country. You won’t have a chance, he says.”

I wanted to scream, but didn’t, “Again? I feel like he’s been saying the
same thing for days now.”

Kayla laughed, “You haven’t spent half the time talking to him that I
have. At least he’s respectful to you. He thinks I’m some kind of no
name peon.”

I couldn’t imagine what he said to her that made the way Major Justice
treated me seem respectful.

She looked down at her phone, “Oh, and he’s gone. I guess he wanted to
sneer at me one more time before they attacked.”

Cassie’s eyes narrowed, “You didn’t tell me he was being nasty to
you.”

Raising her left hand, Kayla said, “Don’t worry about it. It’s not like
he’s the first. Some of the older supers see a 22 year old girl on the
comm and assume I have to be an intern. The better ones are like
C—genuinely good to me. There aren’t a lot of jerks.”

Meeting Kayla’s eyes, Cassie said, “I’m going to punch that guy into
next week.”

With a shake of her head, Kayla said, “Don’t. That’s what I didn’t want.
It’s already tense between us and him. I don’t want to make this worse.”

Adam let out a breath, giving a snort, “Too late now. If the Nine gave
him an order, he’ll find a way to justify it. It doesn’t matter what we
do.”

“It does matter,” Daniel’s quiet voice cut through the silence. “Unless
the Nine have stripped him of any decision making ability in this
situation, he can still decide how hard he’s going to go. If we can
lower the tension, it will still be better.”

Giving a shake of his head, Adam said, “I doubt it. If the Nine got
their hooks into me, no matter how little it was, they got a lot more
into them. Fairies can sneak into anything. From what I’ve been told,
the Nine have the Coffeeshop Illuminati under their thumb and it’s not
one person, it’s everybody. They’ve got a bunch of the small teams and
solo heroes and from what I’ve seen, I’d be surprised if they didn’t
have a few of the Defender units completely sewn up—which means not only
access to Defender intelligence databases, but the ability to feed
information into those databases.

“I don’t think anybody knows how deep the rabbit hole goes when it comes
to their influence even on supers.”

Kals frowned at Adam, “Take it from someone who knows more than you do
about how controlling your assets works. You want to give them as much
freedom as you can. If they notice they’re being controlled, it’s
possible to fight it. When they don’t know you’re controlling them, they
only think about how best to do it.”

Staring at her, Adam said, “You’ve done a lot of that?”

The corners of Kals’ mouth widened, “I was trained at the best schools
the Human Ascendancy has to offer motivators before we went into hiding.
The Human Ascendancy is a cesspit of intrigue and backstabbing. I know
how to govern a planet and how to destabilize a government, how to
organize a planet’s breeding program and how to destroy one, how to
infiltrate a rival faction, and more. You’re lucky I’m on your side—or
at least on Nick’s.”

Haley looked at me and raised an eyebrow.

I didn’t know whether she was responding to Kals’ obviously high opinion
of herself or the fact that she’d named me in particular. Probably both.

I shrugged. We’d talk about it later if it mattered to her.

Smiling at Kals, Jaclyn said, “I’d like to think you’re on my side too.”

Kals laughed, “Forever. I owe all of you—Cassie, Marcus, Katuk, and even
Tiger.”

The dog had curled up next to the concrete wall of the locker room. He
looked up when she mentioned his name.

Looking around, Adam had to guess that he didn’t know the whole story.
He didn’t try to get it either, “Look, all I’m saying is that the Nine
are going to use their tools to go all out against you. Expect a
scorched earth policy from every direction. I’m not going to argue
specifics. We need to figure how we’re going to hold them off and how
we’re going to win. I expect to be at war by tomorrow at the latest.”

Daniel nodded, “He’s right about that. I don’t know when it’s going to
happen, but it’ll be soon.”

Without knowing even what I’d say, I began to open my mouth and then my
phone rang, showing Stephanie as the caller.

I stood up, walking away from the break area as the conversation
continued without me as I took the call.

Breathing heavily, Stephanie said, “We’ve got our marching orders. I’m
grabbing my go bag from my room. I don’t know where I’m going to be
tomorrow, but Bullet just made a speech about how the Nine have
infiltrated all corners of society and how sometimes it’s our duty to
fight even if we have to fight friends. We’re going to save the country,
ourselves, and even those we’re fighting—which means that if we’re not
fighting you, I don’t know where we’re going.”

I couldn’t argue with her logic—especially since it was the exact
opposite of the actual situation, “Crap. Do you know who’s involved?”

“All of us,” Stephanie said, “but I’m sure you guessed that. All of
Major Justice’s friends in the Defenders for sure because Bullet
mentioned them. I don’t know who else, but Bullet mentioned that we have
support in the super community—big guns. He didn’t give any details.”

“Huh,” I tried to think of anything worth asking. She’d covered when
(now), who (all of Major Justice’s friends plus a mystery supporter),
and what (an attack). How and where they’d attack probably hadn’t been
revealed yet.

“That sucks,” I added.

“It does suck,” Stephanie replied. “It also plays the jade flute,
inhales the oyster, and eats the chicken.”

“I’m forever in awe of your command of sexual euphemisms,” I told her,
hoping that meant that there was no possibility that she’d been turned.

“I do what I can,” she said, the amusement disappearing from her voice.
“I think we can all use a laugh or two right now, but… I have to go.
Good luck. Check your security systems. Bullet didn’t tell us where we
were going, but he said he knew the way in.”

The call ended, leaving me standing about ten feet from the rest of the
team’s conversation with Adam.

I stood there for the moment, wondering which version of the anti-voice
buzzer Stephanie was using. I’d reconnected with her after my trip to
Hideaway, which meant that she had to have the most recent design.

She should be safe.





Isolation


        They didn’t arrive to attack us that afternoon or even that evening or
night. It was a little disappointing after all the warnings. We went on
high alert for the night, taking turns staying up and not leaving HQ.

We could have all slept and let HAL watch for intruders, but we decided
it was better to have two people awake, armored, and ready for action.
Besides we had a lot of people. No one had to stay up that
long.

Haley’s and my parents stayed in HQ along with Uncle Steve, but they
stayed out of our way.

Were there discussions and tears about Travis? Of course, and not just
by Haley and her parents.

I may have shed a tear or two of my own while listening to Haley and
wondering if I should try to contact Rachel as she flew home.

Knowing how much of a crapshoot contacting someone traveling faster that
light could be, I didn’t. Besides, it had to be bad enough knowing that
we were in enough trouble that I’d called for help. Knowing that Travis,
an ex-boyfriend, had already died and that she wasn’t able to do
anything about it would be worse.

They’d broken up a year before Haley and I got together, but they’d
managed to put together a friendship once the team got going.

The only event of the evening worth writing down was that Guardian
called. He called my comm directly.

“Rocket,” he began, “I’ve been talking to Defenders units, independent
heroes, and more. Major Justice has been calling everyone to raise up a
force to handle you. I wanted to bring in the Defenders on your side,
but I can’t. Mindstryke said that if we intervene, it will make things
worse, not better. I’m sure you know why I can’t.”

I didn’t know everyone on the League’s board, but Guardian might have
been one of them. Daniel’s father, Mindstryke, acted as the board’s
legal counsel, so he was definitely on it. Other people came and went as
needed.

They didn’t keep us informed of every board member’s status for the same
reason that Guardian couldn’t intervene. The board had been informed by
the Mentalist that it couldn’t help us until the time was right (maybe
never) or we’d all die.

Knowing that the Mentalist was more capable than we’d been aware, I
didn’t doubt that they got regular updates.

“Here’s what I can tell you,” Guardian continued. “They’re getting a lot
of noes. Major Justice has friends, but all of the big Defenders units
called me to complain about his calls. You won’t be seeing the best of
us show up on your doorstep tomorrow, but I don’t know what you will be
seeing.”

He let out a sigh, “I’ve been seeing evidence of another team, maybe
more than one. It’s got funding, training, and it gets used quietly.
From the reports we’ve gotten, it’s used both inside and outside the
United States. I’ve been guessing that it’s a less publicized version of
the Probationers. They’ve been used against military targets in Africa
and the Middle East, against terrorist groups, and organized crime.”

He stopped talking and I heard steps. He might be pacing. I considered
breaking the silence, but he started talking before I could.

“I don’t know it’s government,” he said, “but it feels right. The
targets tick all the boxes. It’s no one that we’d miss and the groups
that got hit would have been watched by the military, intelligence or
law enforcement agencies. I don’t know that Major Justice would be able
to call on them, but he got his start making weapons for the military
super units. He’s got the contacts.

“Plus,” he continued, “let’s be honest. We both know that you trashed
one of the Nine’s more important manufacturing facilities a month ago.
You’ve put yourself at the top of their list of supers to handle. If you
can’t be handled by the Dominators, all they have is force—which means
they might find a way to hand off the government’s super secret squad to
Major Justice.”

I looked over the room. Vaughn, Haley, Marcus, Jaclyn, and Haley’s and
my parents were playing a card game. Tiger curled up into a giant fluff
ball, napping behind Jaclyn’s chair.

I hadn’t even known we had playing cards down
here.

Kals, Julie, Camille, and Sydney were talking at a table while Daniel
and Izzy held a deep conversation two tables away. Adam and Amy were
talking too. From their expressions, I wasn’t sure how friendly it was.

“Wow,” I told Guardian. “That’s not even something that was on my bad
things that might happen bingo card.”

Guardian laughed, “Well, I may not have more contacts than you in the
superhero community, but a lot more of mine are the heads of current
teams. I hear a lot more than most people, and don’t take this wrong,
but you hear less than you would in a more established group. A lot of
information gets shared at the weekly Defenders briefings, some
informally.”

“Right,” I said. “That figures. We’re not a Defenders unit.”

“That’s right,”Guardian told me, his voice getting louder as he talked,
“but it also gives you freedom I don’t have. I need to keep teams all
over the country happy. You can just do what you need to without getting
permission. Count on me to pass on anything I think you’ll need.”

“Thanks,” I said, finding this new wrinkle in our relationship
interesting.

As we hung up, I wondered how much of this newly helpful Guardian I’d
see. If you thought about it, he’d just passed secret information my
way, the kind that at least had the potential to get him in trouble with
somebody.

Waking up the next morning wasn’t great. HQ had a bunch of cots and I’d
slept in one even though I could have stayed in my bed upstairs.

Even on high alert, I couldn’t recommend it. I couldn’t blame the
soreness in my body completely on the cot, but I doubted that it helped.
Still, it was safer than being in the house—just much less private,
considering that all of the cots were in HQ’s main room.

I’d barely pulled on clothes and sat down at one of the computer
cubicles when we got the first call of the morning.

Kayla had slept over with us and was taking a shower, so it fell to me
to answer.

The Justice Fist logo flashed when I took the call, meaning that this
might be an official organizational call and not just a call from Sean.

I checked the call’s info. It came directly from the official line at
6:50 AM. I hit record on our comm software, deciding that the rest of
the team should be able to watch it later even if they weren’t up right
now—which most of them weren’t.

I took the call myself, using a function that superimposed a computer
animation of the Rocket suit over me since they might be recording too.

The screen showed Sean, Dayton, and Jody, all of them in costume—Sean
tall and thin in green and white; Dayton, big and muscular, in blue and
white; and Jody, short and thin, in silver, black, and white.

All of their costumes showed the fist logo in the middle of their
chests.

Sean spoke first, “Hey, you need to know this: Major Justice called us
this morning. He wanted us to help him against you. We said ‘no’.”

“Wow,” I looked over the three of them. Dayton stared into the camera,
frowning. Jody nodded, his head bobbing at an uncomfortably fast speed.

Sean’s lip curled, “Major Justice is a fucking tool. He told us that he
had influence in the superhero community and the government and that if
we went up against him, we’d be doing our careers no favors.”

Laughing by then, Dayton said, “We told him that he could suck it.”

Jody glanced at Dayton and Sean, asking, “How much power does that guy
have?”

“No idea,” I said. “Our theory is that he’s working for the Nine without
knowing it, but he’s the leader of a second string Defenders group. So
the good news is that if he’s just a jerk, not that much. If he’s
controlled by the Nine, he’s got even less, but they have a lot.”

Jody shook his his masked head, the silver fabric glinting in the glow
of a ring light, “He’s a jerk for sure… Hope that’s all.”

Nodding, Sean said, “We’re still on your side. Just tell us where you
want us.”

Giving a nod of his own, Dayton said, “I already thought he was a dick
when I saw the first YouTube video of him talking about you.”

“Thanks,” I said, meaning it. “Did he happen to say anything about when
he was going to be here?”

Shaking his head, Dayton said, “No, but he said we needed to decide
right now when he called this morning. So I think he’s here or he will
be soon.”

Stephanie hadn’t let us know that they’d arrived, but she also might not
have had the chance. When you’re in the middle of infiltrating someone,
you don’t want to get caught.

“We don’t have a plan yet,” I said, “but we’ll let you know how we’re
handling it if we get attacked. We might manage to calm things down. You
never know.”

On the screen, Jody cocked his head, “Are you going to let us in to your
base?”

I shrugged, “I think we’d have to let you in—though you never know, we
might all need to get out before it’s all over. It depends on what they
do.”

With a grin, he said, “Are you saying you don’t trust us? You won’t let
us in right now?”

Even knowing that they couldn’t see my expression, I still tried to
prevent myself from looking irritated, “We’re under lockdown. We’ve
literally shut every point of access to HQ and fully armed our security
system. Turning it off will take a second—literally a good five minutes
before we’re sure that everything has turned off.”

Sean eyed Jody, “We don’t need to get in there now. I don’t even want
to. We’re better off out here.”

Dayton shook his head. I thought I saw a hint of an eye roll.

“Hey,” Jody said, “I was just joking.”

Suppressing an urge to point out that he wasn’t even remotely funny, I
said, “Cool. We’ll keep you updated. With luck, nothing will happen
anyway.”

“You bet,” Dayton said, giving a wave and the connection closed.

I sat in the chair, thinking about that. It was good that they gave us
warning and not good that Major Justice was calling ahead for allies.
Had any other Michigan hero said yes?

Also, what was up with Jody? Was that line of questions about trust a
joke or something more? Some way to make relations between our groups
worse?

I shook my head. Reading something sinister into Jody’s native
dickishness probably wasn’t worth it.

With that thought, I gave up on worrying about Jody until I had a more
solid reason to worry about him. I considered asking Daniel or maybe
Tara, but I knew that Daniel was sleeping without even looking.

Our childhood link did that much even if it didn’t allow me to borrow
his powers while he was unconscious.

Tara lay in one of the cots, not far from Cassie, and sleeping. She’d
taken one of the 3 or 4 am slots and deserved the chance to sleep. I
wasn’t going to wake her up, especially when there wasn’t any rational
reason to think she’d have any special insight. I could show her the
recording later. Maybe I could talk to Hal. He might not have any
special insight on Jody either, but he’d likely have some useful ideas
as to how Major Justice would go about taking us out.

As an AI, he’d even be awake for it.

So, that’s how I spent the next half hour running thought experiments on
how Major Justice would likely attack us and what we could do about
it—literally using Hal for the purpose for which he’d been designed.

The big picture based on Major Justice’s observed patterns was that he’d
attempt to isolate us and then attack. In Hal’s simulations, he should
still be collecting allies for the next day, but there were a percentage
of times where he offered us a final deal this morning and attacked if
we didn’t immediately surrender.

Hal footnoted these simulations with references to other times Major
Justice had mobilized allies, noting that this increase in efficiency
had only happened in the last five years so far as he could tell.

I asked, “Is there any date you can trace the difference to?”

Hal’s reply appeared in my HUD.

[There was gap of six months in that year in which he did not
need to gather allies as the resources of his own team were sufficient.
If the change had a specific moment, the gap leaves too large of a
window place it.]

Still, if the change were the result of working with the Nine, it meant
that Major Justice might have been recruited five years ago.

I texted back, “Could you check for any other changes that started five
years ago for Major Justice? Increased resources? New team members or
meetings with other groups?”

[I’ll check, but be aware that I will be limited to what’s
available in the government databases that you have access to and
whatever is available on the internet.]

“Good enough,” I wrote back.

Then I walked to the kitchen to get breakfast, discovering that we were
better stocked than I’d expected. Not wanting to put together a real
meal, I warmed up a frozen breakfast burrito.

While the microwaved hummed, I found myself running through the
simulations I’d done with Hal in my head. The ones where we did best
where ones where we took the initiative and attacked Major Justice
first. Those scenarios were also the ones where events had the best
chance of going chaotically wrong, isolating our group from outside
support.

Going a “safer” route meant that Major Justice could still cut us off
from help, but it happened less quickly. All the same, we still had a
lower chance of success.

The situation felt tailor made for analysis paralysis even though I knew
better. Hal’s simulation were dependent on the information he had. If he
didn’t have data, he’d be wrong.

I found myself wanting to wake everyone up immediately to start doing
something while knowing that I didn’t have a direction to send the
group. I’d be waking them up for no specific reason and hoping we’d come
up with a useful approach.

What could I do? I took a breath, conscious of that fact that I was
seated at one of the tables near the kitchen and had already taken a few
bites from the burrito.

It wasn’t a bad burrito, but I couldn’t remember tasting much of it at
all.

What could I do? I could call allies in Michigan to check if they were
working with Major Justice. I could send some of my bots to find Major
Justice. I could call Major Justice and try to persuade him to leave us
alone.

I didn’t hold out much hope that he’d talk to us. We’d talked more than
once and it didn’t go anywhere.

As I sat there, staring at my plate and thinking, Haley sat in the chair
on the other side of the table. She wore an oversized hockey t-shirt
that ended halfway down her thighs.

“I noticed that you got up,” she said. Tapping her nose, she added, “And
I could tell that you’re worrying about something.”

“I am,” I tried to think of a way I could summarize what I’d been
thinking in a sentence or two.

My phone started to ring and it wasn’t ringing as a phone. It rang as a
League communicator. Not only that, it was ringing through the secret
account that I’d set up for Isaac Lim, an account that allowed our
official FBI contact to call us unofficially.

That never meant anything good.

I held the phone up to my ear and said, “Hi. What’s the bad news?”

Lim gave a small chuckle, “It’s good to know you’re paying attention.
That’s what all of us involved in teaching you have been aiming for, but
you’re right. It’s not good news. It also isn’t terrible news, but it’s
bad in what it represents.”

He let out a breath, “You’ve been temporarily locked out of the
government databases that we share with the Defenders and other big
names in the community. Officially, you’ll find that it’s temporary, an
inconvenience as they recertify the group as eligible. Unofficially,
Major Justice called in some favors and he’s trying to make it permanent
until he and others in the community think you’re worthy of it.

“He doesn’t have enough power to make all of that happen at once, but
he’s got enough to shut off your access for a few days and hope that
whatever he’s got planned makes it permanent. Do you know what that
might be?”

Next to me, Haley, who’d without doubt heard all of that, went
motionless, watching me and waiting for the next shoe to drop.

“Yes and no. I’ve run a few simulations based on Hal’s observations. It
looks like he’s going to attack in the next day or two. Whatever he’s
going to do, he’ll be trying to make us look dangerous and out of
control.”

“Exactly,” Lim said. “I don’t know any details, but that’s the line he’s
been taking for the last month. You can bet he’ll stick to it—especially
since there have been a few explosions, deaths, and even disappearances
in Grand Lake recently.”

“Disappearances? Did I miss something?” I looked over at Haley and she
shrugged.

“Your and Haley’s parents,” Lim said. “They disappeared when the police
arrived and haven’t showed up anywhere since. I know you had them call
in so that the police know they’re alive, but the fact that they weren’t
at the scene of the crime was noted by conspiracy theorists online. On
the bright side, none of them are saying they’re your parents, but
people who like Major Justice are accusing you kidnapped them.”

“That’s crazy,” I looked over at Haley and we both shook our heads.

“It is,” Lim said, “but they’re trying to argue it’s to cover up
something about the deaths. They’re also trying to connect it to the
Mentalist showing up out of nowhere, but even people who like that idea
think it sounds half-baked. I have seen remarks about Jewish
conspiracies in the conversation though, so no matter how crazy it is,
somebody will believe it.”

I stared at the phone and let out a sigh, “Wow. I wouldn’t have guessed
at any of that.”

“Yeah,” Lim said, “don’t underestimate the power of a few deaths at the
hands of heroes who aren’t known for killing. More heroes have killed
supervillains than anyone would like to admit, but most of the time it’s
ambiguous as to whether the hero killed them or even if they died. These
deaths were obvious. There were too many bodies to ignore. I’m sure they
deserved it and I think most people are willing to give you the benefit
of the doubt, but no one can ignore it.”

Haley’s face tightened and for a moment I thought she might cry. Then
she took a deep breath, followed by a couple more.

Lim would have said something by now if he knew about Travis—which meant
that hadn’t gotten out.

“I didn’t see a way around it,” I said, taking Haley’s hand and giving
it a squeeze.

Lim’s tenor voice carried over the phone, “I’m sure you did the right
thing. You can’t control how people choose to use it. If it weren’t
that, it would be something else. I should probably go soon, but there’s
something I should mention. The military has teams of superpowered
fighters. Some of them are special forces that are even more special
than usual. Others are ex-supervillains hoping to work off their debt to
society. Think of the Probationers, but these guys are even more
expendable. There are signs when they’re getting mobilized. I’m not
going to go into it, but I’m on a list of people who get notified when
they’re about to move out.”

He paused. It didn’t take much to guess what he was about to say next,
“They’re on their way to Grand Lake. I don’t know the mission, but I
think we can both make some good guesses.”

Haley looked up at me and withdrew her hand, “We need to wake everyone
up.”

“Was that Night Cat,” Lim asked. “She’s right. I don’t know when they’ll
reach you, but it could be any time, and if the military doesn’t know
exactly where HQ is, I’ll be very surprised.”

“Wow,” I said, “that’s a lot worse than I expected when I picked up the
phone.”

Lim laughed, “Yeah. Me too, but that’s what I was saying when I read my
email this morning. As for you, watch out. Stay safe. If you get an
official notification that your access rights to the databases have been
suspended, try to look surprised. I’ll talk to you later, but for now, I
have to go.”

Lim hung up, leaving Haley and me standing there together next to one of
the cubicles in the command area of the main room, all of our friends
and some family in cots on the other side of the room.

We didn’t have anywhere else to send them—nowhere convenient anyway.
Daniel’s family had relocated to the Midwest Defenders’ base in Chicago
after the fight. I’d been thinking about asking Guardian about that
yesterday, but not until after we’d talked last night.

An attack on HQ wasn’t out of the question. The simulations I’d seen
this morning included a few different attacks and that was one of
them.

“I’m going to text Guardian and get our parents out of here,” I told
Haley.

“Good idea,” Haley glanced over at the sea of cots, “I’ll get people
up.”

She took a step and then jumped a quarter of the way there. I grinned.
That was one way to get there sooner. Then I started texting Guardian,
receiving what amounted to an automated response telling me that he’d
text me back as soon as he could.

It was better than no response at all. I
made a mental note to try again in a couple hours. He could easily be
sleeping or halfway across the galaxy. His teleportation powers made the
interstellar capabilities of my jet’s drives look weak by comparison.

Then I used my implant to text Hal that we were about to lose access to
the government databases Lim mentioned. Hal texted back.

[We already have. It’s not a problem. I arranged my own access
years ago. My friends had already set up their own back door. They gave
me an account. I have more access than you do.]

By friends, he meant the Earth’s loose affiliation of AIs that occupied
themselves with their own personal projects. The fact that they’d hacked
into the government’s databases regarding supers probably wasn’t a good
thing.

On the other hand, getting access to more information through their
efforts wasn’t a bad thing, “Hey, Hal… What do they have on military
super teams, specifically the ones composed of former criminals?”

The reply appeared in my HUD.

[Access to military superhero data is restricted and not given to
supers affiliated with the government, but I have access. There are four
special forces teams staffed by civilian superpowered criminals. Most of
these criminals never had any kind of public identity or codename. Team
Four has recently been activated and Major Justice has been given
command for a short duration mission.]

“Can you tell me about the people on Team Four? Maybe their powers and
other important information?”

In the background as I talked, Haley had clapped her hands, and said,
“Wake up! We need to suit up,” continuing to talk and prod when people
didn’t instantly pull themselves out of bed.

[Different members of the team are used based on the mission. The
current most common configuration of the team involves a telepath, a man
who transforms into a beast, and a magical swordsman. There may be
others. The database notes incomplete cooperation with the military on
keeping the information updated.]

“I guess I couldn’t expect the database to have everything,” I said.
“Are any of these people known supers?”

[The magical swordsman, Yellow Mask, appears to be related to the
Masks. The telepath was the mayor of Grand Lake. The man that transforms
into a beast transformed at your high school dance. The telepath and
beast man have had their powers fully activated.]

That was a bombshell. I found myself staring into space, remembering
when Logan had transformed into a monster during prom and how he’d
disappeared afterward. Plus, of course, Mayor Bouman had been the one
who’d brought our attention to the Cabal in the first place. He’d been
one of them.

The fact that the military had seen fit to run them through some version
of the power impregnator wasn’t good at all.

I felt my connection with Daniel grow more solid as he thought back, It
isn’t good.

I hoped they weren’t too much more powerful. The impression I’d gotten
was that people on the original power juice formula were only at 70% of
their potential. How much of a practical change would that be? It would
have to be noticeable.

On the bright side, I could look up Yellow Mask. As one of the Masks,
his powers would be documented. In a worst case scenario, I could call
Mateo and see what he knew.

As I turned to the computer in the cubicle and began to type Yellow
Mask, a call came in. This one was an official Arizona Defenders
communication.

Crap. He was going with the ultimatum and attack scenario from Hal’s
simulation.

“Hey everybody,” I shouted across the room, “I think we’re about to be
attacked.”

I delayed accepting the call as long as I could, hoping it would buy us
a little time, but watched the message status change from normal to
important and then urgent within seconds.

Major Justice didn’t have any patience left. I took the call.

“We’ve done this a few times too often,” I said, realizing I was talking
only as it came out of my mouth.

“You call, come up with some kind of ultimatum, compare me and everyone
on the team to spoiled children, and then you attack us and get your ass
handed to you. You should do something different and I don’t mean
attacking us with even more people.

“If you want to do something that surprises me, be kind and respectful
of others. Treat me and the whole group as if we’re capable of making
reasonable choices and you’ll probably get reasonable choices out of
us.”

Major Justice didn’t say anything.

Across the room, Haley and Izzy had turned to look in my direction—which
didn’t surprise me. They both had hearing capable of hearing both sides
of the conversation. In Izzy’s case, she might even hear directly
through the soil above HQ if Major Justice were within a mile or two.

What tipped me off that I might be too loud was that it wasn’t just Izzy
and Haley, but everyone.

Vaughn laughed—which was a clue maybe that I wasn’t making a great
choice. Kals had laughed too, but by the time I’d noticed, her
expression had changed to the sort of half-open mouth you might have if
you wanted to tell someone to stop, but suspected it was too late.

My parents’ wide-eyed expressions had more in common with Kals’.

I felt a little sick. I hadn’t been trying to go off on the guy, but if
I had to be honest, I didn’t feel bad about saying any specific thing.

“There’s no need to worry,” Major Justice said over the phone, “I’ve
done all the talking I’m going to do—”

Part of my brain noted that wasn’t true. He’d already spoken at least a
sentence or two and communicated almost nothing. Another, wiser, part of
my brain stopped me from pointing that out.

“Now,” Major Justice continued, and I could almost hear a smile, “I have
official backup to do it. I have the forces necessary to take you in so
that so that you can be taught how to control yourself. Surrender now
and we’ll be merciful. If you don’t surrender, you’ll find that we know
as much about your base as you do. We know better than to go in, but you
won’t be able to come out without being captured. Surrender and it will
go better for you.”

“I doubt it,” I said. “I’m betting that you and some or all of the
people working with you have been taken by the Nine. If I surrender to
you, it’s most likely that I’ll have my brain redecorated. I can’t take
that chance.”

Making a noise somewhere between a growl and a scream, Major Justice
said, “That’s not true!”

Quashing an urge to suggest that if he searched his feelings, he’d know
it was true, I only said, “You’re the one who should ask himself why
he’s getting so upset about something that couldn’t possibly be true.”

With a snarl, he said, “You’ll wish that the Nine controlled me,” and
hung up.

If he had still been on the phone, I might have been tempted to point
out how unlikely it was that I’d ever wish someone was controlled by the
Nine and by extension how little sense what he’d said made.

All the same, this conversation had felt different. I couldn’t put my
finger on how except maybe that it was more focused. He’d gotten his
marching orders. Now he had to fulfill them.

That’s when the messages started.

We started receiving texts through the message protocol supers used, all
of them showing as official communications. Some came to our personal
accounts, others to team accounts. Some were sent from small teams, some
from large teams, some from obscure supers, others from well known, and
others from people we knew, most of them Stapledon graduates.

Some of the messages were as short as, “Surrender!” Others were longer.
For example, “Back when we were at Stapledon, I admired your technical
talent and your willingness to go against Earthmover and the others when
the dragon controlled them, but now is not the time to do that. You’ve
been led down the wrong path. I don’t know whether it’s you or some
corrupting influence, but you’re out of control. Surrender yourself to
the authorities—Keon.”

Keon had been at Stapledon when we were. He’d been in Haley’s class if I
remembered correctly. I didn’t know if we’d given him a buzzer, but if
we hadn’t, he was being influenced by the Nine on some level.

Of course, knowing supers, it wasn’t impossible that someone might have
figured out how to spoof the protocol and send all of these messages as
if they were coming from people we knew.

Either way, we had a terrifying security breach.

I could see how Major Justice or the Nine might have come up with the
idea though. Having people barrage you with requests that you surrender,
some of them people you know… Well, it didn’t feel good.

Knowing that it had to be a ploy took a bit of the edge off, but I
wondered if they’d done this before and to whom.

Then another thought hit me, “If you all are getting deluged with texts
like I am right now, forward them all to Hal.”

“Whoa,” Vaughn said, “do you think they’re all the Nine’s puppets?”

Finding him among the group, I said, “I have no idea, but even if they
aren’t, Hal or Tara might be able to find a pattern. Even if they didn’t
just hand us their database of tools, they did show us who they can
influence.”

Tara smiled, “Which might allow us to find common contacts and narrow
down who the Nine is using to infiltrate the superhero community. It’s a
good idea.”

Her approval was a relief—she was smarter about that kind of thing than
I was.

Meanwhile, the messages continued.

Completely covered in his Storm King costume by then, Vaughn shook his
head, “Wow, this last one I got kind of hurt. There was a girl with
water powers? We almost got together… Anyway, her last message was kind
of personal.”

Cassie, now also in costume, laughed, “That girl? She’s got no filter.
When she’s angry she says anything.”

Adam stepped out of the shadows next to Kayla’s cubicle, “Was that
Sofia? I never saw her get angry.”

Vaughn flicked his eyes in Adam’s direction, “Then you didn’t know her
very well.”

Marcus grinned, “Or she only got upset with you.”

Still herself instead of Bloodmaiden, Amy raised an eyebrow, “Maybe we
should compare notes?”

With a glance down at the comm on his wrist, Vaughn said, “You can do
that, but right now all she’s going to say is surrender.”

“I don’t want to interrupt,” Adam said, “but I know where they are. You
don’t see them in your spybots, right?”

The different spybots and cameras all showed on the big screen on the
wall. None of them showed anyone—which had been worrying
me. Major Justice had made it sound as if
they had people waiting next to HQ’s exits.

At this point, all they showed was the November morning darkness. Dawn
wouldn’t be until after 8 AM.

Watching Adam, I said, “I don’t see them.”

He grinned, his face visible with the hood down, “That’s right. You know
why? Major Justice does work for the military. He made a chameleon
cloaking material for them and they’re allowing him to borrow enough of
what he made that his whole crew is invisible.”

I asked, “How did you find that out?”

He crossed his arms over his chest, “I have fairies in the right
places.”

Haley looked up at him, “Do you know how many people we’re facing?”

Shaking his head, Adam said, “Not really. Fairies aren’t great at
counting. It’s got to be more than 5 or 10, but it might just as easily
be 30 or 1000. To them it’s all just ‘lots’ of people.”

I raised an eyebrow at him, “That’s an important difference. Is that the
way it is with all fairies or are there smarter ones out there?”

He stared at me, “Of course there are smarter ones out there, but I try
not to ask favors of those fairies because I end up owing them favors.
You don’t want to owe favors to fairies. It’s never as easy to fulfill
them as it seems.”

Part of me wanted to as him more about that, but the whole team was
joining us now, everyone in costume or close to it.

Fortunately, Cassie brought up the other line of questions I’d been
thinking of before I had the chance, “We need to hit them before they
hit us. If we sit here and wait, they’re in the fight.”

When she said “they’re,” she pointed in the direction of Haley’s and my
parents and Uncle Steve. They were sitting together at their cots,
talking, but sometimes watching us.

We all went silent at that. Allowing Major Justice and the Nine access
to them opened up whole new avenues of bad possibilities. Of course,
they weren’t defenseless in here and both Chris and Kayla would most
likely be with them.

“You should attack with as much force as you can,” Kals said. “Katuk’s
supposed to keep me away from harm. We’ll be down here with them.”

Haley looked up at me without saying anything. I could guess what was
going through her mind, but then she said, “That will have to be enough.
Everyone’s right. We need to attack. Nick, can you tweak our suits so we
can see Major Justice’s team?”

I said, “Maybe.”

I thought about it a little longer and realized that it might be easy.
Using my implant, I asked Hal, Do you have any data on camouflage or
invisibility devices that Major Justice made for the military?

Hal’s reply appeared in my HUD.

[I have access to records of every device Major Justice made for the
military. I can send you the specifications and testing
data.]

I’m guessing this comes from a place we don’t officially have access to
as opposed to the supers databases?

[You’re correct. I won access from a military AI.]

You’re… gambling with secrets?

[Information is the only currency that matters to us.]

I get that, but what have you lost?

[I only gamble with past employers’ secrets and knowledge about
galactic civilization. Your world should find it useful.]

I felt Daniel’s interest even as I saw his eyes widen as he stopped
talking to Izzy to look at me. If it helps, he thought at me, I don’t
sense any direct and immediate danger from it. In fact, there’s a short
term increased chance of our survival in a lot of our futures—maybe even
this one.

I didn’t have time to push on this and, honestly, improving our chances
of survival sounded good.

Hey, I told Hal, we need to talk about this later. If nothing else,
I’d like to know what information’s gone out—especially if I don’t know
it.

[Your implant knows all of it, but I can squirt you a list
whenever you like.]

Great. Please do, but for now I’d like to
know about Major Justice’s inventions,
starting with his invisibility work. Oh, and what kind of game was it?

[Poker, but more complicated.]

I wanted to know more, but my implant notified me of an imminent data
dump from Hal—which I accepted and ended the conversation, becoming more
conscious of my surroundings again, specifically that almost the entire
team had gathered near me.

I opened the data packet, seeing the entire list of projects Major
Justice had done, most of which had gone to special forces—both mundane
and metahuman.

The invisibility device, though? Part of me hoped it was cloak, but it
wasn’t even if it was close. If anything, it reminded me of a plastic
raincoat—the cheap kind. The ones that are a thin sheet of plastic with
plastic buttons and fit in a pocket on your backpack.

Major Justice’s invisibility suit included pants in addition to the
sheet, but aside from turning a person invisible, that was all the
difference.

Looking at the materials, I wasn’t sure it would survive a fight, but I
supposed that there were a lot of situations where you’d only be wanting
to sneak in somewhere.

All the same, I realized that I could configure the team’s sensors to
detect them. It wouldn’t even need a code update, just a change in the
emphasis the HUD gave to displaying information.

From the tests, it appeared that Major Justice’s invisibility suit did
well at making people disappear into the background, but didn’t do as
well with hiding heat. It did it, but there were limits. The material
also appeared to absorb sound—which was interesting.

It might be paranoid, but it almost seemed as if it had always been
intended to be used against me.

“I’ve got it,” I said to everyone around. “Everyone wearing one of my
suits will get a notification of a configuration change in a second. You
can revert it if you have to.”

Jaclyn crossed her arms over her chest, “Why would we revert it?”

“Well, I’m placing more emphasis on heat and less on visuals and heat’s
all over. Plus humans don’t always end up human-shaped in thermal
images… Basically, once the fighting begins and invisibility stops
working, thermal images might be confusing. The sonics might help with
definition, but not at the speeds you move.”

Letting out at breath, Jaclyn said, “Okay. I guess I’ll work with it.”

Adam looked around the group, “I’ll be able to help with that. The
fairies I work with can’t see them perfectly, but they can see them. We
can lead you in.”

Haley looked over at me, “What about smell?”

I ran through the information again, “I don’t see anything in Major
Justice’s specs that tries to prevent smells from getting out. It’s kind
of a forgotten sense.”

She flashed a brief smile, “Then I might be able to find them anyway.”

Looking over at Adam, she added, “Do you know where they are? If we can
take out Major Justice, we might be able to end the fight before it gets
going.”

Adam shook his head, “You know how I said fairies aren’t very smart?
They’re not going to figure that out without seeing him.”

“I think I can,” Daniel said. “We can go out in the direction where
we’re most likely to run into him for sure. If they haven’t all loaded
up on mental shields, it will be even easier.”

Not speaking loudly, but still loudly enough, Haley said, “I caught
Major Justice’s scent when he visited the office. As long as we can get
close enough, I’ll find him.”

“This still sounds iffy,” I said, “but I think if Daniel leads us out
the right direction, Haley might be able to catch his scent?”

There were too many points of potential failure for me to be happy with
the idea even as I said it, but it was something.

Jaclyn stepped forward, “I don’t want to be ‘that guy,’ but weren’t we
going to try to see what we could do to slow things down and give the
Nine’s puppets some space so they could be flexible? That was the plan
last night.”

“I know. You’re right. We were going to do that,” Haley said, “And
that’s not the only thing we need to think about. Lim called this
morning… If we go in and people die, the public could end up on Major
Justice’s side just because they don’t expect us to kill
people.”

Vaughn held up his hands, “Look, we’re being pulled in different
directions. They’re all right, but we’re about to be attacked. We’ve got
to do more than sit and wait. I think we have to go in.”

“Let’s fake them out and by that, I mean everybody,” Cassie said. “The
public doesn’t want to see us kill people, but if we’re attacked and we
defend ourselves, they can’t argue. So we send in a group—two groups.
One of them is bait. They’re polite. They’re obvious. They get attacked.
The other one is is hidden. They go straight for Major Justice, but they
don’t hit him until he hits us. We film the whole time and release the
whole thing.”

“Oh,” I said, watching Cassie grin. She seemed to be pleased with
herself. “That’s a good idea. Team Hidden pretty much has to be Daniel
and Haley plus some sneaky heavy hitters. Team Obvious tries to talk
them down. Team Obvious needs to be able to
talk them down, but also not get taken over and also not die if they
attack. I volunteer for that, but someone else has to do the talking.”

Vaughn gave a wave, “I volunteer. You know me. I can bullshit him, and
I’m not Team Hidden material. I’m definitely Team Obvious. I’m more
durable these days, remember?”

I couldn’t argue with that. For Vaughn, Dr. Nation’s regimen for amping
up latent powers had worked.

“I’m with Team Obvious, too,” Cassie said. “We’ve got to put a bunch of
people out there so they believe it—Marcus, Jaclyn, and I don’t know?
Amy? Izzy?”

“Not Jaclyn and Izzy,” I said. “The two of them could take out the whole
team if they get controlled, but of them could at least stop the other
if they’re separate.”

“Me,” Jaclyn said. “More people think of me as part of the team.”

“I think that’s enough people for Team Obvious,” Haley looked around the
group, “unless someone has a good reason to go.”

Amy spoke, her voice holding a hint of her actual, vaguely British or
Irish accent, “I should go. I’ve made charms that Team Hidden can use,
but I think I’d add flexibility to Team Obvious.”

Haley cocked her head, “I think you’re right. Let’s get both teams ready
to go.”

Eyeing Vaughn, I said, “If we’re trying to make contact without
escalating things, what’s our line? Maybe we’re considering surrendering
and we want to discuss terms? I’m not sure they’ll believe that given
our last conversation, but that’s what they want.”

As Amy passed out the charms she’d mentioned, Daniel came closer to
Vaughn and I. I asked him, “Do you sense any change in our chances with
this plan versus staying in HQ?”

He shook his head, “I’m not sure. When I look at them in comparison to
each other, I feel like there’s a better chance trying the plan, but
when I sense the future in general and consider our chances with
different plans, I don’t sense any difference in anything we try.”

Vaughn peered at him, “How does that work?”

Letting out a breath, Daniel said, “I think something else is happening
right now that we can’t easily stop. I’ve seen similar things happen
with natural disasters. I don’t get anything clear until it’s over.”

Vaughn held up his hands, “Are we having an earthquake or an early
blizzard or something?”

Daniel stared out into the distance, “I don’t think so, but it’s not
always a natural disaster. Sometimes I don’t know what happened. I just
know it’s something big enough that nothing else comes out right until
it’s over.”

“How often does that kind of thing happen?” I tried to remember any
other time he’d mentioned something like it and couldn’t.

“Pretty much never,” Daniel said. “Maybe at most once a year and then it
doesn’t always matter.”

Then he stared out into the distance again, “Right now it’s getting
worse. I think this is the biggest one I’ve felt in a while.”

As he said it, I noticed a kind of low level hum. It wasn’t from inside
HQ. It wasn’t even physical. At first, I wondered if I was getting some
kind of bleed over from Daniel’s prescience, but when I let myself feel
it, I knew that it wasn’t from our link.

It was something that I could sense. I’d felt something like it while
doing exercises Kee assigned me.

Having recognized that, it became a different problem. What kind of
exercise did it resemble? The exercises fell into different categories,
but they all revolved around manipulating energy that I gathered and
then using it for offense, defense, communication, and travel.

So far, I wasn’t doing any of them effectively. I was working on the
building blocks that would eventually allow me to do something with them
when I had enough energy to play with—which wouldn’t be any time
soon.

The most practical thing I’d been able to do with them so far was making
things based on Abominator technology stop working. I’d also learned how
to use it for communication, but only with Artificers and their near
relatives, the Cosmic Ghosts.

With that, I’d also accidentally put myself in a situation in which I
almost got caught by members of the Destroy faction of
Artificers.

Had they found me, they’d almost certainly have killed me, destroyed
Earth, and followed it up by destroying all of humanity and maybe our
galaxy just to be sure.

All of which meant that Kee and Lee both had regularly told me to do the
exercises and not to experiment with them.

Experimentation literally had the potential to end the world.

Unfortunately, this wasn’t an exercise and if I’d learned anything from
training with Lee, I’d learned that improvising was better than doing
nothing—except when it killed you.

Sometimes though, you had no choice.

Going on my gut feeling that it felt closest to how I felt while using
the Artificer Superhighway, my nickname for the network of pocket
dimensions the Artificers used to communicate, I let myself connect with
the stream.

It worked.

My awareness of League HQ and the people around me faded into to the
background. Trails of energy filled the foreground of my awareness, the
trails leading downward toward something that felt big.

Random bursts of energy ran down the lines, making one bigger for
another until the energy disappeared into the roiling mass of energy
below.

Was it somehow the Earth? That seemed unlikely when I had another
candidate. The trails of fire reminded me of the “galaxy core device”
that I’d seen pictured in the book we’d found, a device that Lee had
brought to Earth.

Magnus was interested in it, which almost certainly wasn’t a good thing.
It would be irrelevant if it weren’t for the hints we’d encountered that
Magnus might also have a bit of Artificer in his background.

That made it bad news because I felt another presence down there. In a
better world, that presence would be Lee, the person who’d stolen the
device from the Destroy faction and brought it here.

I doubted that Lee would be trying to contact the machine right now and
in person—which left everyone else in the world except one person.

Regardless, I stood in nothingness, staring at a spot where the
nothingness seemed to be a little thicker than everywhere else. In fact,
I could see a little bit of a glow there and a brief flicker before the
glow disappeared.

Feeling came easier than seeing in that place. I felt power gather and
then rush out of the glow. I couldn’t say where I fell on the spectrum,
but that being could do everything that I was trying to learn. If I had
to guess, it could pull in more power than I could.

Not sure whether or not I should intervene or even how I could, I tried
to pull in power, but slowly, not all at once. As I did, I continued to
watch the other being to see if it noticed, preparing to fade out of
this place.

It didn’t. The focus of its energies appeared to be the nearest strand.
As I pulled in energy, the world around me appeared to gain detail, the
strands becoming brighter with more of a glow than I’d noticed.

Similarly, the being took on more detail. It had shimmery, scaled skin
and little mouths near the spots on the outside where I’d seen it glow.

Several of the mouths were trying to suck at the glowing strand, maybe
even trying to bite into it. On a gut level, that didn’t seem to be a
good thing. If it were the device Lee talked about, it had helped him
kill members of his own kind permanently which was no small thing.

If that thing were Magnus, I didn’t want him to either siphon power from
it or take control.

I had to do something if that were the case and I couldn’t think of what
else it could be. The Artificers I’d sensed when I’d been unlucky enough
to stumble into the wrong pocket dimension had been much larger than
this thing.

I concentrated on floating toward it, but also on being quiet as I did
it—if that meant anything here. The energy strands hissed without a
break, but there weren’t any other noises.

I floated as close as I dared stopping behind another strand and
steeling myself for the next dumb thing I was about to try. I pulled in
more energy, as much as I could, feeling it dance and burn inside me. I
had a gut feeling it could damage me if I kept it inside too long.

This was fine because I intended to release it anyway. I aimed it in the
direction of Maybe Magnus and let it out in a spray more akin to a
garden hose than a laser. I’d done what I could to direct it, holding a
metaphorical thumb over the end of the hose, but even though most of the
energy hit its target, I lost some to random spray that hit everywhere
around the target.

That’s not to say that the device was in any danger. Those strands were
meant to stand up to multi-dimensional titans of power. My garden hose
did nothing to that.

The Maybe Magnus blob? It didn’t disintegrate, but it didn’t have a good
time either. It screamed. When my blast didn’t stop, it moved,
scrambling to get to the other side of the strand it had been
investigating.

As it did, I understood why it was screaming. My attack had left rents
in the shimmery skin. Some of the little mouths had lost teeth and lips
along with them.

Already shielded by the nearest strand to me, I decided to disappear
before the counterattack, pushing myself out of this space and back
toward reality.

The problem with being more or less as powerful as a “baby” Artificer
was that I wasn’t yet powerful enough to hurl energy at whatever that
thing was and also snap back to my body.

Unsure what good it would do, I moved as much of me as possible behind
the strand, thinking it was better than nothing, and betting I wouldn’t
be able to do any of the defensive exercises I knew either.

Pushing whatever of me was in this place out, I felt the barriers begin
to thin as the blob came into my vision. It had left the security of its
own strand to swing out to the side and fly in my
direction.

Glowing with spiderweb-like patterns inside where the creature must have
been absorbing energy, it roared toward me, the broken mouths on its
body open and ready to bite.

Part of me wanted to attack or at least shield myself from it, but I
knew that I was already going and the best thing I could do to avoid
being attacked was to not be here.

I put all of my effort into fading out, but maybe I didn’t put in
enough. Maybe I hesitated. I know I tried to get out, but I didn’t know
Kee’s exercises the way I knew martial arts or the Rocket suit.

It caught me.

I couldn’t say it was the worst pain of my life. The time a dragon
almost burned my arm off was right up there, but this felt in its
league.

Many small mouths bit into me and I could feel myself losing something
wet. Blood? In this setting, I didn’t look much different from the blob.
Ichor, maybe—whatever that was.

Whatever I lost, it hurt. I wanted to scream and maybe I did. I didn’t
have time to pay attention because I was having a hard time
concentrating on the most important task—leaving.

I pulled at the ambient energy that Kee had taught me to tap again,
sending it directly into leaving and maybe a little into burning
everything around me.

That last part wasn’t intentional, but it happened. Whether some bit of
my training had become reflexive or whether it was a side effect of
throwing power through myself with abandon, the blob stopped its
gurgling and sucking to screech.

With that, I was gone, back into my body, and falling toward HQ’s
concrete floor. Hands reached out, catching me.

In my mind, I felt Daniel’s amazement and shock, What was that thing? I
felt it as you came through.

No idea, I thought back.

Opening my eyes, I found that Haley and Amy were letting me down to the
floor. Everyone else stood around us, all of them looking down.

“What was that?” Amy stood above me as Bloodmaiden. “I saw something
else with you—“

“You’re sure it’s gone?” I asked.

She clenched her gauntlet and the blood red gemstone portions of her
armor glowed brighter. I felt something as she looked up and down my
body.

“It’s gone, but you’re hurt. It took pieces out of you,” she peered at
my chest and then further down—spots that weren’t much different from
where I remembered hurt in whatever that other place had been.

His hood now over his head, and partly faded, Adam said, “She’s right.
You been bitten all over. That’s as bad as some of the worst fey
nightmare creatures… Did it fly and try to tickle you?”

“What?” I stared up at him. “Tickle me? No. That’s weird.”

Adam faded back in and took off his hood, “You’re going to have to trust
me, but there are nasty creatures out there and some of them tickle
people.”

Haley glared at Adam, and then back at me, “You zoned out and then you
screamed and fell. What happened and what attacked you?”

I pushed myself upright, “I don’t know. I felt something related to what
Lee told us about and then I was in another place. I assumed it was only
in my mind, but there was something there. I thought it might be Magnus,
but it could be something else. An otherworldly animal or something?
Maybe some guy who can go wherever that was? Your guess is as good as
mine.”

At the point I mentioned Lee, Haley’s eyes widened, but then she said,
“I guess my guess is as good as yours because I don’t have any idea
either. Do you think it could do something to you again?”

I took a breath, “I don’t think so. Not unless I go there again.”

Adam looked from Haley and Amy to me, “I’m going to need more
information on this if you expect me to help. What did Lee tell you
about and what does it have to do with this? Also, what about Magnus?”

“You know how we told you that we didn’t feel comfortable giving out
information on something because it could end the world?” I looked over
at him, “It’s more of that.”

He met my eyes, “If it can attack you out of nowhere and leave this kind
of damage, I think I need to know.”

“Uh… Yeah. I can see how you’d feel that way and, honestly, you’re
right,” I stood up, feeling the beginning of a headache and some pain as
I stood, the spots where I hurt corresponding to where the creature bit
me.

Unlike almost everyone else, I’d been too busy to throw on my costume,
making me tempted to pull up my shirt or pull down my pants to check for
physical marks.

This wasn’t the moment for checking. I could do that before I put on the
Rocket suit, but I did want to
know.

Looking up from my pants to meet Adam’s gaze, I said, “I’m trying to
think of a way to tell you as safely as possible.”

He looked around at the whole group around us, “Does everybody know
except for me? Because if that’s true, I don’t see why you’re worried.”

“None of them have made deals with dragons that nearly burned my arm
off,” I said.

Vaughn bent over laughing.

After giving Vaughn some side eye, Adam turned his attention to me,
“Okay. I get it, but I need to know what’s going on here.”

“Right,” I nodded, “I know. Let’s try this. There’s a weapon hidden on
Earth that people from a certain ancestry can use. Lee can use it no
question. Magnus and I might be able to use it. Magnus is looking for it
and I might have seen him when I extended my awareness just now. It
might also have been someone or something else, but he’s the only person
I know would go after it other than Lee.”

Haley pursed her lips as she listened, probably mentally critiquing what
I’d told Adam. I’d ask her what she thought later.

Adam looked around the group and then at me, “I hope you’re not leaving
out anything I’ll need to know, but it’s something. Look, I can help
you. We can help you and to encourage you to keep up sharing, I’ll tell
you something I don’t have to tell you—I can use a kind of magic sight
because I’m a champion of Faerie. In that sight, you don’t look like
other people. I’m not sure exactly how to say it, but you look a little
blurry around the edges. It’s hard to notice. Not everybody will, but
it’s obvious if you know what to look for.

“This is true of everybody that spends a lot of time with Lee, but more
true for you than anybody else I’ve seen. I’ll watch to see if anyone
else looks the same.”

As he finished, most of the League looked anywhere but at him and some
eyes widened.

“Tell Nick if that happens. Don’t get their attention,” Kals’ eyes
widened. She didn’t use her power, but the forcefulness of her voice
said that she expected to be obeyed.

Adam looked over at her and his face tightened, “Okay, you’re afraid.
I’m not sure I know enough yet, but I’ll give you the benefit of the
doubt. I’ll leave them alone until Nick tells me otherwise.”

“Thanks,” I said. “It’s a bigger deal than we can explain for now. I’ll
tell you more when I feel like I can.”

Adam’s mouth twitched in what might have hinted at a smile or
frustration, “Please, do.”

Unsure of what to say next, I was almost relieved when I got a text from
Stephanie.

She wrote, “We’re here. Couldn’t call. Watched. They know I know you.
Asked for advice on your personality. Tactics. Favorite exit from HQ.
They knew your grandfather plus exits from his time. All watched now.”

She added, “Here with special forces supers, C-shop Illuminati, Major
Justice and friends. More.”

As I wondered if the “more” meant more text or more people than what
she’d already said, she kept on writing, obscuring my unwritten
response.

“They’ll use me to hurt or distract you. Pretend or ignore. Don’t trust
me. I’ll do what I can. Out.”

For lack of a better response, I liked her final statement, leaving a
thumb’s up next to her announcement of involuntary betrayal. It felt
inadequate somehow.

“Are you back there again?” Haley asked as I paid attention to the world
around me.

“What? No,” I said, realizing that everyone was watching me with concern
except Daniel—who gave me a thumb’s up.

I addressed everyone, “I just got a text from Stephanie. Major Justice
and his people are here with everyone we expected plus a military team.
They’re also going to use Stephanie to betray us if they can. Don’t
trust her, but don’t kill her, obviously. She’ll do what she can. Um… I
have to get my armor on.”

I pushed through people and ran for my lab as Haley began talking
through the plan that we’d discussed with everyone. I felt a small
twinge of pain with each step, manageable, but there. When I walked
through the door to the lab, moving out of everyone’s sight, I pulled up
my shirt.

I found multiple black and blue marks that could have been from bites
even though none of them broke the skin. It didn’t make a lot of sense,
but what was I going to do, complain?

I set my clothes to morph into a flight suit and walked over to the
nearest bucket of Rocket suit bits, activating them and watching as the
blocks enveloped me, changing into my suit.





Roll the Dice


        As the Rocket suit’s systems registered and passed their tests, I
thought about the black and blue marks on my body. The Rocket suit’s
medical technology was more about immediate first aid than internal
diagnosis.

The Xiniti implant on the other hand was all about being internal. It
had detected and healed my sword wound. Even if it had wanted to fill me
full of cybernetics, it seemed to have just closed the wounds, internal
and external.

I hadn’t thought to check on that. It felt like it happened much longer
ago than a day.

“Hey,” I asked it, “do you know anything about the black and blue marks
on my body?”

The implant gave me access to reports of similar deaths and damage in
Xiniti and Alliance territory. I looked for a pattern and found one. The
majority of deaths were near Abominator or Artificer ruins or relics
that had been taken from those ruins.

The implant also made a 3D representation of my naked body appear in my
mind with the damaged spots labeled. The stab wound made a guest
appearance with the note that it was nearly healed, not the same, and
only included for completeness.

The black and blue marks were labeled “phase-based energy wounds.”
Wondering what that meant caused the explanation to appear in my mind.
The energy came from another dimension. Only a trickle had made it
through to this one or I’d have been more hurt.

The image of my body also included a spot in my head—which was
concerning. It might also explain the headache. I hoped that I hadn’t
lost anything. My implant classified the damage as minimal, but the
human brain was complicated—one reason I hadn’t let the implant loose on
it.

I still understood how the Rocket suit worked and felt my connection to
Daniel.

With the suit’s reassembly finished, complete with a full load of bots
of every kind, I didn’t have time for self-diagnosis. We were in the
middle of what might be a defining moment or even a last stand.

All the same, I felt a flutter of anxiety inside as I stepped out of the
lab to find everyone still talking.

I walked toward the group, noting that Haley’s and my parents were
talking together and watching the group from off to the side at the
tables in the break room area.

I caught my dad looking off in my direction and waved at him. He smiled
back, but something in his eyes or the way the smile faded made me think
I saw a little fear around the edges. I wondered if they’d seen me fall?

Everyone had been around me and there had been furniture and cubicles in
his line of sight.

I’d sometimes wondered if he’d have preferred a more athletic,
conventionally manly son—the kind of person he’d been as a teenager. I’d
seen his football trophies and uniform in a box once.

What he’d ended up with was a kid whose high school activities were
inventing things and fighting supervillains. If he’d known back then, he
might have asked me to stop. As of now, all he could do was watch and
hope I didn’t die.

Knowing him, he’d be happy as long as I was, but if he wished my life
were less dangerous, I couldn’t argue. I walked up to the group.
Everyone was still talking, but they’d separated loosely into Team
Hidden and Team Visible—Team Visible being Vaughn, Cassie, Jaclyn, Amy,
and me.

Team Hidden was basically everyone else. Arguably, you might say there
was a third team called Team Backup, but really, they were just more
Team Hidden.

Everyone looked at me as I stepped up to the groups.

“Ready?” Vaughn asked.

My gut said no, but I said, “Yes, more or less.”

Amy held out a thin, red crystal, “Yours, if you want it.”

I looked down, watching it in the palm of her black gauntlet, “What is
it?”

Holding it higher, she said, “The invisibility charm I mentioned before.
Adam says Team Hidden won’t need them. He can hide them himself. So, now
Team Visible can turn invisible if things go bad.”

I took the crystal and put it in my pouch.

“If you need it,” Amy said, “crush it and throw the powder on yourself.
You have to use the whole thing. You can’t break it in half and use the
other half later.”

I nodded, “How long does it last?”

“Not long,” Amy said. “Half an hour, maybe.”

“Okay,” I said, “is there anything new I should know about the plan? Are
we still walking out into the arms of a vastly superior force?”

Jaclyn grinned, “That’s still exactly the plan.”

“Aright,” I said, “then I guess we’d better get going.”

Nodding, I said, “Then I guess we’d better go do something that’s
obviously stupid.”

“It’ll be fine,” Cassie said, “Mr. Sparkles is looking forward to it. I
don’t think he quite understands that we’re not going out there to
slaughter them.”

I eyed the alien gun in it’s holster on her belt. Using it to its full
potential would get us in more trouble than I wanted to imagine.

Haley’s mouth twisted as she glanced down at it, but she said, “I think
we need to get out there. Is everyone ready?”

Everyone looked at each other as Jaclyn said, “Yes. We’re ready.”

Izzy looked around the group, “I think we’ll all do fine as long as we
remember that they’re people too and most of them wouldn’t be fighting
us unless people meddled with their heads.”

“Which,” Adam said, “shouldn’t stop us from taking them down if we have
to. I think we all know that some of their victims never come back to
themselves.”

Haley looked up at him, “Don’t kill anybody. All of these people are
either innocent or misled. You’ve got magic. You can do things we don’t
even know about.”

He shook his head, “My people can do a lot, sure, but you’re still
working with fairies here. I’ll tell them what I want and I’m sure
they’ll listen, but they’ll still act according to their natures. Maybe
they won’t kill, but if they can’t, people may still need therapy and
lots of it.”

“As long as they’re alive and they aren’t lost in a fairy dream forever,
I can live with that,” Haley said. “Let’s go.”

Adam blinked, “Okay. I do want to point out though, that if those guys
have one of the Masks, they’ll have one guy who can handle magic.”

Amy tapped the Bloodspear’s butt end against the floor, making a dull
clanking noise, “He’ll be too busy worrying about me.”

With a look at the spear, Adam said, “Yeah. I’m sure.”

As we began to go to our respective tunnels, I looked over at Team
Hidden—which included both Daniel and Tara—asking, “What do you think?”

Turning toward me, Daniel said, “This plan is as good as any we came up
with in terms of our chances.”

Tara smiled at me, “There are too many people with too many powers
involved for me to predict everything. Sometimes you have to roll the
dice.”

Haley and I locked eyes for a moment, but she was too far away by then
for anything more than a glance. That would have to be enough.

I wanted to run it all by Hal. I wished again that I could contact Mateo
to ask what he knew about Yellow Mask. I could at least ask Hal, so I
did, “What did you think of our plan?”

[Send out an obvious group to draw their focus and keep a hidden
group to take out the hidden assets from the other side? I told them it
was good enough and suggested tweaks. I also told them the likely
sequence of events. The other side will engage you in some way, attempt
to capture you, and then attempt to bring any hidden assets of yours
into the light by threatening your lives. Also, of course, any discovery
of your hidden assets by their hidden assets will turn the whole thing
into straight out battle. Past that, it’s impossible to predict due to
the personalities and powers involved.]

“Okay, I guess that’s it then,” I said, following the rest of Team
Obvious to the tunnel door, and commanding my helmet to form around my
head.

Vaughn, Cassie, Jaclyn, Amy and I stopped in front of the heavy, round
tunnel door. Years ago, I’d assumed that it was metal, but now I knew
that it was a heavy duty alien ceramic made for combat applications.
Despite that, it looked like something made for a World War 2 submarine
when you combined the metal look with the round wheel on the outside of
the door.

Jaclyn put her hands on the wheel and began to turn. Watching her, you
had no idea how much resistance it gave anyone who couldn’t lift a few
hundred pounds.

She turned back to the rest of us, “I feel like I should be making a
speech, but this isn’t the time. Let’s get this done, Team Bait.”

We laughed, but as we stepped into the tunnel, I remembered something. I
hadn’t contacted Sean to tell him we were going in. I said I would, but
it had slipped my mind.

I considered skipping it, but I didn’t feel right about that. I composed
a message in my head and had my implant send it as a text to Sean.

It said, “We’re about to go meet with Major Justice and his crew. It’ll
be in the woods around League HQ. There will be lots of people. Don’t
get too close until fighting starts. You don’t want the Nine to
rearrange your head.”

As I sent it, I felt a twinge of worry, but I’d said I’d do it. Besides,
we needed the help.

Sean gave me a digital thumbs up on my message as I pulled the door shut
behind us. The door locked behind me as HQ’s computer noted the zones of
defenses going up behind us as we left.

The tunnel had once been used to dump either sewage or industrial
wastewater into Grand Lake—maybe both. We walked across the faded brick,
the tunnel’s height forcing me to lower my head.

Looking back toward Amy and me and then forward to Cassie and Jaclyn,
Vaughn said, “Our best shot is to walk out looking
confident.”

“Oh, really,” Jaclyn said, “and our confidence will stop them from
attacking even though the Rocket said Major Justice was done talking and
he called in everyone he knows?”

“The way I look at it,” Vaughn picked up his pace to keep up with her,
“Major Justice is just done talking to the Rocket.”

Amy laughed and shook her head, “I love your optimism.”

He shrugged, “It’s worth trying. You guys thought it was okay back
there.”

Cassie didn’t look back, staring down the tunnel ahead of us as she
talked, “I thought the part where we went out here was a good idea. If
you can talk to them, that’s a bonus. If you can talk sense into them,
it’ll be a miracle.”

He let out a sigh, “I know. Stupid Dominators.”

We reached the door soon after that. This one hung above us, a manhole
cover in a section where the tunnel widened into a square with the
manhole in the center. The rest of the tunnel continued past us toward
the lake.

“Ready?” Jaclyn stood in the middle, looking upward. “The Mystic said
that this was the best spot for us to exit, but he didn’t know if they’d
be waiting outside.”

“If they are,” I said, “we’ll at least have space to work with up there.
This opens near the edge of the woods and the playground by the beach.”

Jaclyn raised an eyebrow, “The playground? Well, it should be empty.”

At seven in the morning in November, you’d hope so.

She reached out, put her palms on the bottom and pushed upward, moving
the cover upward with no effort. Dirt fell in as she pushed it off to
the side, took a breath and jumped up, landing nearby with a thump.

“Well, they haven’t attacked yet,” she told us, “but I don’t see any of
them either.”

In a flash of red, white, and blue, Cassie jumped up after her, followed
by Vaughn, Amy, and me.

The place looked exactly like you’d expect a playground to look on
Saturday morning at 7 am in November. The swings swung empty in a light
wind. The yellow, plastic slide had a thin, muddy puddle at the bottom,
the combination of dew and dirt left by use.

We stood on a brick and concrete block at the edge of the
woods. I wondered again how Daniel’s
prescience worked. In the near future, he could feel what was about to
happen, but past that it seemed like a game of Twenty Questions with his
unconscious mind defining the words.

For example, if he’d actually used the word best to ask himself where we
should go, he’d defined it either as an empty spot or one with an
unknown number of invisible enemies.

Using the Rocket suit’s sensors, I scanned the area around us, adjusting
the sensors in a way that I thought might make sound absorbing materials
stand out.

Either I wasn’t doing it right or they genuinely weren’t here.

As Vaughn said, “Do you think we should try somewhere else—” I
registered movement in the sky and so did Jaclyn.

“Hey everybody,” she said, “here we go.”

I zoomed in on the dark figure who I recognized as he descended toward
us—Gordon. Still resembling a character in a Nazi recruitment poster,
Gordon’s costume hid his blond hair and most of his face, but I could
see his square jaw and cleft chin.

The costume thankfully didn’t recall German World War 2 military
uniforms at all. It appeared to have been designed to recall the look of
the moon and as a result was grey with a bright shimmer as he twisted
his body, aiming toward us.

Surprising myself, I remembered that he’d taken on his late father’s
codename (Moonglider) as a homage.

Coming to a stop in the air in front of us about twenty feet up, he
said, “None of you move. Don’t go anywhere. Don’t try to go anywhere!”

Jaclyn crossed her arms over her chest and glanced over at Vaughn.
Vaughn raised his hands above his shoulders, “Hey Moonglider, don’t
worry about it. We’re not here to cause trouble. Major Justice wanted us
to come out of the bunker and so we’re here. As you can see, we’re fine,
right?”

Still hovering, Gordon stared at Vaughn, breathing without saying
anything as if he were having trouble composing himself—or maybe he
didn’t know what to say.

When he did talk, he barked out, “Don’t move,” as if we hadn’t gotten
that message the first time.

Then he added, “I’ve called in my team,” which was interesting because I
hadn’t seen him talking into a mic or typing anything.

Did he have a system that allowed him to subvocalize or some form of
technological telepathy? On the other hand, I might be overestimating
their technical abilities. He might have the equivalent of a panic
button built into his suit—maybe on his palm.

My thoughts started a replay of my memories by my implant. In instants,
it found a spot where one of Gordon’s hands brushed the palm of the
other.

Even as I thought that it was nice to be right, I saw burning bodies
approaching from both the ground and the sky. It was both surprising and
not surprising at all to realize I knew both of them.

I’d known the burning man in the sky almost as long as I’d been alive.
Theo was calling himself Corona in costume which wasn’t a bad name
considering his power allowed him to cover himself with superheated
plasma as well as to fire blasts of it at his enemies. Like his older
brother Solar Flare, his codename was sun themed.

I’d never asked him if he had any trouble with the company that made the
beer of the same name. On the other hand, for all I knew, maybe they
sent him free samples.

The other person was named Meteor. Despite her codename, she couldn’t
fly—though I imagined she could drop. Still, she could run at hundreds
of miles per hour. So, metaphorically at least, Meteor still worked as a
name.

I didn’t hang around her much at Stapledon, so I didn’t know her
personal name.

In any case, I hadn’t know either of them were involved with the
Coffeeshop Illuminati—which meant they might also have been mentally
rewired by the Nine.

I also didn’t like the message their appearance sent. It might have been
chance because they were both high mobility supers, but they were also
people who had a realistic chance of taking Jaclyn out.

Theo didn’t hesitate to get close either, landing only ten feet away. He
did tamp down the flame to a low, reddish burn as his feet hit the
ground and he said, “Rocket, this is crazy. I’m sure they’ll work it
out. I know you’re not the kind of guy who just goes off the handle and
starts killing people.”

He was sympathetic. That was good. It meant the Dominators might not
have gotten to him—unless that’s what they wanted me to
think.

Meteor stopped near Theo and the flame around her body turned to small
fires licking the outside of her costume. To my amusement, I discovered
that whoever designed her current costume created a costume of a pitted
material that resembled the surface of a meteor.

She said, “I’m sorry,” to Jaclyn and I half-expected her to attack at
that moment, but she didn’t.

Jaclyn nodded, “Me too.”

In that moment, I remembered that they’d been on a team together when
Stapledon did a public tournament for visiting VIPs.

From above, Gordon shouted down, “You’re getting too close. We all know
them, but right now they’re the enemy. Step back and be ready to fight.”

“Relax,” Vaughn said, “we’re not going to do anything unless you attack.
They can back off or they can stay close, but it doesn’t change what
we’re here to do. We’re here to cooperate and we’re here to help settle
this.”

Tactically speaking, letting Gordon force them away from us might be the
better choice in that it gave us more time if they were ordered to
attack. I wanted to tell Vaughn that, but I reminded myself that there
was a reason he was handling this.

Next to Vaughn, Cassie looked from Meteor to Theo, “We don’t want to get
you in trouble with Moonglider.”

Theo glanced back toward Gordon, “Moonglider is being a jerk. We’re here
to talk with you and find out what happened. We’re not here to fight
you. At least that’s what I was told.”

“Just do as you’re told,” the winds changed, moving Gordon closer to
Theo, but only a few feet.

Cassie caught my eye, sending a message through my implant, There we
go. They’re not united on this.

Vaughn waved at Theo, “I didn’t know you were with the Coffeeshop
Illuminati. I thought you’d be with your family.”

Turning away from Gordon, but not moving back, Theo said, “I just
started. My parents thought it would be good for me to get experience
outside of the family team. You only call in a team full of plasma
manipulators if you want to destroy everything in sight. I want to be
more than that.”

Gordon’s voice rose, “If you don’t back off and stop talking to them,
I’m going to recommend that you be disciplined.”

Theo turned toward Gordon, opening his mouth to reply, the fire around
his body burning harder all of a sudden.

He stopped mid-breath, noticing along with the rest of us that Bullet
was flying over the trees behind us, carried by the bullet-shaped
cylinders of force that gave him his codename. He wasn’t alone. More
than ten other people came after him, most carried by the cylinders as
well.

Gordon’s brother Gifford flew in on his own, carried by the winds like
his older brother. I didn’t recognize all of Bullet’s companions, but
two stood out—one was Hunter, Gifford’s friend, who could generate
animate life forms out of a substance his body secreted.

The other person that stood out was Stephanie.

This was it. We had the Coffeeshop Illuminati, but no Major Justice or
the military special ops team that Lim had been talking about.

Those were waiting in the wings in case we were too much trouble—if Hal
was correct.

Bullet landed in front of us, the bullet-shaped bits of force
disappearing as he stepped toward the ground, showing all the control
his reputation had led me to expect. His dull grey costume evoked the
look of a bullet even though his “bullets” weren’t made of metal.

He landed the rest of his people in a half-circle facing us, including
Gordon and Meteor loosely in the half-circle. Theo was too close. Still,
if they did choose to fire on us, it allowed almost everyone to take a
shot without hitting someone on their side by accident.

With enough warning, even Theo would only need to pop into the air to
avoid friendly fire.

With their backs to the playground, this even meant they’d avoid firing
on it and the beach behind despite that both were empty. Their misses
would land in the forest, meaning that they weren’t environmentalists, I
supposed.

Glancing over at Gordon and then Theo, Bullet shook his head, “There’s
no reason for anyone to be disciplined, but Corona, please stand aside.”

Theo frowned, but looked back at Bullet and the formation behind him,
blinked as he recognized the tactical implications and stepped off to
the side.

It might not have been a profile in courage, but I couldn’t fault him.

Bullet looked over the group of us and said, “Major Justice isn’t
willing to talk to you any further, but I’m willing to take your
surrender. As someone you’ve helped, I only want the best for you. I
know that Major Justice wants to guide the Heroes’ League, but I know
you’re capable. I do think you need some help with public relations
right now. If you surrender, I’d be willing to help you calm things
down.”

Vaughn looked over at me, winked, and turned back to Bullet. He’d had an
idea. I hoped that I’d like it. The Rocket suit’s 360 degree view
allowed me to notice Amy let out a slow breath, the kind you might take
to calm yourself down.

Amy dated Vaughn for a couple of years. I could only guess what
triggered that reaction.

“Alright,” Vaughn said. “We’ll surrender, but only if Major Justice
agrees to get scanned for the Nine’s influence. If people with
experience in finding their meddling pass him, we’ll surrender after
that.”

This was the kind of plan that I’d have loved to have a vote on because
if he got scanned by someone working for the Nine, they weren’t going
find the Nine’s influence and we’d still be expected to surrender.

Also, Major Justice might just be an asshole.

“And by the way,” Vaughn added, “we won’t accept just anybody to check
him. As you should know, you need a team for this—a telepath, a wizard,
and if you can get one, someone with the skills to remove the Nine’s
influence. We want a say in who does it.”

That was a little more hard-nosed than I’d expected, but his family had
built a multi-billion dollar (or more) business. You don’t do that just
by being friendly.

Bullet’s face twitched and he opened his mouth as if to begin, but then
didn’t. Much like me, he’d expected a fight and he wasn’t getting it.

It was actually pretty clever, avoiding a super on super fight for the
moment, if it worked, we might remove a cell of the Nine’s influence on
the community.

I wished I’d thought of it earlier, but I could help at least. Using my
implant, I called Kayla, “I hope you’re watching this right now. Make
sure Team Hidden knows not to attack unless they attack us. Also, make
sure that you’ve got a recording of this conversation available. We
might need it again soon.”

Her reply sounded in my head, “Hal’s already on it. He’s setting up
avenues to distribute the video.”

I wanted to know more about that, but given that Hal had been studying
up on how to manipulate humans for years now, I was willing to give him
the benefit of the doubt.

Theo turned to Bullet, “It seems like a reasonable request. You know
what the Nine are like. Everyone knows they have influence in the
superhero community. And you know what the Heroes’ League is like.
They’ve been fighting them.”

“Corona,” Gordon’s voice strained as if he were almost keeping it under
control, “let Bullet make his own decisions.”

Bullet waved Gordon to silence, “Corona is right. I’ve seen on a
personal level how the Nine can influence people and turn them into
things they’d never agree to become.”

He had to be thinking of Armory. It had only been a month or two ago
that we’d captured Armory and proved to Bullet that the Nine had
manipulated both of them.

Gordon let Bullet speak, but the moment he stopped, Gordon flew closer
to Bullet, trying to keep his voice down, but not successfully. The
Rocket suit amplified it for me, but it was loud enough for everyone
nearby to listen in.

“You can’t seriously be thinking about it?” The Rocket suit noted that
the wind speed in the area had ticked up by five miles per hour. Gordon
might be losing control.

A few of the figure behind Bullet stepped closer. I didn’t like the look
of it.

Bullet didn’t seem to think he was in danger, though, turning to Gordon
and saying, “Stand down. We’ll talk about this later.”

The wind speed grew another five miles per hour.

Noticing the wind, I wondered about Gordon. He did have a temper. I
remembered at least one time he’d nearly lost it with me. All the same,
this seemed different. I’d never seen him lose control of his powers out
of anger.

Of course, maybe I’d never seen him angry enough.

On a gut level, I didn’t quite believe he could be this angry at
whatever offenses he imagined I’d committed without also being goaded
into that anger either by Dominator work in his head or something
else.

I looked over at Stephanie and wondered if she knew anything. She was
watching Gordon and Bullet, but not trying to talk Gordon down—which I
understood. Even a couple of years after a breakup, residual feelings
about it might make things worse instead of better.

She might be able to calm him down with her technology, but it might be
construed as an attack. Anyway, Gordon knew how her tech worked and
might even have a way around it.

I risked a quick look at her armor. Black with flat plates all over her
body, the plates doubled as both armor and displays. Stephanie’s area of
research or maybe a weird talent was for creating symbols that created
effects in the mind of the viewer. They made someone look away, freeze,
or force them to feel any emotion she’d designed the display to produce.

None of the plates were open, meaning that Stephanie wasn’t responsible.
Maybe I shouldn’t have worried. We’d worked together at Higher Ground to
fight the creation of the True, but she’d been spying then and never
quite felt trustworthy.

Given that she’d been spying on the Coffeeshop Illuminati for us and
warned us that they were coming, I was probably paranoid.

Still, you couldn’t deny that she’d be a tempting target for the
Dominators and she’d been out of contact with me for at least a year
before we saw her at the Coffeeshop Illuminati’s compound.

All the same, none of her displays were open.

Gifford, meanwhile, had landed next to Gordon and said, “Are you okay?”

Gordon all but snarled at his younger brother, “I’m fine. Bullet’s
letting these people walk all over him because they’re the Heroes’
League.”

Hearing that, reminded me that it was one of Gordon’s issues. Despite
being the son of a respected super and experiencing the side effects of
that respect while growing up, he seemed to resent that it was also true
for us except a little more so.

Bullet turned to him again, “I told you to stand down. If you’re not
going to listen to me, I’m going to tell you to leave and meet us back
at the eggs.”

Cassie sent an implant-to-implant message, Gordon’s about to explode. If
we stay out of it until he attacks his own people, we at least win in
PR.

I responded, Yeah. I’m beginning to think the Dominators upped his
resentment toward the League.

As if to make that point, Gordon told Bullet, “If you don’t show some
backbone, I don’t think I have to listen to you. The Coffeeshop
Illuminati isn’t supposed to be a top-down organization. We’re supposed
to be a superhero collective. We work together, but we each do what we
think is right. You’re here to advise but you don’t run the place.
That’s old-school thinking. We represent a new way of thought.”

Next to me, Amy raised an eyebrow. If she was thinking that this wasn’t
the place to go into a rant about your philosophy of superheroism and
life, I couldn’t argue.

From the contingent of Coffeehouse Illuminati, I heard one cheer as
Gordon talked.

Bullet turned away from us to look at his own group, “There’s a danger
in losing focus when you’re in the middle of a job. We came here with a
shared purpose. We can’t lose that now. The Heroes’ League made an
excellent point—that they’re in a battle with the Nine. If we act
prematurely, we let the Nine use us and we can’t risk that.”

Gordon stepped up to Bullet, standing face to face with only inches
between them, shouting, “And what does that mean? Just do whatever the
Heroes’ League tells you?”

Bullet shouted back, “That’s enough of that! I’m trying to teach you
something, but it does no good if you’re unwilling to be taught. Go back
to the transport eggs and wait for us.”

Gordon laughed, “Do you see what he is? He’s just another fascist in the
end.”

Next to him, Gifford said, “Moonglider, I don’t think this—“

He didn’t finish. Gordon paid no attention to him, summoning up enough
wind to throw Bullet into the air, shooting him toward the side of the
half-circle the Illuminati had arranged themselves in while they were
still thinking about tactics.

Bullet passed through the side of the half-circle without hitting
anyone, and gained in altitude.

I recognized why. Glints of light hit bullet-shaped bits of force
collected around him and held him in the air.

He stared at Gordon and more bullets gathered around his fist.

A few of the bullets shot away from his hand toward Gordon as Gifford
shouted, “No!”

The Rocket suit’s sensors showed the air in front of Gordon becoming
more dense, maybe not to force field levels, but enough to matter.

The bullets hit the barrier and began to be blown to the left when they
discorporated.

Bullet pulled more bits of force together and then they transformed,
surrounding him in a bullet-shaped container that shot forward toward
Gordon even as Gordon and Gifford bodies’ tightened up, pointing their
arms toward Bullet.

We felt the ensuing blast of wind. It pulled us forward and a few of the
Coffeeshop Illuminati tumbled.

More of the Coffeeshop Illuminati jumped in after him. A big guy in a
purple costume styled to resemble plate armor landed on top of Bullet’s
force field, punching it, and leaving visible waves in the field, almost
as if it were liquid.

Another big guy, this one with horns on his head and wearing blue armor
jumped up and started fighting the first guy, both of them balancing on
the top of the bullet.

Bullet himself ignored the both of them as he struggled in the wind.

Jaclyn turned to the rest of us, “I don’t want to, but we might have to
stop it.”

If she didn’t worry about what happened to them, she could probably take
down everyone. Assuming she wanted to avoid breaking bones or even
killing people, she needed us.

Meanwhile, in the background one of the Coffeeshop Illuminati, a woman
in a gold costume, whose long hair coiled in the air like snakes,
shouted at all of them, “Stop fighting each other!”

At the same time, two of the Coffeeshop Illuminati stepped away from
what remained of their half-circle (now a string of random dots) and
stood in front of the group of us.

Both were maybe five and half feet tall and wore blue costumes. Live
electricity traveled all over their bodies. If I remembered correctly,
they called themselves Live Wire and didn’t have individual names.

I wasn’t sure of the practicality of that, but they didn’t seem in the
mood to discuss it.

“Don’t move,” they said in stereo.

“I’m not trying to challenge you or anything,” Vaughn said, “but did you
check out our known powers before coming over here? We’re not trying to
leave, but lightning isn’t a huge threat.”

“Look behind you,” they said, one of them pointing past us.

There wasn’t anything behind us, but in the next moment humanoid figures
grew out of the ground. If anything, they reminded me of sped up film of
mushrooms growing. They had the grey color and skin texture of mushrooms
combined with almost human features.

They didn’t scare me. I knew what they were. Hunter had run off to help
Gifford, his best friend, and apparently left seeds for his fungus
creatures behind us. In general, they weren’t terribly tough, but he did
have tough ones and had been known to include tough features even in
weak ones.

Ahead of us, another seed blossomed into another creature. This one grew
50 feet to tower over everything but the trees. It had mushroom-like
skin as well, but this one was shaped like a Tyrannosaurus Rex.

It roared and went after Bullet and the people defending him. At that,
Theo, one of the few remaining Illuminati turned to me and said, “You
can take these guys,” and flew toward the Tyrannosaurus, blasting
superheated plasma at it.

It fell over, smashing into the swing set, but then the T. Rex pushed
itself up despite its teeny mushroom arms.

Though the plasma had burned it, it was still in one piece. Hunter’s
skills had improved since the last time I’d paid attention to them. That
wasn’t good.

“I’m taking down the T. Rex and getting Bullet out of here,” Jaclyn
said, running forward and past Live Wires before they even had a chance
to register her.

Unable to stop Jaclyn, they threw lightning at us. Amy dove behind me,
pulling out the Bloodspear to fight the mushroom zombies behind
us.

They shrieked and didn’t stop shrieking when Cassie started firing her
gun at them.

There were more of them than I’d realized. When I’d first noticed them,
I guessed there might be 20. Now I was thinking more than 100.

Guessing that taking lightning blasts wasn’t included in a Bloodmaiden’s
basic power set, I kept myself between her and the Live Wires’ bolts.
Electricity hit the Rocket suit and traveled down the outside into the
ground.

I blasted Live Wires with my sonics, causing them to stop throwing bolts
as they fumbled to adjust their helmets. Vaughn, meanwhile simply
redirected the lightning bolts into the ground or into the mushroom
zombie army behind him.

I was about to rush them when Stephanie stepped forward, the plates on
her armor glowing. Remembering that she’d told me not to trust her if I
saw her, I knew what was coming next—we’d be experiencing one of her
visual brain stem hacks.

I didn’t need the automated text from our private channel that said,
“Take me out. I don’t care how,” but it made what came next easier.

In the pause where Live Wires’ lightning bolts stopped, I opened up on
her with a barrage of goobots.

The goobots did what I’d intended them to do—hit and explode into goo
that covered her suit, and most important, the symbols that glowed on
the armored plates, all of them.

I’d switched off direct visuals the moment I saw the glow, viewing her
with a composite of sonics and thermal. She was a bit fuzzy, but
goobots, much like hand grenades, didn’t demand precision.

After she fell, I asked my implant if it could obscure any symbols on
her while allowing me to see the glow.

I felt it answer in the affirmative and turned my visuals back on.
Noting a few spots where she still glowed, I fired off a few more
goobots.

With that, I received another text from her, “If you’re reading this,
they got me. I hope you’ve got people who can get their commands out of
my head because otherwise I’m going to be working full time for the bad
guys now. Don’t kill me unless you really, really have to, okay?”

The next text added, “I don’t know how they got me. I used your buzzer
design, but I couldn’t keep it on me every second of every day. God
knows I tried. My best guess is they got me before I started using it
and planted commands that only needed to be activated with only a code
word. I was with the Coffeeshop Illuminati for years before I saw
through their BS. Another idea? They’ve got a way past your buzzer and
you’re fucked. I know you’re smart, but don’t assume it works
perfectly.”

This was the first person The Nine had gotten that I knew. While I’d
never been able to completely trust her and she’d definitely worked
against us at first, she’d been an ally against the True. She deserved
better than this.

I forwarded her messages to Kayla, telling her, “Someone’s got to pick
her up and get her to Kals, but I can’t right now. Maybe Team Hidden or
Dark Cloak’s army of fae?”

“Maybe,” Kayla said, “I’ll check. It’s getting weird for them too.”

I wanted to ask how, but had to start paying attention to the fight
again. In the seconds that had passed since I’d fired the goobots,
Vaughn had literally blown both Live Wires away. He’d called up a wind
that threw them into the T. Rex, hitting it with a flash of lightning,
the sound of thunder, and a roar from the T. Rex that I felt through the
suit.

It dove at the ground, trying to get at the human figures near it even
though Bullet pelted it with force bullets large enough that it rocked
back with every hit.

I didn’t get to pay it any more attention than that.

From behind me, Amy said, “Rocket, some help!”

With that I realized Amy and Cassie were keeping back the mushroom
zombie horde with a combination of Cassie’s alien gun and Amy’s spear.
Amy would throw the spear which would pass through a line of zombies
causing them to shrivel and turn to dust. Meanwhile, Cassie fired shot
after shot, each one leaving the zombie it hit burnt, many of them in
multiple pieces.

If it were that simple, they wouldn’t have needed help, but every now
and then the less damaged zombies or parts of zombie would release a
cloud of spores. Seconds later, there were more zombies growing to full
size and charging toward us.

If that weren’t enough, Meteor, who’d disappeared with most of the
Coffeeshop Illuminati, came back now, aiming herself at Vaughn at more
than 300 miles per hour.

Even though Vaughn was tougher than he used to be and wearing one of my
nanotech based self-repairing suits, I knew it would hurt.

Even flying the Rocket suit, I couldn’t physically react quickly enough
to block her from hitting him. I knew situations like this might happen,
though—which was why I’d taken advantage of the fact that I could
process information faster than a normal person.

I might not be able to move in time to aim my sonics at her, but I had
time to fire off a burst of boombots even as I began to activate the
jets and aim toward Vaughn.

Set on full burn, the boombots flew away with more speed than a human
body could take, hitting Meteor on the right side. The heat and fire of
explosions did nothing to her. She might not be immune to fire, but she
was close to it. The boombots’ explosions generated more than heat and
light.

They generated force, specifically force that threw her to my left which
happened to be the direction that the mushroom zombies were coming from.

Lest you get the impression it was luck, it was less random than
deliberately aiming Meteor at a cluster of mushroom zombies.

They didn’t seem to be able to infect people and few things kill fungus
like fire.

She did better than I expected. When she hit them, a blast of fire
exploded outward from her, burning them to charcoal—which was nice. If
only I could get her to do that voluntarily, our lives would become so
much easier.

As Meteor pulled herself up from the ground, discovering the 20 foot
wide circle of blackened everything around her, Haley called me, “Does
it look like Hunter’s shroom zombies are self-replicating? He said he
was thinking about it last year at Stapledon, but he never said he’d
done it!”

Ahead of me, near one of the baseball diamonds, the T. Rex went down,
exploding into a cloud of spores.

“Self-replicating?” I stared at the cloud of spores obscuring the
baseball diamond.

Supers emerged from it, most of them covered with a light dusting of
spores. By most, I meant almost everybody but Jaclyn. Jaclyn wasn’t
covered because I’d designed her suit to be as close to frictionless as
I could.

The other two exceptions were Bullet and Theo. Bullet flew out. He
wasn’t covered with spores because he floated upward in a bullet-shaped
force field. Theo was spore-free for a more obvious reason—almost
anything that touches superheated plasma burns.

The rest of the supers, all of them Coffeeshop Illuminati, seemed to be
acting normally. They didn’t seem to be controlled by Hunter. They were
running in all directions, showing no coordination at all.

Also, the spores seemed to be inert. At any rate, none of them seemed to
be growing and using their hosts for food, turning them into
mini-mushroom dinosaurs.

Even Hunter, Gifford, and Gordon seemed to be covered, making it
unlikely to be part of a prearranged plan.

“Yes,” Haley said, “he wouldn’t shut up about it for an entire Stapledon
weekend. He kept saying how it would up his power level. It was so
irritating.”

In the middle of her charred circle, Meteor stared out at the horde of
mushroom zombies forming in the forest behind us, muttering, “This is
too big.”

“Self-replicating anything is a terrible idea,” I said, “I haven’t made
any of my armor pieces self-replicating. There’s always the risk, even
if you’ve programmed them perfectly, that they won’t replicate
themselves perfectly. Once that happens, maybe the whole world turns
into grey goo.”

“I know,” I could imagine the narrowed eyes that went along with
Haley’s tone of voice, “You told me and I told him.”

“He didn’t listen,” I watched as Cassie shot the first of a new group
expanding out of the soil.

“I know,” Haley said again. “He’s an idiot… Oh, and Dark Cloak says he
can have a fairy cat get Stephanie out.”

“A fairy cat?” I would have said more but at that moment a black cat
stepped out from behind a bush and jumped onto Stephanie’s restrained
body, avoiding the goobot strands with uncanny grace.

Then, the cat sat on her chest, staring at me. Then both the cat and
Stephanie faded away. Only the cat’s glowing amber eyes remained visible
as it disappeared, staying for a moment after it was gone.

I opened my mouth to tell Haley that I believed her now, but my
attention moved from Stephanie’s disappearance back to the baseball
diamond.

The cloud of spores had cleared. Gordon had shot into the sky where he
and Bullet appeared to be engaged in a dogfight, a dogfight made more
complicated by the figures in the air around them. I didn’t care enough
to identify them at the moment, but they made it impossible for either
Bullet or Gordon to take each other out.

I wasn’t paying much attention to them because I was paying attention to
what clearing the air had revealed.

The T. Rex had fallen apart. Mounds of mushrooms grew on the pieces and
around it on the diamond and the grassy areas around it. The mounds on
the T.rex pieces were growing faster. Two were already six feet tall or
higher. Feeding my suspicions, they attacked each other.

Nearby, Gifford hovered near Hunter, directing winds with his hands and
shouting downward at Hunter at the same time. What they were talking
about wasn’t obvious with Vaughn’s thunder and lightning going nearby,
but if I had to guess, my bet was a short conversation about how Hunter
had lost control.

With everything going on, I’d lost track of the conversation I’d been
having with Haley.

“Yes,” she said, “a fairy cat. Dark Cloak says it got her out.”

“Right,” I blew away a cluster of mushroom zombies with a boombot,
worrying that I’d need to conserve them, and added, “I saw her
disappear, but I think it’s all about to get much worse. I think Hunter
lost control of at least some of them.”

One of the new T.rex (what’s the plural of T.rex?) jumped up and
attacked a group of mushroom zombies that were heading in Hunter’s
direction. The T.rex gave him long enough for Gifford to blow Hunter
into the air, holding both of them 50 feet above the ground and out of
the creatures’ reach.

Meanwhile, the T.rex bit one of the mushroom zombies in half, spreading
spores everywhere—including into the nearest T.rex mounds.

Part of me wanted to know whether Hunter’s zombies could cross-pollinate
between the two species, but another part of me very much did not want
to find out the answer.

I fired off two boombots into the nearest T.rex mounds to the destroyed
zombie, letting out a breath as they exploded. I hoped the fire was hot
enough.

Finally having the presence of mind to consider ending the conversation
with Haley, I said, “Hey—”

She said, “I have to go. Zombies are leaving the park.”

“Crap!” I glanced toward Hunter. He was still floating in the air and
shouting with Gifford. Didn’t they have comms? “I’m going to see if
Hunter can do anything.”

Our connection clicked shut and I told the implant to call Hunter’s
comm.

Despite being on “the other side,” Hunter took my call. His shouted,
“What do you want,” made me wonder if he was paying attention when he
took the call.

“This is the Rocket,” something he should already know, but if he
didn’t…

“Whoops,” he said, “I didn’t mean to shout at you. I’m in the middle of
something.”

I considered saying, “Yes, trying to capture me,” but if he wasn’t
thinking about it, I didn’t want to remind him. “By any chance,” I did
ask, “did you lose control of your fungus zombies?”

As I talked, Theo flew down and threw a plasma blast that eclipsed
anything I’d seen from him before, engulfing one of the smaller
T.Rex(es?) and burning it to charcoal along with the grass around it.

It was a nice start even if it wasn’t a good day for the grass.

For a moment Theo wobbled in the air. He regained control before
anything happened, but I wondered how many of those blasts he had in
him.

I couldn’t help but notice that another T.Rex had emerged from the dead
body of the first. This one was only four feet tall, but it was growing.

Voice low, as if he didn’t want to admit it, Hunter said, “Yes. It
wasn’t this bad last time.”

“Last time?” I asked, trying to keep emotion out of my voice.

“Don’t give me that,” he said. “I tested them. I tried out all of my new
designs. They’ve even worked in the field. I just haven’t made this many
before. It looks like I lost control of a few.”

“A few?” This time I didn’t try as hard to hide what I was feeling.

“A lot, okay?” His sigh came from everywhere in my helmet, “Look, last
time we had one and it was no big deal. My other zombies beat it down. I
think maybe the more I make, the more mistakes I make.”

Resisting the urge to point out how important testing was when creating
something, especially something with as many potential problems as
multiplying fungus creatures, I asked, “What can they do? Anything
special beyond exploding and spreading?”

His voice lifted, “Oh, this is great. They evolve. I couldn’t make them
evolve a lot, but a little each time. So if you beat them to death, they
don’t become invulnerable to beatings, but they do get tougher.
Basically, my problem is that I can only make so many fungus zombies at
a time. If they keep destroying them, I can’t keep up. I need to make
them ahead of time. Of course, I made them ahead of time anyway today.
Major Justice told Bullet we needed to pull out all the stops.

“This way, I can keep up no matter what and my creatures just get
better.”

I could hear the enthusiasm in his voice as he talked and I got it. I
felt the same way when I figured out how to solve a problem.

“Super,” I said, “so is there any kind of limit for how many generations
of creatures they spawn?”

“Uh…” he paused, “there’s no special limit. The most I’ve seen them get
is ten generations, but no more than that and mostly not more than
three. Crap. Major Justice is calling to scream at everyone again. Got
to cut this off.”

The connection closed.

I took a look around me. For the moment, things seemed okay. The horde
of mushroom zombies behind us in the forest seemed to have been
destroyed for the moment. I doubted that they could change enough to
cope with the combination of Cassie’s gun, Amy’s life force sucking
spear, and Vaughn’s command of the elements.

Even Meteor had run back to join the fight with the T.Rex spawn. That
one was still going. Jaclyn, though, had run back out of it and back to
us.

“I’m not sure if they’re even going after Bullet anymore,” she said as
she got close. “It looks like they’re all working together against the
T.Rexes and winning. What does everyone want to do when they can pay
attention to us again? Are we still going to distract while Team Hidden
finds the invisible people on their side?”

“I guess,” I said. “Things don’t look too bad here. So we may have to go
back to that, but I’m a little worried that the other shoe’s going to
drop and everyone’s going to have to join up or watch Grand Lake turn
into a mushroom zombie wasteland.”

Jaclyn raised an eyebrow, “Is it really that likely?”

I told everyone what Hunter said, finishing with, “Hunter said there’s a
limit to how many times they can reproduce, but what if they evolve like
cancer does? No limits. Then we’ve got a problem.”

“You need to tell Control,” Jaclyn said.

“I know,” I said, “but you’re all here and I thought you should know
first.”

“Hey,” Cassie said, “look at that,” and pointed her gun past us toward
what been a patch of mushroom zombie remains that hadn’t been doing
anything.

As of that moment, it had grown into a group of creatures that were
mixed humanoid zombie and T.Rex zombies—mixed as in different parts from
each variety. One even had two heads, one humanoid and on T.Rex. It was
already 15 feet tall and hadn’t stopped growing.

I’d noticed that the clouds of T.Rex spores had landed on humanoid
zombies earlier. The combined zombie spawn grew faster than the T.Rex
spawn had.

Cassie opened fire and Vaughn hit the spot with multiple lightning
bolts. They left the spot blackened, but the bodies still gave off a
puff of spores.

Cassie burned the small cloud with a wider beam attack. Jaclyn turned to
me and said, “Call Control.”

I called Kayla, telling her what I’d learned in as few words as I could.
I suggested that she might want to contact the offices of Major Justice
and superheroes he led. He wasn’t going to listen to me.

Then she should make a more general announcement to regional and
national groups about the situation and give them footage along with
what Hunter said in our conversation.

“I’ll try,” Kayla let out a sigh, “it’s not as if he likes me either,
but maybe someone else will show up and make him see reason.”

“I’m not optimistic, but if more people show up, we’ve got a better
chance to control it,” I said, firing off a boombot at a new cluster of
mixed humanoid and T.Rex zombies.

Though the cluster was no longer moving, Vaughn hit it with a lightning
bolt. In this situation, I couldn’t argue with overkill.

“I hope so,” Kayla dropped the connection.

Jaclyn looked over at me, “How much confidence do you have in our suits’
filters? I don’t want to find out what happens if the spores get in my
lungs.”

“Pretty confident,” I said, “I used ideas from alien tech meant for
interstellar exploration for reference.”

“Good,” Jaclyn watched as Theo dropped a blast of flame on another
cluster of expanding fungus creatures, blackening the cluster and
everything around it.

A quick look showed that members of the Coffeeshop Illuminati were
cooperating in destroying the zombies. Hunter appeared to be using a
third variety of zombie to combat them—ape-like human forms with clawed
hands. The claws appeared to be of a denser material than the previous
zombies, but maybe they were just denser mushrooms. The best way to find
out was taking a sample to analyze.

Short of that I had to go with my best guess—not that I had time for
that.

I scanned the playground and the surrounding field for more signs of
mushroom growth, noticing that the blackened bits of ground included
partially melted swing sets and a slide.

Our grandparents had literally taken members of the current league to
play on that equipment during more than one of their group barbecues
after retiring.

I told my implant to remind me of this after the battle was over. We
could donate money to help rebuild it. The city had to have a superhero
rider on their insurance, but it would help make up for destroying
things.

“Team Obvious,” Haley said over the comm, “there’s a big group of them
leaving the park. We’re not revealing everyone, but Blue is handling
this. She might need help.”

“Got it,” I said. “We’ll help.”

I checked Izzy’s camera view. She was in the air, looking down on the
west side of the park, an area where there was no reason for Hunter’s
fungus zombies to be in the first place—unless he’d placed them there to
cut off an escape. HQ’s garage exit came out on that side of the park
and there were enough supers that gone through that entrance for people
to know it existed.

The west side of the park was mostly forest along with hiking trails and
the rangers’ access roads. Grand Lake bounded it to the north, but
residential neighborhoods bounded it to the south.

Haley and I had spent a bit of time making out in the Wolfmobile on one
of the access roads early on in our relationship.

The camera showed a crowd of grey, human-shaped creatures gathering near
the wire fence that separated the park from the street. I couldn’t tell
how many, but based on the picture, my implant counted more than one
thousand. The houses and people on the other side of street had no
defenses.

Cassie turned to Jaclyn, “Can you get me there?”

Jaclyn didn’t reply directly, saying on the League’s open channel,
“Blue, I’m bringing Captain Commando. We can’t just punch them without
spreading the spores.”

“That’s going to need all of us,” Vaughn said.

“Plus everyone,” Amy said.

“I’ll pass it on,” I told them as Jaclyn grabbed Cassie and ran away in
a blur. Amy and Vaughn flew after them, leaving me alone.

Sort of alone, anyway. Bullet and the Coffeeshop Illuminati were doing
what they could to contain the remaining zombies—plus the new clusters
that erupted out of the ground.

I shared a snapshot of the zombies beginning to tear down the fence and
the location on the open comm channel assigned to West Michigan. They
might not be using it to coordinate, but they’d get notifications from
it.

I added, “We’re leaving to prevent your creatures from invading a
residential neighborhood. If you can spare anyone, it would help.”

Then I flew into the air, seeing the massed fungus creatures below.
There were more than I’d seen through Izzy’s camera.

“This had better not be some kind of trick,” Major Justice said over the
comm.

“Don’t believe me. Check it out for yourself,” I said, turned on my
rockets and flew away.

Major Justice made a grunt that I nearly missed in the roar of my
rockets shooting me skyward and then closed our connection.

That was fine. I didn’t want to talk to him either.

Once in the air, I noticed something I hadn’t from the ground—a lot of
things. For one, I noticed the helicopters in the air. That’s
helicopters as in the plural version, specifically three of them. There
were two different news crews and a police helicopter.

Also, police cars were rolling down the streets in our direction which
was great. Maybe they’d be able to keep the civilians
safe.

Maybe.

This seemed less like a call in the police situation than a situation
where you call in the National Guard. They had a base in Grand Lake. It
wasn’t big, but it existed.

I hoped they had a protocol for responding to mass threats. After the
Thing that Eats came to Grand Lake, you’d hope that they’d see the need.

That wasn’t all I saw. Civilians were leaving the area in cars,
crossovers, trucks and mini-vans. All the explosions, lightning, and
thunder worked in our favor in that sense. Warning sirens might not have
gone off, but blasts of different kinds of energy had a way of
communicating the possibility of imminent death.

We were lucky in the sense that between seven and eight in the morning,
people were already trying to leave for work or school anyway.

Of course, stupid people still existed.

I was reminded of that as I dipped downward toward the long stretch of
fenced-in woods next to the state park.

Despite the mass of mushroom zombies crowding the fence for a block or
more, people had stopped to take pictures, some of them with
professional cameras. It boggled my mind for many reasons.

Among them? It seemed obvious to me that the second the zombies decided
they wanted to push down the fence it would go down. No picture seemed
worth dying for.

Of the people with professional cameras, the journalists in the crowd
might be idealistic enough to believe that uploading a great shot to
their media organization before dying would be worth it.

Grand Lake had been experiencing an increase in superhero paparazzi in
the last few years and they seemed more profit-oriented. I recognized a
couple of them in the crowd. I couldn’t imagine their justification.

Least understandable? The parents taking shots with kids in the car.
They were taking shots of the zombies and then of us. Some of the kids
were too even though others were screaming at their parents to drive
away.

Smart kids.

I decided to give them some help, hovering in the air, and and turning
on the Rocket suit’s public address system at its highest level. I said,
“This is the Rocket. We’re in an emergency situation right now. If you
have a car, get out of your house and get away from here. If you can’t
get away, do your best to hide. Whatever you do, don’t go toward the
state park. There are zombies. I repeat, there are zombies in the state
park. Don’t go there.”

Knowing how powerful the suit’s speakers were, I deliberately aimed over
the nearest houses. The situation was bad enough. I didn’t want to add a
block’s worth of shattered windows to the list of damages.

“Please drive in an orderly fashion. It won’t do anybody any good to
panic.”

I set the suit to repeat it again, facing toward my left instead of my
right.

To my surprise, most of the civilians listened. Garage doors opened and
cars drove away.

A man with a mini-van full of kids didn’t quite process the “don’t
panic” part of the speech. His tires squealed and the engine roared down
the block, but he didn’t go toward the state park and he did stop for
the stop sign at the end of the block.

It gave me hope that he wasn’t a complete idiot—maybe.

I didn’t hover there to watch it, however much I wanted to make sure
everyone got out. I concentrated on finding our group.

It wasn’t hard. Izzy, Vaughn, and Amy hovered above the road. Jaclyn and
Cassie stood beneath them. Jaclyn talked to me via her implant, Our
best plan so far is that Cassie and Amy concentrate on destroying them
while Izzy and I herd them. Vaughn’s going to start by destroying as
many as he can now but pinch hit after that.

I didn’t bother to ask why Izzy and Jaclyn wouldn’t be doing the
destroying. Physical hits would spread the spores.

Unless you’ve got a better idea, she continued, you’re pinch-hitting
too.

Glancing over at the zombies, I noticed that the fence was shaking. They
weren’t even trying to get through. It was their combined weight as more
joined from behind, pushing the crowd forward.

I was about to suggest that Vaughn should start hitting them with
lightning, but then I saw the clouds darkening above us. He was setting
up a thunderstorm so that he could keep on hitting them without draining
himself as quickly.

It was a smart choice, but I couldn’t help but worry that we were losing
this moment.

“Give me a few seconds more,” Vaughn said over the comm, “and I might
get all of them.”

Ahead of us, a section of fence near the middle of the block began to
bow and then fell over. Mushroom zombies spilled out like water over a
shattered dam.

“Well, shit,” Vaughn muttered. “I guess not.”

No one got to reply. Jaclyn might have been able to, but then lightning
rained down from the sky, hitting the zombies that crossed the fence,
but also hitting the zombies still behind it.

No watcher could have confused this lightning with anything natural.
Except for the cluster of hits where the zombies passed through, it hit
the zombies in two parallel lines coming down from the sky.

My helmet stopped it from blinding me, but it was still hard to see
through what appeared to be a wall of electricity.

When the lightning stopped, I could see smoking zombie bodies all the
way down the road. Many of them were charred to the point that they were
unrecognizable or at least they would have been if they were human.

Had they been human, I’d have been horrified at the devastation. Given
that they weren’t human, I could only feel disappointment that it wasn’t
worse.

It was good that Vaughn had stopped the first wave, but that wasn’t all
of the zombies. There were more crossing over the downed section of
fence and more zombies pushing down the sections on either side. More
zombies than that massed in the forest behind
them.

The good things I could say for sure was that Vaughn had taken out a lot
of them and lightning continued to kill the spores, at least that much
of it did.

The bad thing? Vaughn’s mouth hung open, he appeared to be breathing
heavily, and had dropped a few feet in the air—not enough to put him in
reach of zombies, but still worrying.

Even though setting up a storm might save him some power, putting that
much into his first attack must have taken something out of him because
he was too busy breathing to take another shot.

We were lucky that Cassie and Amy did not stop.

Cassie’s gun burned anything nearby that made it to the road. She could
have fired into the trees, but I was glad she didn’t. We didn’t need a
forest fire on top of everything else.

In a worst case scenario, though, it might be a good tactical choice.

Amy’s spear sucked the life out of every zombie it touched, turning them
into shriveled piles of floppy, lifeless mushroom leather. It would have
been a super weapon against them except that it took a moment to drain
them of life—not long, but long enough that other zombies could move
past while it was happening.

As for myself, I helped. I couldn’t punch them because I didn’t want to
spread spores. Ditto using the sonics because blasting them with sound
was essentially bludgeoning. I had to be careful with using boombots
because once I was out, I could only hope my flying resupply pods would
make it through.

The same was true with using my laser, but I had a lot more energy than
I did boombots.

Unlike Cassie’s gun, my laser couldn’t shoot an effective wide beam and
burn multiple zombie completely to ashes all at once. It shot a beam
that could either be continuous or pulse—my choice.

When another section of fence fell over, I shot forward with the
rockets, landing next to a section that hadn’t gone down, and aiming at
their legs, separating them from their torsos and leaving the bodies in
a pile of limbs.

A few of the torsos still pulled themselves forward, but the loose legs
only flopped around.

The beam could cut through a battleship given time. Zombies weren’t much
of a hindrance. They could have been. If they’d had more brains, they’d
have tried to go around me or straight at me. While I could still aim at
them from the air, I needed to be on the ground shooting in a straight
line to get the area effect that I was trying for.

Even then it only worked because I wasn’t alone. Izzy and Jaclyn ran up,
pushed the poles holding the section of fence back up. Then Izzy pounded
the poles back into the ground. The fence wasn’t as high as it had been,
but it was there and still holding zombies back.

It would be nice to imagine in that moment that we’d solved the problem.

It was better and it gave me time to burn the zombies left on the road
to ash, but it was so far from over that if I’d thought it was, I might
have cried in either anger or despair within seconds.

Jaclyn and Izzy took advantage of Cassie, Vaughn, and Amy’s work to push
up the section of fence nearest to them as well.

Anyone who looked at the fence had no illusions that it would hold
forever—not against the horde gathering behind it. I couldn’t imagine
what Hunter had been thinking to seed the place with enough of whatever
stuff he generated to get this many creatures.

Of course, this could be a mutation. If so, I could only hope it didn’t
evolve into something even worse.

I flew over the fence and aimed down the block. It wasn’t as good as
being on the ground, but with the right angle and distance, I could
still hit a lot of them at a time. Cutting off their heads didn’t have
much of an effect, but cutting their arms off and torsos in half made it
harder to scale or tear down a fence.

Plus, I got lucky… By then Vaughn had recovered enough to start throwing
down lightning from the clouds he’d gathered. I felt hope surge inside
me even though I knew the fences were coming down. It was only a
question of how long we (and by extension, all of the people left in the
houses on the other side of the street) had.

It was in the middle of that that Major Justice called back, “I can see
that this is a problem. I’ll send people in.”

“Great,” I said, “thanks. Please, though, if you’re thinking you’re
going to keep a bunch of people in reserve for later, please don’t. If
you do, there won’t be a later.”

Major Justice sputtered, “We… We don’t have anyone in reserve. Every
available person is in the fight.”

Except for the first word or two, he sounded honest. I said, “Great, but
if someone new arrives, please send them in. I’m not sure how we win
this.”

“We’re all here,” he grunted. “We’ll win this.”

Then he closed the connection.

It would have been better if we’d coordinated how soon they’d arrive and
where they’d appear, but they were coming and it wasn’t all bad.

I felt torn about it because I knew what I’d been doing. We had people
hidden in reserve. They had people hidden in reserve. If they kept even
a small number out of the fight (like the military strike team) and had
them attack us after we’d fought off a zombie invasion, we’d be tired
and low on resources. They’d be fresh and ready to go.

If their reserves were as good as we were, we’d be at a disadvantage.
Plus, if they sent their reserves in, we’d be able to send in all of our
people.

Without that, we had to keep Team Hidden in reserve. Actually, you could
make an argument that we should keep as much of Team Hidden in reserve
regardless. That way, we’d be the one with the surprise fresh force.

No doubt you could use the situation as some kind of allegory for the
good of the group versus the good of part of the group and how mutual
suspicion weakened society, but I was too tired to come up with that
allegory in the moment.

I kept on burning zombies with my laser, moving the beam from one side
of the mob to the other, burning four or five at the once, but knowing I
needed to be burning at least fifty to keep the horde at bay.

Even though Jaclyn and Izzy kept on strengthening the wall, pulling it
up and pushing the fence posts in deeper when it seemed about to fall, I
knew it couldn’t last. They couldn’t cover the entire wall just like I
couldn’t thin the crowd enough—even with Vaughn’s lightning hitting the
ground every now and then.

It almost looked like we could. We managed some great saves where Jaclyn
and Izzy noticed the wall falling down somewhere down the block and
raced there to stop it while Vaughn used lightning to force them to back
away from the fence.

In the meantime, I burned away the closest zombies to the fences,
sometimes shooting a boombot into the middle of large groups.

Amy in many ways was the true star of some of those moments. From what
she told me, the mushroom zombies didn’t have much life to work with,
but when she threw her spear through a crowd of them, she got more power
out if it than she lost.

Even better, she could shoot the spear down the block, turning a line of
them to dust, draw a little blood, and throw a spell that caused a wave
of fire to roll over the nearest group. With Cassie using her suit to
hover above the fence too, that meant Cassie’s gun added to the burning
attacks—so far without starting a fire.

If the zombies were growing resistant to lightning and fire, it wasn’t
enough to tell. That was good because I couldn’t see an end to them.
Somewhere in the forest, they were producing more and even as we burned
them to death, absorbed their life force, or pinned them back behind the
fence again.

After the third time, maybe more, that Izzy and Jaclyn pushed a fallen
section of fencing back up, I was thinning out the zombies behind that
section with my laser when a small object popped out of one zombie’s
head and shot through the air, hitting the Rocket suit and exploding
into a cloud of spores.

Aside from  raising my heart rate as I checked the suit’s life support
systems to make sure none of that was getting through, it did nothing.

It slid off my suit and fell back down to the ground.

I bookmarked the recorded footage for Kayla and told her to make sure
everyone including Major Justice knew.

As I did, I got a call from Haley, “Are you okay?”

Still firing at the nearby zombies I said, “I think I am. We’re holding
our own for now.”

Words rushed out of Haley’s mouth, “Alright. If you need help, don’t
wait. Team Hidden is taking out zombies in the forest now. There are too
many not to. Dark Cloak says he can call on an army of Faerie, but only
once. We need to wait until it’s worth it.”

I raised an eyebrow that she’d never see, “Aren’t all those fairy
creatures that show up around him an army?”

I could imagine her shaking her head as she said, “No. It’s crazier than
that. There are fairies who are part of the fairy circle he’s a champion
of, but I’m talking about the army of a fairy lord. He can only call on
them once unless he does the duke another favor.”

“Okay,” I said, noticing a woman on a surfboard flying over the forest
toward me. Other figures flew after her.

The cavalry had arrived. I wondered how long they’d be on our side.

Among the figures flying along with South Beach Surfer were two women
curled up as if somersaulting through the air. I knew them instantly—Ina
and Leena, the Human Cannonballs.

They were from Mime’s team, a group with a Circus theme. I’d never done
the necessary research to know if someone just liked circuses or if
they’d been circus performers cursed (or blessed) with thematically
appropriate powers.

Either way, they were weird—not the people, their powers.

South Beach Surfer pointed toward one of the larger groups of zombies
and both Human Cannonballs hit the middle of the group, exploding. The
blast of fire burned that group of zombies to cinders along with all the
plants around them, starting one of the nearest trees on fire—a large
evergreen.

That turned out to be no big deal because Mime had been flying along
behind them, flapping his arms like wings, the same way we all pretended
to fly when we were five.

It was a ridiculous but flexible powerset. I’d done a little reading
about it. Mime could do almost anything as long as he successfully
performed it. The vulnerability? If he had no observers, he had no
powers.

If they wanted to get the most out of him, they’d train their team to
recognize his moves. I could only imagine they played a lot of Charades.

In this moment, he had all the observers he needed, zooming past South
Beach Surfer while miming that he’d lit a rocket on his back. Maybe he’d
a rocket coming out of his butt or maybe a
fart?

I wasn’t clear on the details, but I could hear the roar as he flew down
to the ground, mimed pulling a hose from a fire truck and started
spraying the trees near where the Human Cannonballs hit with a stream of
water that appeared where the end of the invisible nozzle would be if
Mime were holding a hose.

He aimed the stream of water at the fire in the nearest trees and began
to douse them.

At the same time all of this had been happening, another member of
Mime’s team appeared in the sky. “Strongman,” a name so obvious it could
only still be available because no one else wanted it, dropped out of
the sky like a rock, hitting the road and throwing chunks of asphalt
into the air.

He didn’t stop there with the property damage. He pulled a chunk of road
off the ground and and placed it in front of the fence, pushing it into
to the ground. Don’t ask me how he kept it together through the process.
Pushing it into the ground should have shattered pieces off of it even
beyond the impossibility of keeping it together while pulling it off the
ground.

Remembering the Stapledon class I’d taken on magic and the supernatural,
I could only guess that his powers might have some magical connection to
the earth. He wouldn’t even be the first superhero I’d met that did.

Whatever the case, he’d moved on to yanking up the next section of road
at about the same time Mime started pouring supernaturally sourced water
on the fire.

That they’d been able to do so much so quickly gave me hope, making me
feel like it was less likely that we’d be overrun in the next few
seconds.

Looking down the road though, I saw that for the illusion that it was.
The zombies were still pouring out of the forest.

I’d been burning them the whole time everything else was going on and it
wasn’t stopping them. We needed to destroy the source of this and I had
a bad feeling that we’d moved past the point where there was only one
source.

I called South Beach Surfer with my comm, “Do you have a plan? Ours was
killing them all, but we don’t have enough people for that to work.”

Amy’s spear flew past me through the air, shriveling a line of zombies
and then another as it flew back to her.

The Human Cannonballs hit the ground again, taking out another mass of
zombies.

South Beach Surfer said, “We have more people coming.”

“More fire? Fire’s the only thing that kills the spores,” I said.

“Yes. More fire. Give me a second,” she hovered, staring at a screen on
the bracelet on her wrist. Then she talked into it.

I didn’t hear anything at first, but then she was back, “Shifter’s
flying over a section of forest that way. She says there are thousands
of them growing in one spot.”

“Thousands?” Switching to the League’s channel, I said, “Hal, are the
repairs complete? I’m going to need you to aim the main gun at a spot
and then clean up anything that’s left. Just don’t get any spores into
the main compartment. We don’t need them in HQ.”

[The cabin is again air tight. I’m already in the air. Based on
the bots’ footage, I’ve been anticipating this call. Where is the
target?]

“Look for Shifter. I’ll get you coordinates,” I switched away to the
South Beach Surfer channel, but then received Hal’s reply.

[Never mind coordinates. I’ve spotted her.]

I told South Beach Surfer, “Tell Shifter to move. That spot’s about to
stop existing.”

South Beach Surfer blinked and pulled the bracelet up to her lips,
talking into it.

As she did, a lone zombie ran into the charred area below us and spat a
glob of something out of its mouth. South Beach Surfer saw it even as I
said watch out, pointing my laser at the zombie and cutting it in half
and then widening the beam to burn more of it at once.

The glob didn’t hit her. Like Gordon and Gifford, she controlled air,
aiming the gooey mess away and into my beam where it burned
away.

“What was that?” She stared at the glowing sparks that fell down toward
the ground.

“I don’t know, but my theory is that it’s a way to spread spores to us.
I haven’t seen them aim it at anything but human beings. This is only
the second time I’ve seen it used. So, I don’t know that,” but I’d
already decided I’d better pass it on to everybody.

Using my implant, I sent everyone a clip of the attacks on both South
Beach Surfer and myself, telling them, “I think it’s an attempt to
spread the spores to people. Don’t know what that would do, but let’s
not find out. Don’t get close and make sure your life support systems
are working. If they aren’t, get out of range until they are.”

“I’ll pass it on to everybody,” Kayla said.

South Beach Surfer said, “Shit, shit, shit!” Then she talked frantically
into her bracelet, only looking up to say, “Why didn’t you say this?”

“I didn’t know. I saw the first one only a few seconds before you
arrived. They might have just evolved the ability. Menagerie told you
about what he can do, right?”

“No! This is a complete clusterfuck. What was he thinking?”

I could see her fists clench and the muscles in her arms tense as if she
were imagining punching him.

She floated higher in the air.

As she did, the jet fired. If I’d ever viewed the jet’s main gun fire
from outside, I didn’t remember it and I’d like to think I would.

South Beach Surfer turned away, holding her left arm in front of her
eyes. She wasn’t the only one. Even the Human Cannonballs and Strongman
turned away from the light and they were on the ground. Mime opened an
imaginary umbrella and took shelter from the unbearable radiance.

Between the brightness of the beam and the way my helmet dimmed the
outside to prevent blindness, everything around the beam turned to grey.

I could tell that the jet was moving the beam in a circle and then
filling it in with ever smaller circles until everything inside burned
into nothing. I couldn’t see what was happening to the mushroom zombies
inside, but maybe that was okay.

The smoke rose into the air, but so far as I could tell the forest
hadn’t caught on fire. The initial wide circle might have been Hal’s
idea of a firebreak. If so, it seemed to have worked. Fire didn’t seem
to be spreading.

I gave myself a little more height with the rockets and could see why.
Any potential fire had no fuel to work with. The area within the circle
had been charred to the point that I could only see ashes.

That gave me hope. If that had been the main source of the zombies, we’d
at least stopped them from generating so many at once.

The nearest zombies’ behavior buttressed that hope. They stopped
advancing, standing in one place and staring out into infinity. Could
Hal have destroyed the zombies’ consciousness? That seemed too much to
hope for, but I could imagine the possibility.

Even some normal mushrooms could spread for miles, seemingly separate
but actually small parts of the same organism. By killing the center, we
might have killed what mind it had.

“Rocket,” Haley’s voice came through the helmet’s speakers, “they just
stopped moving.”

“If you can burn them down, do it,” I said. “We might have destroyed the
part that organized them. If we’re lucky, it’s all cleanup from here.”

“If we’re lucky,” Haley said. “It seems too good to be true.”

“That’s my worry,” I said, aiming for the nearest zombies and cutting
them down. They did nothing but fall and char as I burned them until
they were nothing but ash.

Still, despite my worries, they were disappearing under the onslaught of
Vaughn’s lightning, my lasers, Amy’s spear, and Mime’s troop of circus
performers.

Izzy, Jaclyn, and Strongman had nothing to do but watch. I wondered if
Strongman could put the pieces of road that he’d used back on the road.
It might not be as good as a normal road afterward, but it would be
better than the dirt and gravel he’d exposed to the world.

Continuing to answer Haley, I said, “I’d think that if you cut off part
of one of those giant mushrooms from the rest, the remaining mushrooms
would just keep on growing.”

We’d been on the primary League channel, so it didn’t surprise me that
someone else heard.

Tara said, “I think you’re right. We should make the best use of our
time that we can. Resupply with anything that creates fire that we have
and check in with the other groups if you can.”

Jaclyn’s voice came over the comm, “Exactly that. If you’ve got
something that will let me destroy them, I’ll take it. I feel useless.
Building barriers is nice, but it’s not enough.”

I burned down another zombie and said, “I’m sure we’ve got
something—even if it’s the Burrito Gun.”

Jaclyn gave a long pause before replying, “The Burrito Gun? Does that
even have a setting for fire?”

“Extra beans,” Kayla and I said at the same time.

Kayla continued, “I don’t want to cause problems, but can I keep that
one? I know how to use it.”

“Fine with me,” Jaclyn said. “It’s not my first choice.”

“Keep it,” I said. “It’s a surprisingly flexible tool and if something
gets into HQ and you can use it, I want it there. I’ll send a list of
things to put in my resupply pods and we’ll get Accelerando something
useful.”

A rumble of thunder from Vaughn’s lightning came over the connection as
Vaughn said, “The Genderswap Gun might be worth a try. Normal mushrooms
have literally thousands of sexes, so many that they can pretty much
mate with any mushroom, but these are Hunter’s… I mean, these are
Menagerie’s, so it might not work like that. It might really mess them
up or I don’t know, it might do nothing.”

“Or it might make them evolve more,” Jaclyn added. “I don’t like that
idea, but if things get so bad it can’t get worse, try it then.”

In the distance, Hal began firing the jet’s anti-personnel lasers.
Nowhere near as powerful as the main gun, they’d work well enough on
stragglers, especially if the zombies below him were as purposeless as
the ones near us.

Izzy said, “They’re still fighting over by the playground. I’m going to
check it out.”

“Don’t get close enough to get hit by their long distance spore shots,”
I said, trying to get a look at the spot with my bots. I couldn’t. The
action had moved out of view. I sent the bots commands to adjust their
positions.

She flew upward, away from a section of fence that she’d been holding up
with Jaclyn. The zombies there were ashes now.

“I won’t,” Izzy said. “I know what that could do… If you find a weapon
for Accelerando, get one for me too. I want to be able to help.”

Izzy shot upward, disappearing from view as she flew over the forest. I
considered opening a window to her camera, but then Tara spoke, “It
looks like you’re about to get an offer.”

I was about to ask her what she was talking about, but then I realized a
few things in quick succession. First, that Tara had to be looking
through my camera’s view. Second, that South Beach Surfer was flying
toward me and she wasn’t moving quickly enough for it to be an attack.
Third, I realized that I’d completely ignored her for the last thirty
seconds.

“Talking with your team?” She came to a stop ten feet away, floating on
her surfboard. “Tell them they’ve done a great job. They have. I
believed Major Justice when he said you were irresponsible. I only knew
you as Paladin’s friend from when you pranked Syndicate L.”

“Oh…” I thought back to the time I’d helped Alex, Jenny, and Brooke pull
a “prank” on Syndicate L that put our lives in danger along with the
life of one of the Defender’s kids as well as the complex where they
lived. To be fair to us, we’d delivered Syndicate L an embarrassing
defeat, but we’d also been captured and caused upwards of seven figures
in property damage.

I didn’t remember her there, though.

She smiled at my response, “I was in space at the time. Raptor filled me
in when I got back.”

“Yeah,” I said, thinking back to that mess, “I can imagine he wasn’t
complimentary. We were dumb.”

Raptor was the SoCal Defenders second-in-command. The next time I’d seen
him was in space when I’d pretended that I was about to bring a machine
race hitchhiker through Earth’s interstellar gate. I was really
attempting to deliver it to the Xiniti, but Raptor never got to hear
that part of the story.

South Beach Surfer laughed, “You were, but you haven’t been since then
and I should have seen it. Besides, I know Raptor gets fixated on what
he doesn’t like about people. That’s why I don’t work for the Defenders
anymore.”

“No kidding?” I didn’t continue with my next thought—that I’d been
wondering why the SoCal Defenders fired her. I went with my third
thought, “If you’re okay with us now, is there any way we can get Major
Justice to call off the main operation after this is over? I don’t think
any of us are going to be ready for a big fight.”

She nodded, “No one will want one. Getting him to call it off for today
will be easy. Getting him to call it off forever will be harder. He’s
been talking about nothing else for weeks. I’m going to have to point
out the obvious. You’re not going to get blamed for this. We are.”

“You really think it’ll be easy to get him to call it off for today?
From what I’ve seen so far, it was a challenge to even get him to admit
we were in the earliest stages of a zombie apocalypse,” I used my HUD to
take a quick look to see where we were with that.

There weren’t any nearby at all—not even among the trees. I’d adjusted
the suit’s sensors to detect them and set the implant to watch for
movement.

At this point, Vaughn had stopped hitting them with lightning and Amy
hovered above the forest, staring downward, doubtless trying to detect
them with magic much as I was with technology.

Vaughn shouted something that sounded like, “… see anything yet,” and
Amy flipped him the bird.

South Beach Surfer said, “I know. At least it’ll be easy by comparison.
I don’t think anyone will want to go into a fight after using up some of
their best stuff on the zombies—especially with Accelerando and Blue on
your side.”

Jaclyn floated up to join us, the anti-gravity pack in her costume
working without any noise at all, “I’d like to take that as a
compliment, but I know that means you have a plan for dealing with us.”

“Menagerie and Bullet thought the zombies and Meteora would keep you too
busy to handle anything else,” South Beach Surfer shook her head, “but
not this busy.”

Over the comm, Izzy said, “They’re killing the last T.Rex spawn now.
Meteora’s burning it to death. Bullet’s flying in your direction—him and
a few more. The rest are checking the forest to make sure they didn’t
miss any. And by the way, I don’t see anything moving that isn’t a human
being.”

Cassie’s icon blinked as she responded, “I don’t see any more either and
neither does the gun. I’m heading toward Team Obvious.”

Down the block, Cassie floated into the air, still holding the gun in
her hand and pointing it toward the forest and ahead of her in the air.

It struck me that with all the distractions, I’d hadn’t responded to the
last thing South Beach Surfer said. A look at her told me that she
wasn’t irritated at all. She’d been snared in her own distraction,
staring down at the screen of the bracelet on her wrist.

She looked up and said, “Sorry, I got a call. It looks like we’ll find
out if Major Justice will be able to let it go for today. He’s coming
here right now. Everyone’s coming here.”

“Oh,” I said. This wasn’t the spot I’d have chosen for a confrontation
with Major Justice and everyone on his side. The way Mime, Strongman,
and the Human Cannonballs had started walking toward us now felt less
victorious and more ominous.

Using my implant to translate my thoughts into words, I told everyone,
“It looks like we’re about to have a conversation with Major Justice and
close to everyone on his side. If you’re not fighting zombies, it might
be good if Team Hidden got into position to help.”

Aloud, I said to South Beach Surfer, “If everybody’s coming, I guess we
should land. Not everyone can fly.”

A statement from Hal appeared in my helmet as I spoke, [In view of the
possible options available to your opponents, I will be cloaking and
putting myself into a position to act.]

In the distance, the jet dipped below the trees as if leaving the spot
it burned and heading in the direction of Grand Lake.

South Beach Surfer looked downward toward Mime, Strongman, and the Human
Cannonballs. I wondered if she was looking at this the same way I
was—landing put us in blast range of the Cannonballs. It also put
everyone in reach of Jaclyn in a way that they wouldn’t be if she had to
depend on anti-gravity to move.

Whatever South Beach Surfer thought, Jaclyn followed my line of thought,
saying, “Good idea.”

Then she turned off her anti-gravity, dropping thirty feet to the
ground, bending her legs to absorb the force without any hint that it
was unusual.

I dropped, but with less speed, landing next to her and being joined in
seconds by Vaughn, Cassie, Amy, and Izzy. Tactically it wasn’t a perfect
choice—some people could target all of us at once.

Over the comm, Kayla said, “Team Hidden is getting into position, but
not all of them. No one has yet seen the special forces team. If they’re
here, they’re being held in reserve. Night Cat is keeping some of ours
in reserve too.”

“Got it,” I thought back, letting the implant translate it into speech
for the League comm channel. At the same time, I watched as everyone
from the Coffeeshop Illuminati including Bullet, Gifford, and Hunter
landed in the street in two groups. Bullet’s group was close but not
quite next to the rest of the Illuminati—which made sense.

InfiniKlown got out of his little car and walked over to stand next to
the rest of Mime’s group. InfiniKlown’s power involved creating more
clowns, but I couldn’t remember the details off the top of my head. He
was probably a good person to have on your side in the face of rapidly
reproducing mushroom zombies.

Major Justice’s team got out of a podjet that landed in the remains of
the road. I didn’t recognize any of them, but much like Major Justice,
they all wore camouflage as their basic uniform.

Shifter flew in and landed next to South Beach Surfer. If she’d brought
her team, they were still in reserve.

Everyone seemed to be there, but no one started to talk, Major Justice
looking over to Bullet, Mime, South Beach Surfer, Shifter, and then to
me.

As I decided that I might as well call this meeting to order, three more
figures appeared. Sean and Dayton floated down from the sky, landing
next to us. Jody appeared in a blur at almost the same time, standing
between Sean and Dayton.

Sean looked over at me, “Dude, where did all those zombies come from?”

I resisted an urge to shake my head. He couldn’t know. It’s not as if
we’d added him to the League’s comm channel. Not looking over at Hunter,
I said, “Menagerie added some new features to his… fungus things and
they got out of control.”

Even though I wasn’t looking directly at him, I could still see Hunter
standing with the rest of the Coffeeshop Illuminati. He didn’t scream it
out, but I still heard him say, “Shroomoids. I call them shroomoids.”

Jody snickered. Dayton nudged him, “C’mon man, I’m sure he feels bad
enough already.”

Sean stared at Hunter, “Are you kidding? Have you been paying attention?
There’s a national alert out for Grand Lake right now. Planes are being
redirected. Planes that took off from here in the last half hour are
being told to turn around and land at the Grand Lake airport. We’re in
quarantine. They’re getting ready to burn us just like that town in New
Mexico a few years back. That’s bad.”

Hunter stopped staring at the ground to stare at Sean, “What?
Everything’s under control. They don’t need to burn us.”

Sean held up his hands, “Not my fault. They got a bunch of zombie video
from news stations and you know what the Feds do with that. They don’t
fuck around. We all learned the protocol—respond, quarantine, cure or
burn. It’s an extinction level threat. That was in… whatever that class
was.”

Sean looked over at Dayton, who shook his head, and then over at me as
if I was some kind of authority.

I thought about it, “It was called National Protocols. It was one of the
mini-courses. They had us review and test on the material before
internships.”

Sean pointed at me, “That. You should know it as well as the Rocket
does. I can’t remember the class, but the protocol… It’s important.”

Finding Sean quoting bits of information from our class on national
crisis protocols might have been the weirdest event of the day, fungus
zombie T.Rexes included.

Hunter’s face reddened, but he didn’t respond. Dayton, however, cleared
up the mystery of how Sean could spontaneously lecture people on
protocols that we all needed to know.

“Future-men’s contract requires us to review them once a week,” Dayton
looked over around the groups of heroes, smiling. “It’s good idea. I’m
sure I’d have forgotten most of the protocols by now if they hadn’t.”

Jody rolled his eyes, “Thursday morning is the best day of the week.”

Elbowing him, Dayton said, “Not here.”

Major Justice took a long breath and looked around the crowd. His voice
amplified by the mic in his helmet and a speaker in his camouflage
covered chest plate, Major Justice said, “Thank you, er… the Power… for
making us aware of the national alert…”

Major Justice paused there and his eyes widened, likely fully
considering what that meant. Defenders units had had their licenses
removed for high profile screwups. Removing or demoting the leadership
would be the first choice, but if no one in the unit had protested when
the leadership made a series of blunders, there was no reason to stop at
the leadership.

“Nonetheless,” Major Justice continued, his voice now steady and
plodding forward, “we are here for a reason. We’re here because the
Heroes’ League has shown a casual disregard for the lives and wellbeing
of both the general public and the criminals they’ve been facing. I
demand their surrender for now. After a period of appropriate
supervision, they’ll be allowed to resume their independence, but until
then, we’ll guide them.”

I don’t know how many of us were ready to argue (maybe everyone), but
Jaclyn got there first.

She stepped toward him and Major Justice moved his shield between the
two of them, the kind of gesture you might make by reflex even if it was
pointless.

Jaclyn didn’t attack, at least not physically, “Whatever you think we’ve
done, you’ve done worse. Even if you were right in what you said, we
only hurt people who could handle it. People under your command released
untested, self-replicating weapons, lost control of them, attacked each
other and only stopped fighting internally when it became clear they
wouldn’t survive otherwise.”

She turned toward Hunter, “Tell me, did Major Justice know that you’d
placed a ‘shroomoid’ hive over there?”

Hunter’s lip curled and began to say, “It’s not a hive,” but as Jaclyn’s
eyes narrowed, he said, “Yes. Of course, we had to okay everything with
him. It was one of the most important pieces of the plan. There’s no way
we’d have a chance against you without them. I even told him that there
was a chance I’d lose control and he said he’d take it.”

As he spoke, Major Justice’s eyes darted from Hunter to Jaclyn with
nervous energy, undoubtedly realizing that Hunter had just thrown him
under the bus.

“Well,” Jaclyn met Major Justice’s eyes, “What do you have to say about
that? Remember as you respond that we’re recording now and have been
recording everything since this started.”

Major Justice shouted, “That’s blackmail—“

“No,” Jaclyn said, “it’s not. Blackmail would be if I promised to keep
the footage secret if you left us alone. We’re not keeping it secret.
We’re giving you the opportunity to avoid doing something unforgivable
after already doing something terrible.”

I felt like he’d already done something unforgivable, but I wasn’t going
to argue. I liked the direction she was going.

“Wait just a second,” he began, but then lapsed into silence.

From the way Major Justice’s gauntleted right hand clenched, I guessed
he wanted to say something, probably something loud and angry. Did he
want to say that on a recording though? Did he want to say it when he
knew that the board governing Defenders units would be watching it
later?

His career might be crumbling around him, but did he want to add gas and
a lit match?

I couldn’t say it was fair, given that Hunter had a choice and
Coffeeshop Illuminati wouldn’t be disciplining him much at all. The
Defenders were a national organization with standards and a system to
enforce them. By contrast, the Coffeeshop Illuminati were a largely
self-funded autonomous collective.

Hunter’s mom could handle a percentage of that budget.

Major Justice stood there on the shattered remains of the road Strongman
had torn up. The upper half of his face, the part uncovered by his
helmet gave no hint to his emotions except that his eyes made me think
of the phrase, “thousand yard stare,” and wonder if I was seeing an
example.

One of his people stepped forward from the rest to stand next to Major
Justice. Much like the rest of Major Justice’s team, the man’s costume
used camouflage colors, but on this guy the costume was skin tight. It
wasn’t a mixture of green and brown either. Despite the camouflage
pattern, it was off-white and beige. Maybe it was supposed to be desert
colors since his team was from the southwest, but it might have been
intended to be reminiscent of light colored marble.

Why? The man’s codename was Arete. According to what I’d read in the
Double V database, it was supposed to stand for the classical Greek
ideal of physical, mental, and moral perfection. It listed his powers as
being better than human physically and mentally, noting his inventions
as evidence.

Reading over a list of his inventions hadn’t left me too impressed. I
could imagine how to do all of them. Physically though, I could see it.
He had an acrobatic fighting style that made effective use of his
gadgets. Plus, I could easily imagine women and some men finding him
attractive. He was muscular, but slim and a little over six feet tall
with a face that had already gotten him modeling work.

He was Major Justice’s second-in-command despite being our age, younger
than the rest of Major Justice’s team, and not having attended
Stapledon.

His every step seemed to be sure despite the loose gravel and chunks of
tarmac left in the mix. He nodded to everyone and putting a hand on
Major Justice’s shoulder said, “Let me try.”

Major Justice let out a breath I hadn’t known he was holding, “Go
ahead,” and slumped.

I might have been able to work myself up to feeling sorry for him, but
Arete started talking.

With a smile, he looked all of us in the eye or at least the helmet,
“I’m sorry we had to meet under these conditions. I can’t say how much
I’ve always admired the Heroes’ League, starting with the originals, of
course, but all of you are better than anyone could have expected. From
exposing the Cabal to defending the world from invasion, you’re every
bit the equal of the originals.”

Through my implant, I heard Cassie think at Jaclyn and me, Is sucking
up to people a superpower? Because if it is, add it to Double V’s wiki.
Too bad that he’s hot. The universe could have given his face to someone
who was less of a weasel.

Glad that my helmet hid my expression, I gave no hint of what I’d heard
to Arete who was continuing to talk.

He didn’t seem to notice, but Amy did glance over at me.

“It was out of concern,” Arete continued, “Major Justice didn’t want to
hurt you. He wants to help you. I think we can all agree though, that
given the circumstances we’ll be happy to withdraw the team without
causing you any more trouble.”

Jaclyn smiled, “I think that’s exactly what we’d like, but not yet. We’d
like you to stick around until we know that we won’t be seeing any more
shroomoids.”

South Beach Surfer nodded and looked over at Major Justice who didn’t
say anything.

Arete smiled back, “I completely understand. We want to give you every
assistance. I do have one small question though. I understand that you
are going to give the footage of this event to the Defenders’ board. Is
there any chance that you’d be willing to skip that? Think of it as an
act of professional courtesy. We’d owe you a favor—a big favor. What do
you say?”

He looked around to all of us and I couldn’t help but wonder how he
thought we’d be able to keep the details secret with so many people
here? The Coffeeshop Illuminati? Shifter? South Beach Surfer? Mime and
his troop of circus weirdos? Sean and Justice Fist?

I had an idea, but I didn’t like it much.

Jaclyn used her implant to send a message through the comms to the
League’s group chat, knowing that everybody would be watching the
footage, “I’m going to tell him that he can take his professional
courtesy and shove it up his butt. Does anyone have a good reason I
shouldn’t?”





Courtesy


        As Jaclyn finished, Vaughn frowned. Unless I missed my guess, he wanted
to say something and couldn’t because he was in the middle of the same
crowd I was. Without a Xiniti brain implant, it’d be as obvious as
taking a call on a cell phone.

“Hey,” he said to Arete, “can we have a second? You’re asking us to hide
something really big. We’re going to need to talk amongst ourselves for
a second—which includes talking to people who aren’t here and are just
watching.”

Arete gave him a big smile, “That’s not a problem. It’s a big decision.
You’re trying to do the right thing. We all get that. If it helps, try
to think of it this way. We all want to do the right thing. We’re not
asking you to hide it. Everyone knows what happened. We’re just asking
you not to push it as far as you can. Major Justice is a good man with a
long record of doing the right thing. We don’t want to lose everything
he can contribute.”

Flashing a smile in return, Vaughn said, “I get it. That’s a bunch of
excellent points that we need to discuss. If you let us move over here a
second, we’ll do it.”

Sean muttered to Vaughn, “Are you guys really going to think about it?
They caused a crap ton of damage and you don’t even know if you’re done
yet.”

“Yeah,” Vaughn waved us off to the right to stand next to one of the
chunks of road that Strongman had stuck into the ground in front of the
fence. “You too, Justice Fist.”

Jody, Dayton, and Sean looked at each other, but followed the rest of us
over to the side of the road. While I wasn’t sure that I wanted Sean to
be in on the discussion, I knew I didn’t want to leave him alone with
everyone else when he seemed to have decided that he was on our side on
the off-chance that he might pick a fight.

Also, I had a bad feeling about Arete. I had no evidence for it, but I
thought he might be one of the Dominators.

The guy was our age, hadn’t been in Stapledon even though the government
was recruiting hard for the program. Also, his verified powers were
better than human agility, endurance, and strength—the same powers that
Julie, Kals, and all of the Human Ascendancy’s “motivator” ruling class
had in addition to being able to control people with their voices.

Sure, Arete also claimed to be able to invent things, but there was a
reason that I hadn’t been impressed with the things he’d created. I
could make all of them. They were standard equipment for
superheroes—grappling hook guns, armored costumes, unusual grenades…

He didn’t need to be able to invent anything. All he needed to do was
own something Rook invented, claim he’d invented it, and be believed.

Could I prove it? No. There were plenty of superheroes who’d never been
part of Stapledon out there—more now with power juice and the power
impregnator out in the wild.

Still, we didn’t need to risk having Sean’s brain and loyalties
rearranged.

We stood away from the crowd—Vaughn, Amy, Izzy, Cassie, Jaclyn and
I—plus Justice Fist. Much like Major Justice’s task force, we stood
there for a moment. I don’t know about the others, but I didn’t know
where to start.

Saving us the trouble of figuring it out, Vaughn glanced over at Arete
and said, “I think we’ve got to give them a chance.”

Sean stared at him, “Why? They created this mess and attacked you guys
for trumped up reasons. Major Justice wants to get you. If it’s not
today, it’s tomorrow.”

Vaughn glanced over at the crowd which was watching us or trying not to
watch us, “Yeah, but tomorrow we’ll still have everything we collected
and we won’t be tired. Today someone might decide that they’ve got
nothing to lose and go all out.”

Sean cocked his head, “Like they’d try to kill you?”

“The Nine and the Dominators,” Cassie said. “We don’t know who they’ve
got, but they have people. The question is who and how many. We don’t
want any surprises right now.”

“What,” Jody’s jaw dropped into a half-smile, “you think the Nine are
behind this? Are you sure you’re that important?”

Jaclyn crossed her arms over her chest, “Yes.”

She might not have been trying to be intimidating, but Jody’s smile
faltered.

Over the comm, Kals said, “I’ve been watching. I don’t know who Arete
is, but I think he’s from the Ascendancy and he’s a motivator.”

I replied through my implant, “I guessed he was a motivator, but I’d
assumed he was from Earth.”

She let out a breath, “From the way he stands, he was trained to fight
like we were.”

I glanced over at Arete, thinking back to the Ascendancy’s motivators
that I’d fought on Hideaway. Some had Abominator weapons. I didn’t need
that right now.

What drew my attention to him, I couldn’t say, but I used my HUD to zoom
in on Major Justice. I couldn’t see much of his face through his helmet,
but I could see that his eyes were darting around and that he was
clenching and unclenching his right hand.

Remembering what Daniel had told me about cumulative damage from regular
mental manipulation, I wondered what a breakdown caused by vocal
manipulation of the mind looked like.

My mom had been depressed and unwilling to talk about the fact that
Rachel and I were following in our grandparents’ footsteps for months
after her block had fallen. Of course, part of the process had included
being kidnapped by Ray and the Cabal and freeing herself so that she
couldn’t be used as a hostage against Rachel and me.

Linking mental manipulation with traumatic events couldn’t be good for
someone. Life as a superhero was filled with traumatic events and Major
Justice had to live with that.

Realizing that I had an expert on the call, I said, “Kals, if you can
see this, what do you think of Major Justice?”

She paused for a moment, but when she started, the words came out in a
torrent, “It’s hard to say from here. Oh shit—he’s been overshaped and
Arete is letting him stew. I don’t think he has any idea what he’s
seeing. Never mind what I said earlier. He might have been trained by
someone from the Human Ascendancy, but he’s either half-trained or his
teacher was a fool.”

“Overshaped,” Jaclyn said, glancing back toward the crowd of supers.
They seemed fine—for now.

“Sorry,” Kals said, “My implant went for the closest word it could find.
It’s technical. He’s been given too many commands and they’re fighting
with each other. I don’t know if any of you are tempted to test out
trigger words on the group, but don’t. If he recognizes one, you’ve got
no way to predict what he’ll do.”

Daniel’s icon lit up, “My dad’s seen that in the Dominators’ victims.
They’re unpredictably violent. We haven’t been able fix it—but Preserver
did once.”

“Great,” I said, “that’s a point in favor of ‘professional courtesy’.”

Leaning on her spear, Amy nodded, “It’s just the smart choice. They’ll
owe you a favor later. Use it well and you might get more out of it than
you expect. The past Bloodmaidens have suggestions for later. We don’t
have time to hear them now.”

“We don’t,” Jaclyn stepped away from the group, “I’ll tell them.”

The rest of the group followed her, stepping over the mingled dirt,
rocks, and bits of road. Behind me, Sean said to Dayton, “I think we
missed part of that conversation.”

I turned back to say, “Sorry, there were people listening in. I’m giving
your comms access to our channel for this event. You’ll see it as Team
Obvious.”

“Thanks,” Sean said, “but no need, the fighting’s over, right?”

Part of me wanted to assume that he was being an idiot, but I could see
the corner of his mouth curl up. Dayton laughed. Jody snickered.

I played along, “Just a courtesy. It probably won’t matter at all.”

Amy, Cassie, and Vaughn laughed too. Izzy didn’t say anything. Small
movements of her head made me suspect that she was listening all around
us—or at least to whatever caught her interest.

That was probably a good thing.

I sent a message to Kayla through my implant over the League’s general
channel, “Control, I gave Justice Fist access to the Team Obvious
channel. Could you give them more if it becomes necessary? I might be
too busy.”

Kayla said, “I noticed. Don’t worry about it.”

“Great,” I said and added, “One more thing. Could you ask Paladin to
come here? I know he might be busy, but I think we might need him.”

Kayla didn’t answer, Alex did, “Ronin already called me in. Portal,
Flame Legion, and I are halfway there already. We’re at a rest area in
Nebraska right now.”

“Wow,” I made a mental note to thank Tara. “I don’t know why she called
you in, but we’re going to need you.”

Alex snorted, “I was already watching when we got the zombie alert for
Grand Lake. That’s bad, but it’s something I can handle.”

“Cool,” I said and would have asked what he knew about healing people
damaged by the Dominators except that’s when Jaclyn started talking to
Arete.

“We’ll do it,” she said. “We’re not going to pretend it didn’t happen,
but we won’t broadcast the most incriminating footage the way we were
planning to.”

Arete’s smile reminded me of his modeling and acting work. He could be
cast as a Greek god. With a flash of white teeth, he said, “That’s all
we can ask of you. Thank you. We’ll always remember that you chose
discretion. Don’t forget that we owe you one.”

Giving a nod, Jaclyn said, “We won’t forget,” and looked as if she were
about to say something else except that Major Justice interrupted her.

He’d stopped clenching his fist, but his stare still seemed to be
looking at someplace far behind any of us, “There’s a danger in saying
nothing. It means that this… continues.”

Glancing over at Arete, Major Justice said, “There’s something wrong
with me—“

At that, the smile on Arete’s face faded, completely disappearing as
Major Justice continued, “—and it’s him. I…”

Major Justice stumbled, but then recovered, putting his arm out and
grabbing Arete’s shoulder, steadying himself, but putting more force
into the gesture than seemed necessary.

Arete stumbled, turning his head and opening his mouth to shout
something. His words made no sense to me, but my buzzer went off along
with the buzzers of everyone on my team including Justice Fist—plus
Major Justice.

It was too bad Major Justice hadn’t used one whenever he’d first
encountered Arete, but using one now might mean Arete’s influence was
waning.

Arete’s jaw dropped as Major Justice moved his arm away from Arete’s
shoulder, either because he was surprised that Major Justice had a
buzzer or because of what he’d left attached to Arete’s armor.

One of the devices Major Justice designed for the military was a shaped
charge, a small dome-like object that stuck to whatever you placed it
on. A little smaller than a human palm, it wasn’t a weapon you would use
in combat (too unwieldy) as much as a tool you’d use to create a hole in
a wall.

You could use it in combat if your opponent wasn’t expecting an attack
and if the upper part of their costume included a section styled to
resemble the breastplate of Greek hoplites—hard and flat, a good surface
to stick a charge to.

The charge exploded the moment Major Justice’s hand was a foot away from
it. Though the device was destroyed, most of the explosion’s force went
into Arete’s armor and body.

Whatever Arete’s armor was made out of, it was strong enough to stay in
one piece, but not strong enough to prevent the explosion from piercing
the armor directly under it. Flame shot out of every opening, burning
Arete’s flesh. His head fell off, a chunk of Arete’s blackened and
burned spine coming with it.

Then he fell to the ground, his burned insides spilling out the bottom,
his pants literally on fire.

I didn’t feel any need to look more closely, but the Rocket suit’s 360
degree view took in all of it peripherally, recording it for later,
assuming I ever wanted to see it.

All of that had happened in less than two seconds, but it was far from
everything that had happened. After Arete had said whatever it was he
said to Major Justice, Kals broke in over the comm to shout, “That’s a
trigger!”

I didn’t have time to ask what it was used for because even as the
smoking pieces of Arete’s body were falling to the ground, one of the
men on Major Justice’s team pointed a massive rifle at Major Justice.

I hadn’t paid much attention to him because on a team that could have
passed for rejected G.I. Joe characters, he didn’t stand out at all.
Muscled like a professional bodybuilder, he wore camouflage and carried
a gun with multiple barrels, the biggest of which probably fired
grenades.

I noticed him moving but knew that even if I fired off killbots with
commands directly from my implant they wouldn’t get there until after he
pulled the trigger.

Fortunately, Major Justice’s survival didn’t depend on my personal
reaction time. It depended on Jaclyn’s and she moved quickly enough that
the gun changed before I had time to fire off killbots or ping her with
my implant.

In a flash of purple, the gun’s barrels stopped being straight, bending
into right angles. The guy, whose codename later turned out to be BFG,
dropped his gun, possibly questioning his identity and purpose in life.
If so, he handled his rootlessness well, he swung at Jaclyn.

Thanks to my limited powers, I could see his fist move toward her
without ever reaching her. Jaclyn blurred, stepping to the right and
punching him, throwing him back twenty feet. BFG pulled out a grenade.

What he planned to do with it, whether it was throw it at us or put it
in his mouth, I never found out. Jaclyn closed the distance before it
left his hand.

She pulled it away and threw it into the air where it exploded
harmlessly several hundred feet above us. Then she pummeled BFG
unconscious.

If anyone on Major Justice’s team or among the other assembled heroes
cared, they didn’t say anything. Besides, if they did care, they only
had to look at Izzy to know that we had someone just as powerful waiting
in the wings.

Jaclyn carried BFG back to his team, “I did the least damage that I
could to make him stop, but you need to get him out of here. All he is
right now is a distraction.”

When no one responded, she glanced over at Major Justice who was still
staring off into space.

Over the comm, Kals said, “I don’t know what’s wrong without examining
them, but I might be the only one who can help on this planet. I need to
get out there—“

Katuk’s voice interrupted, “That would be unwise.”

Both aloud and over the comm, Izzy said, “Something is moving
underground.”

That’s what we needed a new mystery attacker, “Do you know what it is?”

Izzy shook her head, “I don’t even know if it’s coming in this
direction. It feels extremely spread out.”

“That’s not good,” I said. “I think we need to be ready to take to the
air at any second. If there’s even a hint that it might be coming this
way, tell everyone.”

The curl of her lips hinted that I might have said something obvious,
but she only said, “Relax, I’m watching.”

Over the comm, Kals said, “Katuk, I need to get out there.”

Katuk replied in a raspy tone that I’d come to associate with him being
agitated, “I am worried as well, but my people have entrusted me with
your care. As a symbol of the resistance, you are worth too much to lose
here.

“And besides,” he added, “we are the only protection for the Rocket and
his mate’s progenitors. Outside of us, they have only themselves and a
woman holding a gun that fires either food or small donkeys at enemies.
I suspect this is metaphorical or my implant’s translation is in error.”

Haley’s icon lit up, “The Rocket and I are dating, but I’m not his mate
and the Burrito Gun is a weapon with attacks that look like food, but
aren’t. We never fire live animals at people.”

Katuk’s icon became active, but it took a few seconds before he said,
“Are your opponents hungry? Is the fake food some kind of trick?”

Kayla broke in, “We’re going to have to take this discussion off the
main channel.”

Kals’ and Katuk’s icons winked out, leaving us standing on top of the
shattered road without distractions. I decided to at least try to reduce
one more variable.

Hoping that Major Justice was enough there to answer a question that
worried me, I said, “We know you’ve got military supers out there
somewhere. I don’t want more mushroom zombies to show up and then get
attacked by supers—especially now that you know the Nine have been using
you. Could you call them in and tell them what’s going on? Maybe even
not to attack us? If the mushroom zombies aren’t gone, we’ll need all
the help we can get.”

Major Justice stared at me and said, “I… I don’t know.”

Then he looked back at his team, his face devoid of expression except
his eyes which glistened even if there were no tears.

A woman stepped out of his group. Dressed in camouflage like the others,
she had a light brown complexion and short, dark hair. Armed only with a
blade short enough to be long knife and long enough to be a short sword,
she kept her hands away from the weapon as she walked toward us.

I knew her codename. It was Switchboard. She could communicate over long
distances in some way that wasn’t telepathy.

She shook her head and words tumbled out of her mouth, “I can’t raise
them. I could talk to them until the fight, but I can’t any more.”

Her eyes drifted toward Arete’s burnt and still burning body. She jerked
her head away to look at me. Right. She knew him, or the version of
himself he wanted her to see, anyway.

We needed to do something with the body, but I didn’t have a body bag on
me. We hadn’t made that part of our standard equipment and with Travis’
death, maybe we needed to think about it. We had them in the jet, but I
wasn’t going to reveal the jet until I had to.

I pushed all of that out of my mind, asking Switchboard, “I know you
don’t use telepathy, but what do you need to connect? Something visual?
A feeling? Do you have a special sense for it? What has to change for
you to lose your connection?”

She shook her head, “I don’t know how it works. I create small portals
in between people—not enough to walk through, but enough for sound. I
used to think I connected to someone visually, but I haven’t been able
to connect to Major Justice in a month or two. I don’t know why.”

I had a wild speculation and if I was right, I knew why she couldn’t
connect to both Major Justice and the military supers. It might not be
telepathy, but whatever she connected to had something to do with the
person’s patterns of thought or identity. Major Justice had been
manipulated by the Nine, specifically by Arete. He’d started criticizing
us after we’d destroyed one of the Nine’s facilities a couple months
ago.

Maybe Arete’s work on his head had eroded enough of him around then.

As for the military supers… Maybe they’d been triggered by a command
from Arete just before they disappeared. On the other hand, I thought
back to the mushroom zombie’s attempt to hit me with its spores.

It couldn’t get through the Rocket suit, but not everyone was using my
costumes.

I didn’t love the idea that the military team might be puppets of the
mushroom zombies, especially since they included (ex) Mayor Bouman, a
telepath, and Logan who’d been friends with Vaughn, Haley, Sean, Dayton,
and Jody back when Haley was dating Sean.

I wondered if the military team included anyone else. Three seemed too
small of a group—not to mention underpowered vs our team. When Logan
transformed in high school, we’d beaten him with equipment smuggled in
under our formal clothes.

I also didn’t like the idea that a wayward member of the Mask family
might be mind-controlled as well, but no one around me knew him,
decreasing the chances that anyone would do something stupid to try to
save him. With Logan, that was a possibility.

I knew Mateo (alias Blue Mask) from my internship. I wondered if I
needed to call him either to let him know or selfishly, to ask him for
advice.

Switchboard peered at me, possibly wondering why I wasn’t saying
anything. I said, “Sorry if I zoned out. I’m trying to figure out what
to do next.”

Cassie turned away from watching Major Justice to say, “If we’re lucky,
the problem’s solved. The jet did a number on their main breeding
ground.”

Jaclyn glanced downward toward Cassie’s hand which still held Mr.
Sparkles, her gun, “I notice you haven’t put that away.”

Cassie nodded, “I don’t think we’re that lucky.”

Walking over from where he stood with the Coffeeshop Illuminati, Bullet
said, “Neither do I. We need to get the wounded and the damaged out of
here before something else happens. I can talk to Major Justice’s team.
I think I can convince everyone that there’s no reason for anyone but
people who can fight Menagerie’s zombies to be here.”

With a glance over to the rest of us, Jaclyn said, “I think we all agree
with that.”

As Bullet began to turn around, Izzy said, “Everyone, get into the air!
If someone can’t fly, grab them. Something’s coming to the surface.”

“Where?” Bullet asked.

“Everywhere,” she said, lifting off and grabbing BFG where he lay on the
ground.

If she was wondering how she would get so many supers out of reach of
whatever it would be, she didn’t have to. The Coffeeshop Illuminati
included not one but two aerokinetics—Gordon and Gifford. Even if they
looked tired after fighting Bullet and then Hunter’s rogue zombies, they
had enough to blow people into the air and keep them there—including
Major Justice and the other teams.

Vaughn had done the same with Jody and Dayton since they didn’t have
anti-gravity packs built into their costumes.

Once everyone was all in the air, we waited.

Nothing happened.

Held up in the air only by wind, Jody looked down and then over to
Vaughn, “That’s a long way down.”

He wasn’t wrong. We were at least 40 feet in the air and if Vaughn lost
control, Jody wouldn’t be able to do any comic book speedster tricks
like flapping his arms so quickly that he dropped more slowly.

He’d just hit the gravel below.

Vaughn flipped over in the air, “Trust me, I’m a master.”

In some movies that would have been the moment where all hell broke
loose. In our world, nothing continued to happen, but Bullet did say,
“Don’t play around!”

I expected Vaughn to point out that Bullet wasn’t his boss, but instead
Vaughn looked at Cassie and shook his head. Cassie gave a quick smile,
but kept on pointing her gun down toward the ground.

Turning his head to look at Izzy, Jody asked, “Is something coming or
not?”

Izzy didn’t get to respond. In that moment small, gray tendrils came out
of the ground. It wasn’t an eruption. It didn’t feel like an attack. If
anything it reminded me of a nature film, the kind where they condense
days or weeks of growth into seconds.

Thanks to the Rocket suit’s sensors, I could even see the tendrils at
that level of detail if I wanted to. The nature films make growth look
beautiful. This growth had more of a feeling of doom.

They grew everywhere in sight, starting below us and rippling outward,
growing from tiny nubbins to three feet tall in seconds.

Before anyone knew what was coming next, the stalks began to release
spores and not casually either, not a small cloud. This was steady
disciplined fire targeting the supers above.

Almost as it began, we began to respond in kind. The Cannonballs
expelled gouts of flame, but we had three different people controlling
wind to keep people in the air. The flame never reached the ground,
getting blown in three different directions on the way.

On the bright side, lasers still worked. The only bad point was that I
seemed to be the only person that used one. Still, that meant I could do
something.

I aimed at them one at a time, burning them to ash. Nearby, Amy threw
her spear, taking out a tendril with each hit.

It’s the chaos surrounding combat that I blame for not noticing that
some of us had begun to drop into the tendrils’ range.

By the time I did notice that Gifford, Hunter, and other members of
Major Justice’s team as well as Shifter were sinking toward the ground,
they were shouting at Gifford who was staring off into space.

Was he too tired or had one of the mushroom tendrils gotten lucky and
hit him? Either way they were dropping into range of not only the
tendrils’ shots (which might not get through the wind), but also the
clouds of spores that puffed outward whenever the shots hit
something.

At ground level, the spores hung in the air, blown around by three
heroes worth of air manipulation—four depending on how South Beach
Surfer’s powers worked.

Near the ground they appeared as dust clouds. I could only guess how
many were higher in the air where they couldn’t be seen.

If I had some time, I could reconfigure the suit’s sensors to detect
particles per million, but not identify specific
particles.

Fortunately, it didn’t all depend on me.

Shouting, “Wake up,” at Gifford, Vuaghn directed his winds to push
Gifford and the others upward.

“Try not to take the spores with them,” I suggested.

“I’ll try,” Vaughn said, giving me a look.

To be fair to him, it was easier said than done.

As Gifford and his group began to float upward, he looked around in
jerky motions, almost as if he were waking up from a nap. That was a
good sign. It might be that the spores were something a person could
choose to resist.

Then he started talking, “I have to go down. We need to go down. Down is
where… Down is where… Down is where… home is.”

Next to him, Hunter started shouting back, “Are you crazy? If we go down
there, they’ll use the pacification tendrils on us. You know what those
are. What are you thinking?”

Gifford stared at him, “We have to go down.”

Making mental note of the fact that firing off spores at people from
tendrils wasn’t a new evolution, but a planned for feature of the
mushroom zombies, I thought about my options for doing something about
it.

“Hal,” I said over the comm. “Now would be a great time to destroy as
many of the tendrils as possible.”

[If I have your permission,] he said, [I can, but be aware that
my lasers aren’t well designed for exterminating fungus. Also, I
recommend that you move the spores away before they infect more of your
companions.]

Duh. I should have thought of that earlier or maybe they should have.
“Hey”, I said over the PA in my suit, “anyone who can create a wind
should blow the spore clouds away from us and toward the forest. I’m
beginning to think the spores allow the zombies to control you.
Menagerie, am I right?”

Hunter stopped shouting at Gifford long enough to reply, “I don’t know
what they can do anymore. Look, we fight criminals. I was trying to come
up with a way to take them down without a fight. I can make people
confused, but that’s it.”

“Okay,” I said, “I hope they don’t take it further.”

By then, I was feeling a breeze from behind me. South Beach Surfer flew
from side to side in the air, turning her board around and throwing a
gust of wind in this direction the same way she would have thrown a
small wave in water.

Held up in the air by Gordon’s wind, Mime held both hands in the air as
if he were gripping a fan or maybe a giant hair dryer, pointing
downward.

The clouds of spores started blowing toward the chunks of road that now
ran parallel to the fence in front of the forest.

Even better, the jet arrived and started firing its anti-personnel
lasers, efficiently hitting tendril after tendril.

This was good. We could win this.

A message appeared on the main League channel from Hal, [I don’t have
enough evidence to predict this with confidence, but this may be a
feint.]

“Understood,” I said.

Next to me, Amy threw the Bloodspear again, hitting another tendril and
draining its life. She let out a sigh as the tendril turned to dust.

“How are you doing?” I asked, firing the laser at a tendril. Cassie
fired at the same time.

“Okay,” Amy said, “There’s enough life in them that I absorbed some
power, but there isn’t enough of a mind that I’ve figured them out.”

She paused, “I did get enough out of them that I’m immune to their
spores.”

That got my attention, “Can you pass that on?”

She shook her head, “Not any more than I can pass on any of my powers.”

Her spear appeared in her hand again and she looked out toward the empty
neighborhoods behind us and their police barricades, “It’s doing
something.”

In that moment, Kayla talked over the comm, “The police at the
barricades are reporting tendrils like the ones near you. They’re saying
that they’re seeing humans with growths on their skins.”

Jaclyn responded, “What kind of growths?”

“The last report said smooth grey skin over their skin, and no eyes or
mouth,” Kayla paused, “Creepy.”

Haley’s voice came over the comm, “Do you know where?”

“I’ll send you coordinates,” Kayla’s connection clicked to a
close.

It sounded like Haley hoped to do something to slow the spread. I wanted
to ask her what, but this wasn’t the time. We had other problems.

Gifford wasn’t putting up with Vaughn’s attempt to keep him in the air.
Gritting his teeth, he’d used his own control over wind to push down
harder and even to direct wind at Vaughn and Justice Fist, causing Jody
and Dayton to grab toward Sean—who couldn’t reach them. He’d been blown
a foot further than they.

Not that any of them were following. They’d been blown upward. As Vaughn
clenched his fists and stared, they slowed and stopped drifting apart.

Then the wind hit us—Jaclyn, Izzy, Amy, and I. Cassie had moved off to
the side and avoided being in the path.

In Izzy’s case, the wind might as well have not existed. She didn’t
move. The rest of us did. I’d written the software with the idea that it
might have to handle wind.

I hadn’t designed it with the idea that it would have to keep people
stationary in the face of hurricane force winds and that’s what we were
facing.

We were all blown toward the forest, the trees becoming more visible by
the second—not that we waited. We all flew upward which was good in that
it pulled us out of the direct path of the wind, but bad in that we were
flying away from the action.

No doubt recognizing that she was the only one of us with a chance to
act, Izzy flew toward Gifford, still holding the unconscious body of BFG
with her left arm, and hit him in the abdomen, causing him to gasp for
air. Then she hit him in the face, knocking him out.

To my surprise, Gifford, Hunter, and the other people he’d been holding
in the air (as well as his unconscious body) all floated upward.

I understood why in almost the same moment—Vaughn—because he and Justice
Fist rose too. Not to mention that all the pressure on us ended.

It couldn’t have been easy, but Vaughn not only kept everyone in the
air, but also brought them to a smooth stop despite Gifford’s opposing
force disappearing without notice.

Surprising no one, Gordon shot forward to say, “Why’d you have to do
that?”

Behind him, the Coffeeshop Illuminati that his own wind kept in the air
dropped a few feet, their expressions communicating the thought, “I’m
gonna die,” even through their masks. I even heard a muffled scream.

They didn’t fall, but I understood their concern.

Izzy didn’t back down. Holding up her fist to show Gordon, she said,
“This.”

I zoomed in as I descended toward the rest of the group. Stuck to Izzy’s
gauntlet was a piece of thin, grey film in the shape of the right side
of Gifford’s face.

A quick look at Gifford showed a subtle difference in color in his face
where the film had come off. The frayed edges helped too. There wasn’t
enough of a difference before the punch, but the contrast between normal
skin and the film made it clear afterward.

Gordon stared at it, his brow furrowed, “What is that?”

“I think it’s mushroom. The police are seeing people whose faces have
disappeared under it. It might be the first stage of colonization, but
it might also be designed to allow infected agents to go unnoticed,”
Izzy stuffed the filmy mess in her hand in one of the sample containers
on her utility belt, adding, “I hope we can analyze this.”

I didn’t think we could, but I thought she was right in her guess.

Gordon, though, must have stopped listening partway through. He turned
his attention to Hunter, shouting, “What is this shit? What did you do?
You’re his friend.”

Hunter held out his hands, “I didn’t do anything! I didn’t know they
could make this stuff. They’re changing it on their own now and that’s
not supposed to be possible. The League’s jet destroyed the brain. They
must have figured out how to make it earlier. Since it’s dead now, they
shouldn’t be able to absorb and control people unless they grew a second
brain.”

Izzy looked at him, “Is that possible?”

Hunter looked up at her, “I don’t know. None of this should have
happened. For all I know, they can do anything now.”

To me, the fact that we didn’t notice the film was on him hinted that we
might be dealing with a second brain for the mushroom army. If I had the
option, I’d have set up a backup for my brain.

Meanwhile, in the background, Hal had been using the jet’s lasers to
burn the tendrils away as Cassie and I both took shots at the tendrils
we could see.

The tendrils died at an alarming rate. Even though Hal downplayed the
effectiveness of the anti-personnel lasers, he could fire off multiple
beams at multiple targets. They wouldn’t have been effective against the
mushroom central brain he’d destroyed, but against these tendrils it was
good enough.

The tendrils sizzled and stopped moving. Somewhere in the back of my
brain, the part that distantly remembered breakfast, I wondered if these
were edible mushrooms and hoped they weren’t psychedelic.

Psychedelic mushrooms did grow in Michigan. I’d checked Wikipedia
once.

Amy, meanwhile, had floated closer to Gordon, Gifford, Hunter, and Izzy.
As the Bloodspear flew back to her hand, she said, “I think I can get it
out of Gifford’s system.”

Gordon turned toward her, his eyes flicking downward toward the pitted,
metal spear in her hand, “You’re not going to hurt him.”

To be fair to him, her spear did look like it belonged in the hands of
an anime villain or possibly on the the cover of a heavy metal album.

Meeting Gordon’s eyes, she said, “I might hurt him, but unless you know
how to get rid of all of the fungus, your choice is between letting him
maybe get hurt a little or letting him live his life as an appendage of
a giant mushroom monster. Which sounds better?”

Gritting his teeth, Gordon said, “How hurt?”

Amy didn’t back down, “I’m not going to stab him. I might scratch him.
If he gets hurt, it will be because the zombies don’t want to let him
go, but I have more than a thousand years of magical expertise to handle
that.”

Gordon looked down where his brother floated in the air. His brow
furrowed at the word thousand but said, “Okay. Do it.”

“Good,” she held up the spear, pointing it downward at Gifford’s chest.
“It’s going to look like I stabbed him, but I won’t. The spear will turn
intangible. If you watch, the only blood will be a scratch.”

Then she chanted a few words, causing symbols on the Bloodspear to glow
red. The chanting went on for long enough that I wondered how long it
would go on and then she stopped—by plunging the spear into Gifford’s
chest.

Consistent with what she’d said, it passed through Gifford’s armored
costume without resistance as if the armor and the bones underneath it
didn’t exist.

Then she held it there, the red symbols glowing brighter, and Gifford
glowed red, the translucent mushroom skin around him burning off in a
flash too short for Gordon to freak out.

She withdrew the spear and Gifford opened his eyes. Looking from Hunter
to Gordon, he said, “Guys? I don’t remember anything after we started
fighting Bullet. Did that really happen?”

From a few feet behind them, Bullet said, “Yes, but we’re going to
forget about that for now. We have bigger problems.”

Gifford looked over to Hunter as if for confirmation and Hunter said,
“Yeah, that happened.”

Flipping himself upright with a little wind, he turned to absorb the
scene around us—the destroyed road, burned mushroom people, Hal still
blasting tendrils, and the smoking crater Hal had made with his main
gun.

Beyond that, the police, fire, and ambulance sirens wailed, all of them
coming in this direction.

“I… think I’m remembering more. I was part of something… I don’t know
what,” Gifford turned his head around, viewing the chaos as if hoping
that it would put the pieces back into place.

Bullet said, “You were controlled by the mushroom zombies that Menagerie
released.”

At Gifford’s look, Hunter nodded. Bullet continued, “It’s plain to me
now that the Nine were using Major Justice and us to attack the Heroes’
League. Major Justice killed Arete, one of the Dominators while you were
out.”

Gifford shook his head, “I didn’t see that coming. Where’s the body?”

I looked downward and didn’t see it. A little more looking and I saw
charred remains of what seemed to be intestines on the gravel. Not
seeing any surviving tendrils, I dropped lower to take a closer look,
and found nothing. Even his head was gone.

Checking my implant’s records from the last few minutes, I found him.
The Rocket suit had a 360 degree view around me. It wasn’t as good below
or above me, but it was good enough to allow the implant to collect
enough images to form a timeline.

Tendrils had pulled it off to the side of the road and behind a cluster
of bushes on the left side of the road—the one with houses.

I pushed more fuel into the rockets until I hovered over the bushes.
They ran the perimeter of one of my neighbors’ yards, effectively acting
as an organic fence.

Aside from some greasy ashes, I found no sign of Arete and wondered what
that meant. He’d been dead. Major Justice’s blast had destroyed the
man’s torso. Though I’d learned that the original versions of the
Dominators could regenerate, they mostly weren’t as good at it as Cassie
and I doubted that Cassie could regenerate from that.

Of course, I hadn’t tested that, so there was no way to know.

The video that my implant collected didn’t show any sign that Arete was
alive or regenerating though.

In order for Arete to be gone, someone had to be waiting on this side of
the hedgerow to take him away. Maybe I’d be able to find him in bot
footage later, but I didn’t have time right now.

What did the mushroom zombies want with his body? The fact that his head
was undamaged opened up some possibilities.

Could the mushroom zombies replace Arete’s missing parts or access his
memory? The latter option would represent a major security leak both for
the Defenders and the Nine.

It didn’t seem likely, but if it was possible, I didn’t like it. From
what I’d seen of it, even acting collectively the zombies weren’t very
smart, but if they could integrate Arete in, maybe they could be. Plus,
what if they could reproduce his powers in the mushroom zombies?

We needed to end this, but we’d have to figure out where to hit it. We’d
destroyed the “brain.” We’d need to figure out where the backup was or
if it could operate as some kind of swarm without a
center.

I gave the rockets more fuel and shot upward past the tops of the
nearest houses and into the morning sun, looking out across our newly
evacuated neighborhood.

Ordering my implant to alert me if it saw something that could be
Arete’s headless body or head, I did a quick flyover of the
neighborhood. It didn’t alert me of anything and it’s not as if I could
complain.

We needed to know where the second brain was, assuming we could find it.

Opening up my comm connection, I asked, “Has anyone seen any sign of
mushroom zombies gathering anywhere? Alternately, some of you know that
Arete died, but not all of you know that he appears to have been taken
away by the mushroom tendril, both his head and as much of his body as
possible. So if you’ve seen someone carrying a human head, that’s also
something to mention.”

Camille responded, “Arete? The cute one?”

Sydney sighed, “Seriously, Gravity Star, the ‘cute one’? His team’s been
dragging us through the mud in the media for a month.”

It was, in a weird way, nice to know that Sydney and the sister she
shared with Sean (by way of their dad’s wandering eye) were comfortable
enough with each other to have pointless disagreements on the team comm
channel.

“I know,” Camille said, unbothered, “that’s the disappointing part. He
was cute and his team wasn’t very nice.”

As she talked, I could imagine Sydney eyeing Camille with disbelief,
“Very nice? They were a bunch of dicks.”

Haley inserted her voice into the first available space, “We haven’t
seen anyone. We got out where the police said they saw people with a
layer of mushroom skin, but they left. I caught the scent and followed
it to the curb. From the exhaust smell, I think they took a car and
drove somewhere. I don’t know where. A lot of cars drove away and their
exhaust blended together.

“I think they might be heading for the freeway, but I can’t guess which
direction they’re going.”

I knew why. The nearest freeway entrance split into north and south. “We
can check the highway. Blue might be able to detect mushroom zombies
from a distance.”

Jaclyn cut in, “They’re driving. I don’t like that.”

Laughing, Cassie said, “Yeah, that’s terrifying. Fear the power of a
zombie driving a Honda Civic.”

“No,” Amy said, “Accelerando is right. That means that the zombies can
use their skills.”

I thought about Gifford. When he’d been affected, he’d wanted to drop
toward the ground, but he hadn’t been using his powers in a
sophisticated way. It might be that all he’d needed to do was let the
people he was keeping in the air get in range of the tendrils’, but he
didn’t seem to have enough going on upstairs to do much more either.

If Amy and Jaclyn were right, the fungi were growing more competent.
Crap.

“Blue—“ I began, but didn’t get to finish.

“I’m already in the air, catch me if you can,” she added, knowing that
I’d never be able to.

Working with friends didn’t lead to military discipline, but it was
okay. I gave the rockets fuel to follow her only to hear Amy say, “Don’t
get too far ahead. I might be able to work up a spell to find them if we
get close enough.”

I let her catch up and Izzy whipped around to join us from behind.

Over the comm, Daniel said, “I’m going to join you. I might be able to
give you an edge one way or another.”

I couldn’t argue. Between telepathy and prescience, he might make all
the difference. Besides, the time for Team Obvious and Team Hidden was
over. Now we had all of League’s best at gathering information in one
group—except for Haley, and of course, Travis.

As we passed over the edge of the police line, Daniel flew up from the
ground, thinking, Something’s about to happen. I’m not sure what or
when, but you’ll need me.

That felt ominous and I was about ask more questions when I felt a
telepathic contact. It felt like the link Daniel and I shared, but
bigger. It reminded me a little bit of coming upon a radio station with
nothing playing, but an active hum.

Except you could feel this hum in your brain.

The pressure in my head increased. It wasn’t unbearable or even painful,
but it felt like it filled my head.

Over the comm, I asked, “Is anyone else feeling this?”

Everyone seemed to say yes at once with Kals’ voice rising above the
rest to say, “It reminds me of an Abominator psi-bomb. I caught the edge
of one once when the Ascendancy put down a rebellion we were involved
in.”

“You think this is a psi-bomb,” Daniel asked.

“No,” Kals said. “The blast was shorter and it hurt a lot more, but it
filled your head the way this one does. I don’t know what this is.”

Daniel said, “It feels organic, not like something produced by a
machine. You’ll note the diffuse separate consciousnesses around the
edges.”

I didn’t notice that and suspected no one else did either.

Over the comm, Amy said, “That’s right. It’s as if there are hundreds of
nearly conscious personalities involved.”

Sensing an interest in Abominator psi-weaponry, my implant began giving
me a crash course in every kind of psi-weaponry they’d faced when
fighting the Abominators, complete with psychic replays of how they
felt.

I stopped it for multiple reasons. First, I couldn’t handle the
distraction. Second, after having experienced only a few, I realized
that Daniel was correct. Organic attacks felt different from bombs.

The only psi-weapon with a similar feel had been created using the
harvested brains of human telepaths. It didn’t take much to notice the
key difference—that weapon projected madness, rage, and pain. Dropping
it was a relief. The more I knew, the more it appeared to be pure
nightmare fuel.

As I prevented myself from being deluged with the memory of interstellar
war, the hum progressed into a kind of communication. A voice projected
into my head and it didn’t communicate madness even if it didn’t feel
quite right.

The moment I heard it talk though, I had a thought that I’d never have
expected—I was sure I knew the guy and it wasn’t a stretch at all. Grand
Lake’s former mayor (Mayor Bouman) had gone into my head when he’d
revealed that he was a telepath.

Knowing that he was here to help Major Justice and that the government
had run him through their version of the power impregnator, he had more
power to work with these days, but it seemed very unlikely that he had
enough to broadcast across the entire city.

Looking down, it was obvious that he was.

The police officers and civilians on both sides of the yellow “POLICE
LINE DO NOT CROSS,” were looking around, some gritting their teeth, some
holding their ears. Others were leaving, some getting into cars and
driving away while a few ran down the street, possibly wanting to get to
their cars as soon as practical, but maybe panicking. From our altitude,
it was hard to say.

I didn’t like to imagine the effects of that applied to a city with more
than one million people when you included the suburbs.

I didn’t have time to worry about it because even as I wondered, he
answered my question.

“Citizens of Grand Lake, you know me. I was once one of you, a man
consumed by ambition and a need to prove myself the best of you. I
thought I wanted to serve, but in reality, I was deluding myself. In my
ambition, I sold my soul to forces with no concern for anything but
their power.

“You know them as the Cabal and society rightly fought and destroyed
them and me with them. I want you to know that I recognized that to be
true on my own. I was wrong. I’ve learned better. Since then, I’ve been
trying to do my best to serve the society I attempted to manipulate in
their service.

“I’ve been working for the military, called in to fight the worst of the
worst, hoping that someday I can feel like I’ve truly paid back the
country I love for what I did.”

Daniel had fully caught up by then and we both felt the same flicker of
recognition and resignation that we’d almost certainly have to fight him
again.

“Today,” our former mayor continued, “I felt my pain go and I knew that
I’d found my true purpose. It was pure chance, but it meant everything.
We’ve all done things that we regret, things that we can’t change. Now,
joining together, we can all work toward the same thing knowing that our
intentions are good and to the benefit of
everyone.

“I want to share this discovery with all of you. It’s a new identity. We
are Synergy. Working together we are more than the sum of all our parts.
Relax, people of Grand Lake. Soon you’ll know the peace that I’ve
found.”

“Wow,” I said over the comm, “every time I think we passed the worst of
this, I’m proven wrong.”

I heard a weary laugh from more than one person on the comm. A few more
laughed a little too hard.

Ex-Mayer Bouman, Synergy, or whatever he now called
himself kept on talking, “People of Grand
Lake, you might be afraid of what’s coming, afraid maybe that you’ll be
absorbed and stop being you.

“Nothing could be further from the truth. You’ll be you but fulfilled.
You’ll share your hopes, dreams, and worries with all your brothers and
sisters in this city and sharing your burdens will make them light.”

Over the comm, Cassie muttered, “This guy does not understand how much
it sounds like joining a cult.”

Marcus popped into the call for the first time, “He might not think it
matters. I’ve been going through my implant for ideas and this isn’t the
first time this kind of thing has come up. There are a bunch of species
out there that live as parasites on others. The Abominators encountered
and enslaved a few, harvesting their abilities and putting them into
their human servants so they could make armies out of enemies. It’s kind
of like Starro, but real.”

Jaclyn broke into the conversation, “So, Hunter has them and he
accidentally recreated them on Earth?”

“I don’t know,” Marcus said, “but maybe. I’m thinking that everything he
makes is a mix of multiple species. Check your implant and see what you
think.”

Deliberately avoiding opening myself up to a torrent of information
about alien biology, I thought back to something I had direct experience
of—the Xosk. Amy and I had killed one in Detroit. An alien vampire that
appeared to be composed of multiple intelligences that fed on and
absorbed other lifeforms (leaving whole worlds with nothing living but a
single Xosk), I couldn’t rule out a connection.

“We’ve got to kill this thing,” I said.

At that moment I noticed a new wrinkle that made my heart sink. Thanks
to my view from the sky, I could see long tendrils climbing buildings to
release clouds of spores. It wasn’t just in the neighborhoods nearby,
but everywhere in the city that I could see.

The haze billowed outward in all directions.

Trying to ignore the voice in my head telling me that we’d failed and
that we should have guessed that it could spread that far, I asked
myself what we could do and opened up my comm, “Is anyone watching my
feed right now?”

“We’re all in the air,” the flatness of Vaughn’s voice hinted that he
was feeling the same thing I was.

“Everyone in here is watching,” Kayla said with a hitch in her throat as
she she talked. She added, “My parents are at work by now.”

We all knew what she wasn’t saying. They were out in this and they’d
probably been exposed.

Jaclyn said, “Mine are at home with my brothers.”

I thought about her two older brothers, both of them with the same
powers she had. I didn’t want to fight them.

“They’re not,” C’s voice came over the comm channel. “Guardian got our
family when he got the Mentalist’s out.”

Vaughn asked, “What about my mom and dad?”

“I’m sorry,” C said. “They weren’t viewed as being in any danger. We did
get your grandmother.”

“Oh,” Vaughn paused, finally saying, “at least you got Grandma Hardwick.
Well, my parents might be outside Grand Lake today.”

Trying to focus us on the possible, I said, “Is there any way all of you
air manipulators can blow the spores toward the lake? We’ve got four of
you.”

“I’m trying,” Vaughn said, “but I’m the only one with a big range and
I’m kind of bushed. It’s been a busy morning.”

In the background, I could see other conversations branching off from
the main channel. Sydney and Sean had to be talking about their mother.
She lived in a penthouse. Maybe she’d be okay for now.

I checked Alex’, Jenny’s, and Brooke’s positions. Alex was my
theoretical ace-in-the-hole, assuming we could get him into
position—wherever that turned out to be.

They were in Chicago, but not at the Midwest Defenders offices. They
were in an apartment complex nearby—probably because they didn’t want to
discuss whether or not they should come here with Guardian, Brooke’s
father.

They were estranged the last I knew, but might have patched things up
enough to work together.

Even as I dismissed the GPS view from my sight, Guardian’s name flashed
and turned solid on the main League channel. Knowing Guardian’s
functions in Earth’s defense, that didn’t look good.

“Heroes’ League,” he said, his tone all business, “we’ve heard about a
telepathic communication from the military team Major Justice called in.
It sounds as though they’ve been absorbed into your potential extinction
event and switched sides. We’ve also got reports of a giant spore
release that seems to be converting humans, possibly an entire city of
humans into a city of fungus monsters.

“Do you have anything to tell me that I can use to argue that I
shouldn’t open up a portal to the sun and burn this entire city and
everywhere around it to ash?”

A year ago, I might have taken what Guardian said as a criticism or
threat, but now I saw it for what it was—he didn’t want to destroy the
city even though it made a lot of sense.

Looking over at Daniel as he flew next to me, I tried to give Guardian
what he wanted, “Well, first of all, you know what’s under the League’s
base and in our storage rooms. Blasting the city won’t destroy all of it
and the rest will be available to anyone who comes by.

“Second, you’d be destroying the current Heroes’ League while we’re
actively working to stop the fungus and wearing suits that have so far
successfully kept us from being infected.

“Third, we’ve got more information about this problem than you do and
we’ve got a plan for handling it.”

Jaclyn’s voice came into my head through a direct implant-to-implant
connection, We do? I hope it’s a good one.

“It’s in the early stages,” I said. “We need to settle some details, but
we’ve got one. Oh… and fourth—“

I checked the GPS view of my HUD again, the pattern of dots against the
background, showing what I suspected.

“The uh… fourth reason is that Portal, Paladin, and Flame Legion are all
in Grand Lake.”

Brooke, Alex, and Jenny had all disappeared from the mystery apartment
in Chicago and reappeared in our base.

Over the comm, Guardian made a grunting noise that might have edged into
a choking noise. Having heard similar noises from my parents in the
past, it was easy to read frustration into the sound, but if Brooke
still wasn’t talking to him, maybe there might have been a touch of
pain.

It was hard to say. There’s a limit to the amount of information you can
read into a grunt.

“She sticks to him like glue,” Guardian muttered a sentence that might
not have been part of our conversation as much as an ongoing
conversation with himself.

Not wanting to become part of what sounded like an intrafamily dispute,
I didn’t say anything, and neither did anyone else.

Guardian made another grunt, this one crossed with a sigh, “That’s
enough. I know what I’ll tell them, but look, I can’t say no forever.
We’re risking the human race and not just because of the zombies. The
Xiniti will step in if this gets free. They can’t risk mushroom zombies
getting loose in the Human Ascendancy.”

“Maybe. I mean, eventually, they’ll do something, but right now there
are five citizens of the Xiniti nation in Grand Lake, one of them on a
specific mission to keep a friend of ours safe. You’ll be destroying her
too. That’s probably a bad idea. They’ll back off if we call them, and
it won’t be hard. If you destroy us without giving us a chance to fix
this, there will be problems.”

As of that moment, we had Guardian as we saw him in the media—without
sighs, grunts, or parenting pain. He said, “You should have led with
that. No one on Earth wants to get on the bad side of the Xiniti.”

Taking a breath, he continued, “I’m going to remind my people and the
government officials who have been calling us that the League includes
honorary Xiniti plus a visiting Xiniti. That will give you some time. I
hope your plan includes containing them.”

“It does,” I said. “Remember how the wizards contained The Thing That
Eats in Grand Lake? I think they might be willing to do it again
especially if we explain to them that we’re releasing a whole kingdom’s
worth of fairy knights to help us fight.”

Guardian took a long pause and then said, “The less I know the better.
Do what you have to. Good luck.”

With that, he closed his connection.

Vaughn started laughing, “That’s your plan? Call in the fairies, use the
Wizard’s Council to box them in,  and let them fight it out with the
mushroom zombies?”

“Kinda,” I said, “but it’s better than that. I also called in Alex. If
we can find the center of the fungus, we sic Alex on it. He can heal,
but he can also do the opposite. It’s all one organism. If he starts it
dying, the whole thing goes. There are a few holes like, for example,
the fact that we don’t know where the center of the thing is, but I
think we can find it. Between the Mystic, Ronin, Hal, and physically
searching for it, we’ll figure it out.”

Adam’s voice came over the comm, “You realize that calling in my favor
is a one-time thing, right? If I use it now, that’s it.”

“Yeah, well,” Cassie said, “if you don’t use it and we all get absorbed
into the mushroom zombie worldwide empire and the Xiniti burn the
planet, then you’ll waste it.”

Looking over at Amy who was flying just ahead of Daniel and me, I asked
over the comm, “I’m assuming Bloodmaiden knows how to call in the North
American Wizard’s Council now that you’re a member in good standing?”

From the expression on Amy’s face, I guessed that she didn’t think
they’d owe her any favors, but she never got to reply.

Over the comm, Samita (who I didn’t even know was listening) said, “I
can do it and if they won’t talk to me, they will talk to Reliquary.”

“Great,” I said, “then that’s the best idea I have. If anyone has a way
to improve it, tell the group. Otherwise, we should start looking for
the second brain, wherever that is.”

“For right now,” Vaughn said, “I’ll be happy to keep everyone here in
the air and uninfected—extra bonus if I can also help the city, but I’m
not holding my breath there.”

Sean’s name blinked, “I’d be holding my breath if I didn’t know I just
fall unconscious. Do you guys have more of your suits?”

“I don’t know if they’ll work for you,” I said. “I designed them to
resist electromagnetism, but any suit on you will be at ground zero all
the time. We might have a suit that doesn’t use nanotech back at base.
There’s probably a way to get it out safely. Nanotech suits should work
for everyone else if we have enough.

“If we don’t have enough, we need to get you guys far enough out of town
that you’re safe.”

“I’m not afraid,” Sean said, “I want to help. We’re supposed to be
helping.”

Even though I was flying over the city with Amy, Izzy, and Daniel, I
could imagine Sean back with the group by the park and feel grateful I
wasn’t there.

This was a better version of Sean than I remembered, but still
irritating. Trying not to let any of that be heard in my voice, I said,
“I know you want to help, but we’re going to have to first figure out
where the second brain is. Until then, if you’re at risk of being
infected, your first duty is to stay free. I don’t want to fight
magnetic mushroom zombie Sean, but for all I know, the fey will have
some charm to keep fungus away.”

Dayton laughed, “Exactly. I don’t want to fight mushroom zombie Sean
either.”

“About that,” Adam said as his name blinked, “do you want me to call
them in now or do you want me to wait?”

“Uh…” I thought about it as I passed over a neighborhood covered in with
fuzzy spores, “will it take a long time?”

Adam laughed, “It’s not much more complicated than if I said, ‘Duke of
the alabaster halls, duke of the mountains of skulls. I, the giver of
aid, ask you to make good on promises made’.”

“Did you just do it,” I asked.

“No,” he said, as if it should be obvious, “there are a few more verses
to go.”

Haley’s name blinked, “The mountain of skulls? Who is this?”

“Look,” Adam said, “I’m the champion of fairies loosely associated with
the Unseelie court. They’re not the cute fairies and they’re not
friendly. They’re scary and I did a favor for Duke Metzul of the
Alabaster Mountains—which do happen to look like skulls. It wasn’t
anything bad. I retrieved a few items of his that mortals had stolen
over the years.”

“Metzul?” Amy responded in the group, but looked over at me, shaking her
head, “He’s no one I’d want to help.”

“Right,” Adam said, “but we had a common interest in getting him his
stuff back. He wanted it back, but had no agent capable of moving around
in the mortal world. Meanwhile, I was fighting occultists that I
couldn’t take down because they were siphoning his essence into
themselves through his tools. You’re going to have to believe me when I
tell you that it’s better when he has his stuff than when mortals are
using it.”

Amy nodded slowly, “I believe it. We can do without occultists turning
into little warped copies of him. As for this favor, how much control do
you have over it? Can you talk with him or do you have to put it into
verse?”

“I only need verse to summon him. We talk after that,” Adam said, “and
I’m told he likes me as much as he ever likes mortals—which means he’s
not going to try to deliberately pervert it.”

“Good,” the blood red gems in Amy’s armor shone a little brighter, “then
make sure he knows not to kill the fungus infected humans. Whatever he
does to stop them can’t be permanent. The effects need to end when
Paladin kills the fungus. Oh, and if you can work in a charm to stop
fungus infection for our team, that can only help.”

“We’ve got a good working relationship,” Adam said, “I think he’ll go
for it.”

Amy mouthed the words, “Good working relationship?” at me, but said,
“Great. The sooner his army appears, the better. Maybe he can help us
find the second brain. Oh, and whatever relationship you have, he’s
still a major lord of Faerie. Don’t trust him.”

“I get it,” Adam said, “I’ll call him now, okay?”

Then he dropped out of the conversation. He still showed up on the GPS
with Haley and most of Team Hidden, though.

Samita’s name blinked and she started talking with rapid fire speed, “I
called the NAWC. They’ve started setting up an anti-fungus barrier
around the city.”

“Wow,” I said, “that was easy.”

The levels of Samita’s voice turned even, “I don’t think they want it to
spread either.”

I was about to respond to that when Hal sent a message to the group
chat.

[Based on the pattern of expansion of tendrils and spores, I have
a range of possible locations where the second brain might be based.
They are all downtown Grand Lake within a block of City Hall.]

Daniel added, “I think we should try City Hall first.”

I asked, “Is that prescience or a guess?”

“Both,” Daniel said. “It’s the first place I imagined trying knowing
that Bouman is now part of this mess, but then I directed my prescience
at what would happen if we go there. I’m feeling the potential for
things to go very badly or very well. Because the potential is so
extreme, I’m thinking that it has to be the center of everything. We’ve
just got to go in knowing there are no guarantees.”

“Or at least going in with as much information as we can,” I said. “I’d
think that would improve our chances.”

“Just as long as we don’t think too long,” Daniel turned his head to
look toward downtown.

Steel, concrete, and glass high-rises dominated our view of it, but we
knew what we were looking for. Grand Lake’s city hall had been
constructed in the late 1800s. Stone, wood, red brick, and iron, it
spoke of another time, one in which the materials cost more than labor,
allowing ornanamentation inside the building and outside.

I couldn’t see it yet, but I sent spybots ahead. I’d see it soon.

Izzy saw it before the rest of us and she wasn’t even flying ahead. The
range of her sonar put mine to shame.

“Your guess was amazing,” she turned back to smile at him and Daniel
smiled back. “But I wish you were wrong. City Hall is filled with fungus
people and growths that fill whole rooms. They’re growing more drones or
whatever we’re going to call the zombies that don’t have people inside.”

“Can you see Bouman?” Daniel had to be wondering for the same reason I
was. If we knew where he was inside, maybe we could target him without
fighting our way through the building.

“From this distance and through walls every person covered in fungus
looks like everyone else. Even if we were closer, I’ve never met him.” I
got Izzy’s point. If she had met him, maybe he’d have a hip replacement,
fillings, or something that would make him stand out in a way that
squishy flesh wouldn’t.

Though I couldn’t hear it, I felt Daniel think at her. From the
accompanying wash of emotion, I had to guess it was something
affectionate, but aloud he only said, “Then we’ll have to wait until
we’re closer.”

“True,” I said, “let’s hope they don’t have mushroom missile launchers.”

Around that time, my bots sighted City Hall. If I’d been looking for
support for the idea that Hunter had accidentally tapped into a hidden
alien inheritance, possibly even the Xosk, I’d have felt vindicated by
what the bots showed me.

Izzy had mentioned rooms full of mushroom fungus and fungus covered
people. She hadn’t mentioned how City Hall now had fungus growing all
over it and tendrils extending outward, some of them still spreading
spores.

Even though she’d mentioned that every human covered with fungus looked
the same to her, she hadn’t managed to convey the impact of
it.

From what I could see through the spybots, no human beings that hadn’t
been absorbed into the fungus still existed. Everyone in sight had grey
skin, smooth facial features, and no eyes. I didn’t doubt that their
eyes still existed, but they’d been covered over with grey skin.

Beyond that, fungus grew everywhere around City Hall—not only on it, but
on trees and surrounding buildings, covering them with a slick grey
surface.

I wondered how precisely we’d have to place Alex. If he focused the
death and decay aspect of his powers outside the building, would it be
enough? It would be easier than getting him inside for sure.

I could make a logical argument that outside the building might work,
but I had a feeling that we’d want to place Alex at the center and let
the command to die pulse outward from there.

Assuming that we’d be have to fight (ex)-Mayor Bouman, I wondered where
his unit was. It seemed too much to hope that they’d be standing inside
the Mayor’s office where we could fly straight in, smash through
windows, and pummel him unconscious.

More likely, he’d be in the basement.

As I flew onward, staying with everyone else, but paying more attention
to the images in my HUD, Amy said, “Something’s happening.”

Her Bloodspear glowed a little brighter around the edges as she spoke.

I peered through the spybots, not seeing anything special, but still
asking, “Are the mushrooms doing something?”

“No,” Amy pointed her spear to the sky, “look up.”

The sky distorted into lines that ran from the edge of the city on all
sides inward to the center above us. For a moment, I thought that was
the end, but then the distortions stopped and as far as I could see, the
sky acquired a dim, but noticeable, golden glow.

The obvious cause came to mind. I asked Amy, “That’s the barrier from
the Wizard’s Council, right?”

She looked at me, “You can’t feel it at all? That was a lot of power.”

Daniel and Izzy said, “No.” I was about to say the same, but then I
tried to examine it the way Kee had been teaching me. I wasn’t certain,
but there might have been a hum above me.

I said, “Maybe. I don’t remember the barrier being visible last time.”

Amy glanced up at it, “They might have been in more of a hurry this
time.”

I thought about that, “Well, on the bright side then, step one of the
plan is complete. We’ve locked ourselves in here with them.”

Over the comm, Vaughn said, “I hope they got everybody inside because
this is all for nothing if you get everyone except for one guy—like in
horror movies.”

Samita replied before I could, “I told the Wizards’ Council what the
zombies do and the Council said they’d figure it out.”

Vaughn’s name blinked on the screen, “As long as the Wizards’ Council
has it covered.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Daniel speak, “The impression I
get is that they’ve got it covered the vast majority of the time. I
mean, we don’t have any guarantees, but it’s not because they’re not
paying attention.”

“Good,” Vaughn said, “I’m glad it’s us instead.”

“I don’t know exactly where things go wrong yet,” Daniel shot me a look,
“we’ll have to get closer to the moment where it happens if it happens.”

“Right,” Vaughn said, “Cool.”

Adam’s name flashed and a blinking hand appeared next to it, “Everybody,
I called in my favor and the Duke’s assembling his forces. They’ll
appear more or less where we are and fight their way through. Is there
anything specific you want them to do?”

“They know the situation, right?” I asked. “Everyone they’ll fight is an
innocent so far as we know. They’re all being mind controlled. If
there’s any way to avoid killing them, you told the Duke’s forces to
avoid it, right?”

“I get it,” Adam said. “You already brought that up. They’re the people
we’re trying to save. And yes, the Duke’s forces can do temporary weird,
fairy shit. I mean, I think most of them would rather do that than fight
straight out. Don’t get weirded out if you see people who now have
donkey heads or whose pants got turned into a swarm of bees.”

“Bees?” I said, thinking about what that would be like, but following it
up with, “They’ve got a way to avoid being sucked into the mushroom
collective, I’m assuming.”

Adam sucked in a breath, “I told him about it. He didn’t seem concerned.
All I can say is that they definitely know.”

Amy laughed, “That’s fairies for you. Whether he’s misjudged or whether
the zombies are simply nothing to him, we won’t know until it happens
because there’s no way he’ll tell mere mortals.”

“Yeah,” Adam said, “that’s pretty much it. I’m going to tell myself I
did everything I could and that Duke Metzul has thousands of years of
experience. If he’s not concerned, I shouldn’t be either. Oh, wait, I’ve
got to go, they’re beginning to come through the portal.”

Then Adam added, “One more thing, I’ve got a general announcement for
everyone. If you see fairies, give them a wide berth. Be polite if you
have to talk to them, but it’s wiser to leave them alone. Try not to get
their attention.”

Sean piped up at that point, “They’re supposed to be helping us. Are
they going to attack us? Because I’m going to defend myself if I have
to. I’ve kept a pouch of steel ball bearings on me ever since Castle
Rock.”

Adam let out a breath, “That’s not the right attitude… Crap. I don’t
have time for this. Someone explain it to him. I’m off the call for a
bit.”

Off the call, Amy turned to me and said, “Sean’s an idiot.”

Unmuting herself, she said, “They’re fulfilling an obligation to Adam.
They’re only friendly to us because we’re not his targets. The rest of
the time they’re the kind of fairies who curse and kidnap people. Give
them a wide berth.”

“Okay,” Sean said, “I get it.”

“They’re coming through the portal now,” Jody said. “I’m not going
anywhere near them.”

I wanted to check in on them. Haley, Adam and the rest of Team Hidden
would all be near Sean by now. If he didn’t figure this out, something
was going to turn his pants into bees or worse.

Unfortunately, I didn’t have time. We’d made it downtown and didn’t need
the spybots to look at City Hall. I could see it with my own eyes
(mediated by my HUD and various sensors).

Spybots had their strengths, but they didn’t give you the scope that
eyes did. Mushroom goo expanded outward from City Hall, coating roads
and nearby buildings with the slick sheen of whatever they were made of.
Tendrils extended outward from all the buildings that I could see along
with other growths, many of them circular, almost dome-like.

I didn’t know what the domes were for, but I doubted knowing would make
me happier.

This was bad all around. I’d never imagined that the zombies could
expand this far this quickly. I wondered if Alex activating the colony’s
internal kill switch would be enough. It had absorbed a lot of people
and now that I was looking around, I could see animals and birds too.

“Blue,” I said, “do you have any idea of where Bouman and the rest might
be at this point?”

Izzy didn’t say anything for a few seconds, scanning the buildings below
us with her sonics. Then she said, “The City Hall’s basement, but it
extends into the lower levels of the parking garage next door. I think
that’s the center of it.”

We all looked at City Hall and the parking garage next to it. As seeds
of humanity’s destruction went, it was unassuming. Little more than
multiple floors of concrete with ornamentation styled to fit in with the
buildings from the 1880s that stood around it—sort of.

It was still a big grey box.

I wasn’t sure whether the city owned the parking garage and allowed
Grand Lake Parking to run it or whether Grand Lake Parking owned the
building and rented the lower floors to the city on some kind of long
term lease. Either way, the lower floors connected to City Hall below
the ground.

We all hovered there looking at them.

“We’ve got some decisions to make,” Daniel said over the comm. “We’ve
got to decide how we’re going to go in. If I remember correctly from
Stapledon, Portal needs to see the place that she’s teleporting to,
right?”

Over the comm, Brooke said, “That’s right, but a telepathic image from
someone else’s head or even a picture will still work.”

Even though I’d known it for years, it still seemed weird to me that she
was Guardian’s daughter. She was friendly and I’d never felt like he
was.

“Good,” Daniel said, “How much can it change from the picture before
there’s a problem?”

Not giving her a chance to respond, I added, “Do you step into
nothingness or someplace that looks similar?”

“Oh,” she said, “it’s not a disaster. If it’s too different, I just
can’t connect.”

“Okay,” Daniel said, “a bunch of us have been in City Hall, but it was
in senior year of high school—roughly six years ago. I’ve been in the
parking garage, but not the lower levels. Would a picture from Blue
work?”

Brooke and Izzy both said, “No,” simultaneously and Brooke added,
“Sorry. We tried it at Stapledon.”

Over the comm, Cassie said, “Let’s have Portal try someone’s memory of
City Hall and if it works, we’re in. If not, your group fights your way
in and we portal after you using the picture streaming from your
cameras. Simple.”

It was, actually.

Kinda.

It was a little more complicated in that in order to keep everyone in HQ
safe, Brooke had to open a portal to somewhere outside the Wizard
Council’s wards—which turned out to be completely possible, meaning that
if she got infected, the world was screwed.

On the bright side, it also meant that it was no problem to get Alex,
Brooke, and Jenny to Haley’s team in the neighborhood near the park.

Haley’s team included not only Adam, but also an army of fairies and a
Duke of the Unseelie Court at the moment. So when we looked at their
streams, it looked like the cover of an urban fantasy novel.

Next to the park, a portal to Faerie was still open and still shimmering
with a green, otherworldly light as winged fairies, goblins, ogres, and
elven soldiers on foot and horseback stepped out from somewhere else.

It was a strange mixture of the beautiful and the ugly.

For the record, even though I had names for some of what came through,
that wasn’t true of everything. Reptilian things that weren’t dragons
walked through with wet, horselike creatures, and dogs with a feral look
about them.

Plus, there were shadowy things that were obvious when they weren’t
directly in view of the camera, but only wispy when the streaming person
looked at them directly.

It almost made me feel bad for the mushroom zombies, but not very.
Despite Adam’s assurances, it did make me worry about what would happen
to the people the fungus controlled.

Brooke spoke into her comm, “I tried to use Captain Commando’s and Night
Cat’s memories of City Hall. It didn’t work, but not the normal way. It
felt blocked the way it feels when someone blocks teleporters.”

We’d moved to the top of a downtown highrise while we waited. There was
no sense hovering where someone would see us and this building appeared
to be mushroom free on the outside. We hadn’t gone inside. There was no
sense in pushing our luck.

Alex’ name blinked on my screen, “There you go. Sounds like it’s time
for you to move in.”

“That’s what I said,” Cassie added.

Then everyone at the park gasped, muttered, or stopped talking
altogether. I didn’t need to ask why. A group of elves in plate armor
had ridden through the gate in the park on horses with a strange, silver
sheen to their fur.

In my imagination, elves were shorter than humans, but these seemed
gigantic. The horses and the armor had to be part of it, but the elves
themselves had to be tall to wear that armor—around seven feet, I
guessed. The one in the center of the group was shorter, but only by a
few inches.

Just from his position, it didn’t take much to guess that was Duke
Metzul. His plate armor was silver with whorls of dull black metal. I
wondered if the black metal had some kind of magical meaning.

His helm didn’t cover his face. Thin, handsome, and light skinned, he
could have passed for a college student in a world where college
students commonly had pointed ears and a predator’s teeth.

Next to me, Amy turned from watching City Hall to say, “Metzul came
through.”

“Yeah,” I said,” directly into the park. He’s powerful enough that it’s
that obvious?”

Her lips twitched, “Powerful enough that every practitioner in this
hemisphere felt something.”

“Oh,” I said aloud, feeling like she wasn’t saying something important.
I went with the first thought that came to mind, “Is this a problem?”

She scowled, “At least three Bloodmaidens fought him, but I didn’t know
it until now because they just told me.”

“Huh,” I thought about it, “does he hold a grudge?”

She frowned, “Some of the past Bloodmaidens say yes, others, no.”

In my spybot’s stream, Duke Metzul turned to Adam, his voice quiet, but
loud enough that everyone in sight turned, asking, “Where is the enemy?”

Face hidden within his billowing, black cloak, the quaver in Adam’s
voice didn’t quite match his ominous look, “It’s almost everywhere. The
spores convert people from allies to minions of the… fungus brain.”

Duke Metzul waved him to silence, “I understood that much from your
summoning rhyme. I need specifics.”

Brooke stepped out of the group of supers on the ground, her silver
Xiniti-style armor hiding her features underneath form-fitting,
constantly adjusting material.

Briefly waving a circular portal into existence, she said, “I can send
you there.”

The duke smiled, showing his teeth, “Efficiency. I like it. I could use
someone of your skills. Should you ever wish to live in Faerie, contact
me. Dark Cloak will know how. You’ll be appropriately compensated.”

Brooke’s costume couldn’t hide her hesitation as she decided how to
respond, “Thanks for your offer. I don’t anticipate needing to live in
Faerie, but I… appreciate the opportunity.”

Metzul’s smile widened, “No one ever anticipates such a thing, but
situations arise and I’m always happy to assist—and especially happy to
assist those with talent.”

Brooke nodded, “Thank you.”

A little behind her and to her right, Alex stood in his costume—a white
long coat over rigid silver material that suggested plate armor, making
him a kind of cowboy knight. The rigidity of his normally expressive
face suggested he might be reminding himself how stupid it would be to
take issue with a fey duke’s interest in his girlfriend.

Metzul turned toward Alex, “You’re invited too if it comes to that, but
never mind, I believe Dark Cloak has something to say.”

Adam shook his head, “No. I was merely hoping that you were prepared for
the mushroom spores. That and given thought to the fact that you’re
fighting innocents.”

Tilting his head in Adam’s direction, Metzul said, “There are no
innocents, but I do take your point. Our opponents will be fighting
unwillingly. There’s little glory in killing such foes however
entertaining it might be for the first few. Be assured that we’ll be on
our best behavior.

“I have no wish for you to feel that I shirked my duty in fulfilling
your boon. As such, I’ve created a magical working that will assist in
our mutual goals,” Metzul stopped, waving his his hand over not only his
troops, but also the assembled supers.

Sparkling bits of darkness flew from his hands as he said a word and
raised his arms. They landed not only on his assembled host, but on the
gathered supers, many of whom looked down at their bodies and at the
people around them.

I’d never stopped to wonder what evil fairy dust might look like, but
this was probably it.

Scowling, Sean looked up at Metzul, asking, “What did you do?”

Dayton put his hand on Sean’s right shoulder, simultaneously seeming to
support his friend, but also making it a little harder (but far from
impossible) for Sean to do something stupid.

Metzul regarded him with a half-smile, “Protected you and all the rest
from fungus—at least for a time. I have no use for allies that might
turn into enemies. Thanks to a touch of necromantic power, you’ll now
find that no spore can survive your presence. They’ll die before they
affect you. You’ll even find that your touch will make them unravel—not
instantly, but eventually.”

Next to me on the rooftop, Amy stared down at the comm on her wrist,
“Wow. You have no idea how hard it would be to protect that many people.
Necromantic energies aren’t easy to work with. I don’t know how I’d do
it without side effects.”

On the screen, Metzul turned toward the assembled crowd, “There is
something I should mention. Though I doubt there will be any opportunity
for such activities, I recommend against doing anything that might
create children. You might find they have odd proclivities as adults.”

In the midst of the crowd, Major Justice stared dully at Metzul. He
wasn’t the only one.

“Well,” Metzul turned toward Adam, “I think it’s time to send us into
the Lion’s Den. I believe we’re to clear the way so that you can attack
the center? At least that’s what you said in the summoning. Let us
handle this efficiently. Open the portal.”

Brooke opened up a wide half-circle of shimmering power near the faerie
host and Duke Metzul waved his hand toward it.

With that, the host walked toward the portal, stepped inside and
disappeared from the spybots’ view. No matter what the size of the
creature, they still slipped through, a property I felt sure that
Brooke’s portals didn’t normally have.

They reappeared in the street in front of City Hall. Whether elf,
goblin, ogre, creature of shadows, or wingless dragon, they poured out
of the relatively small hole in reality Brooke created.

As they did, the troops sounded their horns.

There weren’t a lot of people on the streets—mushroom-controlled people
that is—but the people that were there stopped and stared.

I mean, sort of. With mushroom flesh covering their faces, they had no
eyes or ears, merely slick skin. They pointed their heads at the fairy
horde emerging from the portal and froze. Then as one, they retreated
into City Hall, the parking garage, or any of the half-a-dozen office
buildings nearby.

I wondered for a second if this meant that they still felt fear, but
couldn’t help but note that they’d disappeared as one, meaning that if
they did, they had to wait for orders to express it.

My next thought was surprise that the forces of fungus were offering no
resistance to our allies and that calling in Adam’s favor might have
been a mistake, but I needn’t have worried.

I’d noticed before that the ornate, 19th-century buildings and roads
around City Hall all had an overlay of mushroom skin on them and that
the buildings grew tendrils much like those I’d seen back at the park. I
also knew that spores had been raining all over the city and that we
were now at the center of the fungus’ organization.

So, it didn’t surprise me that they had more defenses than were obvious,
but the timing and speed of response? That did surprise me.

The slick flesh on the ground turned into tendrils that grabbed at legs.
Distorted four-legged forms formed out of the flesh on the walls of
buildings. While loosely shaped like animals, my sensors showed they
were entirely fungus all the way through.

Hunter stuck to shapes that resembled natural creatures or creatures
from mythology. The sinuous movements of these creatures seemed better
fitted to creatures with no bones inside, only harder or softer mushroom
flesh.

I remembered back to how Hunter said that the creatures could evolve,
wondering if he’d been correct or if they were shedding human
expectations, and bit by bit becoming the creatures Hunter’s powers had
been shaped by.

At the same time, the tendrils on City Hall and the buildings around it
had begun to fire spores at them, but instead of firing the spores
individually, they fired globules a foot across that burst into spores,
making me think of snow.

Within less than three seconds of the fairy host appearing, they’d gone
from facing no resistance to becoming stalled in their tracks, peppered
with spores, and seeing a host of fungus creatures advancing on them.

I felt Daniel’s concern through our link. Izzy turned toward the rest of
the group, about to ask if we were going to help. Amy, however, smirked,
knowing or noticing something that those of us without magic couldn’t.

I zoomed in on the fey host, trying to figure out what I’d missed—I had
missed a lot.

Even as I zoomed in, I realized that the whole host still sparkled with
the silver and black of evil fairy dust. The tendrils grabbed and hung
on, but at the first they froze for a moment, sometimes allowing the
goblin to get away. Even if the tendril did hang on despite whatever
stopped them, they kept on adjusting, as if trying to find a more
comfortable spot.

They couldn’t hold on to the horses, the dragon-like reptiles or any of
the larger beasts. They’d pull out of the tendrils’ grip one way or
another.

Even the goblins found that when they grabbed the tendrils with their
hands, the tendrils tried to squirm away. The goblins weren’t stupid.
They grabbed the tendrils wrapped around their legs and as the tendrils
squirmed they pulled away.

As for the spores falling like early November snowflakes? Instead of
attaching to the goblins’ clothes and growing to cover them, the spores
seemed to shrink and fall to the ground. Even with zoom it was hard to
tell precisely why, but necromancy allowed a wizard to manipulate life
and unlife from what I understood. If there was such a thing as “life
force,” the evil sparkles must have been sucking it out of the spores.

I was fine with that. It meant that they had a chance to survive—at
least until the spell ended.

Aloud I said, “Did the Duke say how long the spell would last?”

Below us enough of the army was free that they were turning to engage
the mushroom creatures surrounding them. The dragon-like reptiles tore
into their opponents, ripping limb from limb or even bodies in two.

Not seeing any blood, I could live with that.

Daniel turned away from the scene below, “I didn’t hear him say a time
limit. I’m guessing until we win, but hopefully not much longer.”

“Hoping for victory sex?” Amy grinned, looking from Daniel to Izzy.

Izzy glanced toward Amy, “He didn’t cast it on us. We weren’t there.”

Amy held up her left hand, the one that wasn’t carrying a spear, “Look
at each other and then look at yourselves.”

She was right. Even as she said it a silver and black sparkle appeared
next to her face and winked out. I’d been
focused on the battle and hadn’t noticed them spontaneously appearing
and disappearing around all of us.

“Duke Metzul only gets to stay a Duke because he’s powerful,” Amy said.
“We’ll want to be very polite and very thankful after this is
over–assuming we win.”

“Hey, everybody,” Jaclyn said over the comm, “Hal thinks we should give
them thirty seconds and portal to the door of City Hall.”

“That works for me,” I said. “Is Hal saying we all go in at once?”

Jaclyn’s words came out in a rush, “Not exactly. He thinks one group
goes in hard and fast to attract attention. Another goes in quietly. A
third stays in position here so Portal can move people in to help as
needed.”

Remembering what Brooke had said earlier about not being able to
teleport inside City Hall thanks to interference, that meant as close as
people could get.

“I assume we’re going in hard and fast?” We seemed like good candidates.
Even though Daniel wasn’t in the rest of our group’s league physically,
we knew we’d be facing a telepath and there, at least, he was an 800
pound gorilla.

I felt his worry as he thought at me, Bouman’s been run through a power
impregnator in addition to being able to use the fungus’ collective
mind. He might be King Kong these days.

You’re still more skilled, I told him.

He took a breath and looked down at the battle in front of City Hall,
Let’s hope so.

“The four of you plus Justice Fist and me. Hal chose the teams. We’ll
join you at City Hall,” Jaclyn said.

All of us looked at each other. I couldn’t deny that we might need more
people, but in terms of working together seamlessly, Justice Fist
wouldn’t be my first choice.

As we’d talked, Duke Metzul’s forces had managed to spread out, engaging
the fungus army as they edged closer to City Hall. If they could take
the area around it, we wouldn’t have to deal with enemies coming at us
from behind.

Over the comm, Izzy asked, “Does everyone have paralysis guns in their
armor? They should be our first choice on the people absorbed into the
mushroom… collective.”

I answered, “Yes. They won’t do much to any supers, but normal people
won’t have protection against it—though cops might.”

“Portal’s sending us over right now,” Jaclyn said.

We all took to the air as Daniel thought at me, Futures are generally
more positive if they’re with us, but they’re definitely worse if they
join the general melee outside City Hall or are part of the group that’s
sneaking in.

I sent back, It sounds like they’re with us because they’ll cause the
least damage. Great.

It took only seconds to fly to City Hall, finding that the doors were
open and that Jaclyn and Justice Fist had stepped inside.

We landed and followed them in. City Hall had been designed in the
Neo-Gothic style. I couldn’t tell you the characteristics of it if you
put a gun to my head, but on a practical level in meant lots of arches,
tall, thin windows, and lines.

The tile floor had Grand Lake’s city seal (complete with a motto in
Latin) in the middle of the entry hallway. I’d never learned what the
city motto meant or why the designer thought everyone entering the
building needed to both see the city’s seal and step on it.

The city motto means ‘Stepping boldly forward.’ Daniel told me.

Onto the seal or into the lake? I thought back. He shrugged, but
didn’t reply. We did have better things to do than make fun of the
trappings of government.

All the same, it did explain the shoes on the seal even if it didn’t
explain where they were stepping boldly to.

Not that it mattered.

What mattered was that a thin gray film covered the floor, growing
thicker the deeper we walked into the building. Jaclyn turned back to
address Izzy, “Hey Blue, which way to the second brain?”

Izzy looked down toward the the floor, turning her head as if seeing
through it to the other side—which wasn’t far from the truth. When Izzy
looked up, she said, “Both of the two bottom levels are almost solid
with fungus. One of them connects to the parking garage, extending into
its lowest levels. They look the same.”

Nodding, Jaclyn said, “I thought we might be fighting our way through.”

A voice came from further down the hall, “Please don’t. I think we can
work this out without more fighting.”

Thin and over six feet tall, the man in the blue suit made me think of a
giraffe. While he wasn’t eating leaves from the tops of trees, his head
was level with mine while wearing the Rocket suit.

While I didn’t know him, my implant did and supplied a name (Scott
Walters) and an occupation (City Manager). My implant had apparently
been picking up background information while I read the local news.

Jody looked over to Dayton and Sean, “Who’s that guy?”

For a moment, I thought that Scott might have gotten away without being
absorbed into the fungus. That impression ended when, rather than walk,
Scott slid down the hall, stopping in front of the group.

Though it hadn’t been visible from a distance, a thin layer of mushroom
skin covered his face.

In a way it made me respect him more. At least he didn’t choose to work
with it.

Jody stepped back as he got close, telling Sean, “I don’t trust this
guy.”

Scott looked over us, “I understand. I’m not what you expected to see.
The collective consciousness sent me to talk to you. Perhaps we’ll be
able to negotiate an end to these hostilities. I think there must be a
deal that we can make.”

My first instinct was to tell him that I doubted it strongly, that the
fungus was a parasite that was warping his perception of the world, and
that he wouldn’t look back on what he was doing right now with pride
later.

Daniel, though, told me, Let’s see where this goes. We heard Bouman.
How much independence of thought do they have? Are they still
individuals but now they want to preserve the fungus or is it a hive
mind? Talking will let me feel him out mentally.

Okay, I thought back at him, but we can’t let it stall
us.

Agreed, Daniel thought back, but said, “What kind of deal are you
looking for? From what I’ve seen, the collective consciousness doesn’t
take no for an answer—which means trusting you to keep your end of the
bargain is difficult.”

“You didn’t exactly politely ask if the city wanted to become part of
your collective before spreading yourself everywhere,” I said.

Jody blurred, moving forward to stand next to Daniel and I, “You’re not
seriously going to try to negotiate with it, are you?”

Sean put his hand on Jody’s shoulder, “I don’t know what they’re doing,
but we should let them.”

Behind me, Amy typed, “I don’t trust it either, but if this means we
don’t have to fight it all the way down, let’s try it,” into the League
channel.

Scott said, “I understand your hesitation, but try to see it from the
collective’s point of view. From the moment we came into being, you
humans attempted to destroy us. Taking your city isn’t aggression for
us, but self-defense and it’s temporary. We’ve only taken your city to
keep ourselves alive. You won’t destroy your own people and we’ll only
stay within them if there’s nowhere else to go. Once we’re free to live,
we will leave them.”

As Scott talked, Jody glanced down at the screen on his forearm. It
seemed to have been designed with a privacy screen—which was a good
thought.

If he’d read what Amy wrote, that decided him, he took a step back.

As for myself, I had to admit that Scott had a point even if it was
delivered to his brain in the service of an organism that for all that
it might might think itself persecuted had only ever attacked human
beings except when it possessed them.

“Scott,” I said, “you manage this city normally. What would your advice
be if you weren’t part of the… group mind?”

I felt a little fear from Daniel. He’d probably intended to dance around
the question of how influenced the guy was. If the Fungus Central
Command decided to give up on us, we would end up fighting our way
through. At the same time I also felt some curiosity. This is one thing
we both wanted to know. What was our chance of getting at the human
underneath the fungus? The right answer might make this easier.

Scott didn’t show any hint of indecision or doubt, “I’d tell you to
cooperate. We just want to live. We mean you no harm.”

Izzy shook her head, “Are you sure? Could the fungus leave your mind
alone for a little while and let the person inside talk?”

Scott turned to stare at her, “There is no way to do that right now, but
be assured that I’m still myself.”

We’d walked down the hall and Scott stopped at a spot where the hallway
widened into a alcove where two elevators and the entrance to a
stairwell each had their own wall.

Scott stopped next to the door to the the stairwell, “The elevators
don’t presently work. You’ll have to take the stairway.”

Remembering more than one running battle in a stairway over the last few
years, I almost wanted to say no, but on the whole, I’d rather fight on
a stairway than in an elevator shaft.

I thought over at Daniel, Do our odds get worse if we follow him down
the stairway?

No, he thought back, but the odds of Team Hidden getting in go up
somehow.

I wasn’t sure how, but if I could give Haley a better chance, I would.
Aloud, I said, “Great, I guess we’ll have to take the stairway then. Uh…
What’s wrong with the elevators?”

Scott turned to look at me with an unblinking stare that didn’t seem
human at all, “We needed a direct route up from the basement. The
elevator shaft filled that need, but now there is too much matter inside
and no room for the elevator car to run.”

That was creepy—not to mention bad for the elevators’ electronics, but
we followed him into the stairwell.

Nothing happened at all.

We walked. We followed Scott into the basement and nothing attacked us.
Did it feel creepy? Very. Whole rooms in the basement were devoted to
grey biological matter. I couldn’t guess its
purpose.

We made it to the end of the hall and Scott stepped through the steel
doors. The room they opened into could have passed for a basement
parking garage anywhere in the world—concrete, yellow lines, red exit
signs pointing the direction out, and rows of parked cars.

Where it differed from a normal parking garage was the way any city in
the world differs from other cities—the people. Directly in front of us
amid cars and mushroom matter stood four people in superhero costumes.
One of them was Grand Lake’s ex-mayor.

Bouman turned to greet us, his smile still perfect, his face still
handsome if now six years older, and his eyes covered in grey mushroom
goo.

Strands of mushroom flesh led from a mushroom covered wall to his body.
He stared at us.

“Welcome to City Hall,” our ex-mayor said. “I may have said those very
words to two of you only a few years ago.”

Daniel gave a short nod, “I think you did. A few things have happened
between now and then.”

At that Bouman laughed, sounding like a normal human being. If there
were some area of his mind that the fungus had warped, Bouman could
still manage normal human responses.

I checked out the other three supers and felt a little more sick at
every single one. The first two were no surprise. I knew they were in
the same unit as Bouman.

Yellow Mask didn’t have mushroom tendrils connecting her to the wall,
but she did have a thin layer of mushroom skin on her face and exposed
skin—not on the namesake yellow mask that covered her upper face.

That led to a double take on my part. I’d assumed that Yellow Mask was a
guy, but I hadn’t known. If I’d made a quick call to Mateo (Blue Mask),
he’d likely have corrected me on that among other things.

Her wide brimmed yellow hat and jacket made me think of Zorro and black
and white movies about swashbucklers—which meant she wasn’t different
from the other members of the Mask family in costuming.

Next to her stood a creature best described as a yeti, a mountainous
humanoid creature with white fur. The creature wore a white and blue
leotard with a flag on it. I didn’t know his codename, but I did know
his real one—Logan. He’d used the Cabal’s formula to release super
powers and turned into this thing at our senior prom in high
school.

I’d never seen him again, but I’d heard he’d been inducted into the
military and it appeared to be true.

The final member of the group made me think of Travis. Back when we’d
first fought the Cabal, their second in command inherited the title
Prime. Travis had fought him and been hurt. We’d made a deal with Prime
to take what was left of their group and leave us alone for a year.
After that, we expected them to come back, but they never did.

I probably should have guessed what happened based on how we’d found
former Cabal soldiers working for different people over the years, some
of them for the government, others for supervillains.

They must have gotten caught or fallen apart. However it happened, Prime
was now on Bouman’s team and standing in front of us almost exactly as I
remembered him—bald shaven, built like a weightlifter, and taller than
the Rocket suit.

He wore a blue costume with a flag on it like Logan and our ex-mayor.
Also, much like the rest of his team, a thin layer of mushroom skin
covered his own skin. I couldn’t see his eyes.

Bouman didn’t look at us so far as I could tell since his eyes were
hidden by mushroom flesh.

All the same, he addressed us, “It’s been a long time and a great deal
has happened to all of us. I confess that I don’t recognize all of you.
I remember the Rocket, the Mystic, and Accelerando, but I didn’t know
the rest of you at all until my mission briefing. Major Justice wasn’t
as thorough as I’d like—not that it matters.

“I owe all of you, but not in a negative way. It’s all positive. If I
hadn’t lost, I’d still be working for the Cabal today. In a sense, I now
owe you doubly. Not only did you defeat the Cabal, but coming here
released me to help the collective just when it needed me most.”

Part of me wondered if Bouman and Scott realized that they were talking
like they’d been assimilated into the Borg. It probably wasn’t
intentional. Neither Scott or the ex-mayor seemed likely to be Star Trek
fans.

Amy looked at Bouman, “If you owe them, is there a chance that you’ll
gather up your assembled fungus creatures, leave, and politely let
everyone go?”

Behind me Dayton snorted. Through my HUD, I could see him cover his
mouth. He’d tried to muffle it and almost succeeded.

Bouman smiled, “As your friend guessed, I’m afraid I can’t do
that. I have responsibilities. As Scott
told you, the collective minds we serve want to survive and they’ve
tasked me with getting them that chance.

“No, I’m going to have to give you the chance to help me and if you do,
I’ll do my very best to help you. I know what you want. The government’s
activated human extinction protocols and even the Wizard’s Council have
gotten off their butts and decided to help. You want to stop us, to keep
us in here until you can destroy us somehow. I’m not sure how, but
you’re smart and well trained. I’m sure you have a plan.

“You should be able to guess that we do too. We control almost everyone
in this city now and the few we don’t control, we can kill. I’m asking
you to release even the tiniest bit of us from the Council’s wards. It
doesn’t have to be a person—just a bit of dust. We’ll do the rest.

“In fact, we’ll make it easy for you. We’ll give you a hard fight, but
lose. No one will ever have to know that you let us out. I can edit the
memories of my friends to forget this deal and let the fungus kill me.
Your hands will be clean.

“That’s if you say yes. If you say no, we’ll kill anyone of your
families we can reach. Don’t forget. Major Justice knew who you were and
passed it off to the trustworthy. Others of you have never had a truly
secret identity.”

Sean’s comm started ringing. He stared down at the screen. Thanks to the
Rocket suit’s sensors, I’d zoomed in on the screen and read it before I
even had time to consider the question of his privacy.

It said, “Mom.”

Bouman nodded, “You’ll want to get that.”

Sean all but snarled at him, “I know what you’re trying to do. You’re
trying to scare me. Mom’s either one of you by now and she’ll say
anything or she’s surrounded. Either way, I can’t stop you from doing
whatever you want to her, but if you kill her, you don’t have any hold
on me at all.”

Out of place with the threat, Bouman’s tone was calm, “That’s true, but
we can kill her to prove that we’re serious and then move on to someone
else, someone who cares.”

At that, Sean’s fists clenched and his body began to shake as if he
didn’t know what to do next, attack, run to save her or answer the call.

Dayton put his hand on Sean’s shoulder, muttering, “You’re doing the
right thing.”

Bits of concrete fell from above us—not big pieces, dust and bits no
larger than a quarter. I understood why without even thinking about it.
The garage was built from concrete strengthened with metal—which Sean’s
magnetic powers affected.

“Calm down, big guy,” Dayton continued.

Jody stared up at the ceiling, his body blurring around the edges,
saying what everyone had to be thinking, “Dude, we’re in here.”

At about the same time, Daniel, whose mind was on other things, spoke
into my head, I haven’t been getting much through Bouman’s mental
shields. He’s got a lot of power to work with now, but at this moment
I’m sensing emotional leakage. Even if you can’t see it, he hates this.
He doesn’t want to be used this way. I’m watching for an opening. I’ll
see what I can do if I get one.

I wasn’t sure that Daniel could realistically hope to telepathically
outmaneuver a fully activated version of the Bouman’s powers backed up
by whatever he got out of the fungus, but if he thought so, he had a
reason. Good luck, I thought back.

I hope luck won’t be a factor, Daniel thought back.

Just past Daniel, Izzy glanced up at the ceiling—probably checking its
integrity. She muttered something to Jaclyn who shook her head.

“You know,” Jaclyn said, “if you get the Power so worked up that he
accidentally pulls City Hall down on us, the Fungus Collective will have
to get a new publicist and whoever it is probably won’t be as good at
it.”

Bouman cracked a smile, “You make a good point. We’re here to make a
deal after all. Think of what I just said as an illustration of the fact
that we’re serious. We don’t have any wish to harm anyone, but we want
to survive. Help us survive and we’ll be good to you too.”

At that, Sean’s comm stopped ringing. The best case scenario there was
that Sean’s mom was no longer under threat, but more likely, she’d been
taken. Now that having her call Sean didn’t help, she’d been told to
stop and all that mattered was serving the fungus.

It also told me that the fungus had an efficient communication system,
reacting as if one organism even from a distance.

Though useful to know, that wasn’t the biggest question on my mind. We
needed to decide what we were going to do next. Our goal was to be
obvious and distract so that Team Hidden could get in and put Alex in
place to wipe out the core and send the equivalent of self-destruct
code. That would be easier if they could teleport in, something Bouman
was likely preventing.

Hopefully the self-destruct code would act instantly, but we probably
shouldn’t assume.

As I thought that through, Amy and Jaclyn kept up the distraction. Amy
seemed to be doing most of the talking—which made even more sense when
you knew that she’d been raised in a royal family with a worldwide
empire on her home world. Of course, the hundreds of previous lives she
had access to, all of which were spent hunting monsters that threatened
humanity, might have been even more relevant.

“You’re going to have to sweeten the pot on this deal,” Amy said. “You
get to survive, but how do we know that you won’t show up a few days
later and start this all over somewhere else? We can’t let you take
over a city like this again. How do we know that you won’t?”

I missed Bouman’s reply because Daniel spoke in my head, I’ve got him.
It’s not perfect. It’s an opening, not a knock out. It’ll get me in the
door to start the fight, but after that, I’ll be too busy to fight
physically. You’ll have to keep me alive, but I think I can take out
Bouman without killing him and maybe distract the whole organism.

What are you going to do? I thought back.

It’s complicated and impossible to explain if you’re not telepath, but
we’ll just say that Bouman’s strength is massive, but he’s still
self-taught and there are chinks in his armor, among them, his guilt. I
see where the fungus connects to him telepathically and I think I can
camouflage a bomb as his thoughts and send it through
him.

Interesting idea, I thought, how?

You, kind of, he said, I made a “recording” of you when you were
feeling down and telepathically painful to be near. Technically, it’s a
combination of you and Lee. I’ll drop a bit of mind-altering elder god
madness into the fungus’ brain hidden under a layer of angst. It will
have no choice but deal with it. The only question is when to do it.

Knowing that I’d weaponized my thoughts before, I decided not to
complain that Daniel was.

I’ll check how Haley’s doing, I said.

I used my implant to connect to our comm channel, asking, “Night Cat,
how close are you to being in position?”

“Pretty close,” Haley said. “I don’t think that we’re dead center, but
we’re maybe a floor away. After that we’ll have to move inward.”

I checked her camera. Through a silver haze that made me think of a
camera filter, I saw a concrete ceiling and floor, parked cars, and
grayish-white masses joined together by runners that crossed under the
cars and over concrete barriers.

I didn’t see any people, but the masses had grey tendrils like all the
other tendrils we’d seen.

“If you can bring down the teleportation block,” Haley continued,
“Portal can send Paladin any time.”

“We’re about to try that,” I said. “The Mystic’s about to implant a
recording of my brain and Lee’s into the fungus’ consciousness. So, it
might go crazy. Also, I don’t know if you’ve been listening in, but it’s
likely that the Power’s mother is in some level of danger and so is
anyone else whose parents are in reach of the fungus.

“It might get really weird and bad soon.”

Haley frowned, “Do you have any ideas that won’t make it weird and bad?”

I considered that, responding with, “Weird and bad is as good as it
gets. What’s with the fuzz around you?”

“Dark Cloak. It’s not as good as invisibility, but we used that earlier.
This is close,” she paused and added, “good luck. Stay safe.”

I almost pointed out that it was too late to stay safe, but I’d try to
stay alive—except then I thought about Travis. I said, “I’ll do my best.
You stay safe.”

We left it there. The channel had to stay open. Besides, the whole point
of our group was making so much noise that they were left alone.

I told Daniel, It sounds like you can drop it in whenever it works best
for you, but giving them warning would probably be good.

I felt Daniel extend his connection to everyone in sight—Izzy, Jaclyn,
and Amy—I’m about to drop a kind of psychic bomb into the Fungus
Collective through Bouman. Be ready.

I felt everyone’s assent and spoke into the general comm channel, “We’re
about to release the bomb.”

From Marcus’ camera, I could see Haley tense. At the same time, Bouman
was saying, “… There’s no way to trust anyone completely, but you can
trust us. Our will to survive will force us to keep your secret. Above
all else, we don’t want to be destroyed and we know now that you humans
will stop at nothing to defend yourselves—“

That was the moment when I felt careful concentration from Daniel
followed by relief. I didn’t need to hear his whispered thought, It’s
in, but it did avoid ambiguity.

Not that there was any ambiguity in what came next.

It was funny in a way. I’d used the alien nature of certain elements of
my consciousness to hurt telepaths before, but I didn’t have the control
to point it where it needed to go.

Daniel knew what he was doing. The biggest effect I’d ever managed out
of exposing a telepath to my mind on my own was shock, pain, and
distraction. With Daniel’s help, I’d left a telepath unconscious,
drooling, and out of the fight.

This was somewhere in between.

As Bouman talked to Amy, his jaw dropped and he stared into space for a
moment before shaking his head. Pointing his mushroom flesh covered eyes
in Daniel’s direction, Bouman said, “That felt strange. Did you do
something?”

Daniel’s eyes gave our former mayor a quick once over, “I’m not sure
what you mean. What happened?”

Nearby, Yellow Mask moved her rapier into position in front of her as
the massive, white furred form of Logan and the Cabal’s former leader,
Prime, came to attention. All three of them looked around with their
mushroom flesh covered eyes, seemingly aware that something had
happened, but not knowing what.

Bouman ignored Daniel’s question, turning his head slowly until he
stared sightlessly at me, “Did you do something?”

At the same time, I felt light mental touches to my consciousness—the
kind where the telepath is scouting the brain’s defenses, but isn’t yet
trying to get in.

I said, “If you mean, did I do something to you? I can’t. I don’t have
mental powers.”

As I said it, I concentrated, using one of the skills I’d been learning
from Kee. Though Daniel had long ago set up defenses in my brain, this
tapped into energies that I had access to as a “baby” Artificer, making
interacting with my mind uncomfortable for human telepaths.

Daniel glanced my way as I did it, feeling something even though my
brain didn’t react to him as an intruder.

Bouman, however, shuddered, jerking himself backward as if he’d touched
a hot stove burner. The mental touches
stopped.

Then he said, “You’ve changed a little since we’ve last met. I don’t
know what you’re doing, but if this is the precursor to some attack, you
need to remember what I said before. We control the city. Attack us and
we’ll attack you and everyone you care about.”

Then he and his entire team started screaming uncontrollably while the
mounds of mushroom flesh in the garage near us quivered, tendrils waving
in spasms.

For an instant, I wondered if my defense had hurt Bouman, passing along
the pain to the creature he served, but then I realized the
obvious—Daniel’s poison pill had made it into the Fungus Collective’s
mind.

Time to build on the distraction. Haley’s team needed all the help they
could get.

In my HUD, the screens from Haley’s team showed similar scenes. The
tendrils extending from the fleshy mushroom masses waved and jerked
around spastically—so much so that I wondered if the shock of Daniel’s
attack was making things better or not.

Sure, the Fungus Collective might not be able to concentrate, but on the
other hand, some of those tendrils were as thick as small trees and many
of the people on Team Hidden weren’t physically more powerful than a
normal human.

Still, many were and Haley waved the group forward toward the center of
the organism’s being. Weaving through the extended tendrils, they seemed
to be doing okay.

No doubt being in the center of Adam’s “Someone Else’s Problem” field
helped.

I didn’t have time to keep on watching, though, because we had our own
problems.

The nearby masses of mushroom flesh broke apart, turning into roughly
human-shaped tendril creatures. Wobbling and sometimes falling over,
they came at us as if they were the Keystone Cops.

What acting like someone’s drunken fungus uncles lost them in menace,
they made up with sheer numbers. They came from all directions including
forming out of the floor, the walls, and falling down from the ceiling.

They dropped on me or at least tried to. I didn’t notice in time to get
out of the way. Anyway, there wasn’t a direction to go to that didn’t
have fungus dropping from the ceiling.

I wouldn’t have been able to do anything about it if I’d relied purely
on my physical reaction time. Thanks to integrating my suit and implant,
I could react with a thought. I fired off a single boombot into the mass
of tendrils dropping from above.

A boombot couldn’t pack much in the way of explosives, but the most
recent batch included charges with configurable shaping. This one
directed the blast parallel to the ceiling, blasting the fungus above me
into burned bits of itself and scouring the rest of the ceiling and
upper walls of mushroom.

It also left greasy burn marks across this section of the room, but I’d
kept the property damage to a minimum so far.

I supposed there was still time for us to accidentally bring down the
whole complex—City Hall, the county and federal buildings next to it as
well as the parking garage.

A glance around the room showed that everyone else had also been busy.
Two tendril monsters had fallen toward Daniel except that he’d
telekinetically knocked them upward at the moment my boombot exploded.

Jaclyn and Izzy had punched an unknown number hard enough that they
exploded into parts. The cars in that section of the garage were coated
in ripped and splattered fungus bits. I found it interesting that,
unlike the ones in the park, they hadn’t exploded into spores.

On the other hand, why would they need to do that at the center of the
organism?

As for Justice Fist? They’d been efficient. Sean had used a bunch of
ball bearing from a pouch in his uniform as a kind of chainsaw, turning
the nearest tendril monsters into shreds. Dayton and Jody had pulled out
knives—for Dayton two of them and Jody only one, but Jody’s was a blur.

While Dayton dodged, cut, and weaved, jumping off walls to change
direction, Jody blurred, cutting off pieces of whatever he was fighting
and moving out of the way before it could respond.

Their knives had an odd sheen around the edges similar to Cassie’s
sword. I hadn’t made those knives or been asked for a design. I knew
that Rook had reverse engineered them. Had anyone else?

Not that I could complain about them being useful in this situation,
but, I didn’t love the idea of having one in Jody’s hands even if he was
on my side.

As all that was going on, Amy stabbed a tendril monster with her spear
causing it to shrivel up and harden, turning black in the spot she hit.

As she pulled back her spear and stabbed a new target, I found that two
tendril monsters had grabbed me, getting a hold of my legs and arms. I
used my laser to cut it in two, starting from a quarter of the way up
its body.

Half of its upper body fell off, blackened and burning, and the rest of
it fell the other way, some of the severed tendrils rolling away.

As for the other tendril monster, I stepped backward, pulling my arm
upward, and yanking the tendril monster toward me as I changed devices,
targeting it with a narrowcast sonic attack.

I’d only used it as an experiment because I didn’t want to get stuck
using the laser all the time, but it worked better than expected. Unlike
the laser, it didn’t instantly take the creature out.

It did turn the section where it hit into a dark, mushy circle leaking
fluid. As it fell forward, I gave it a kick, separating its lower half
from its upper half, spattering my leg and the floor with gray-green
fluid.

Then Dayton stepped in, cutting it in two with his knife. The fluid
splashed out onto the floor as Dayton jumped away toward another.

Bouman, Prime, Logan, and Yellow Mask didn’t move during any of it,
staring into space as the less complicated creatures charged in.

I supposed it made sense. The Fungus Collective might well be struggling
to keep control of them while Daniel’s attack rattled its concentration.
Could we shatter it?

And how would we do it if we could? All of these fleshy masses around us
had to be part of the core of the organism. If we could cause massive
damage to core systems, that would tend to throw the larger system out
of whack.

Even if it didn’t work, it seemed like the kind of thing might make it
easier for Haley and company.

Over the comm, I said, “The big masses look like parts of the Fungus
Collective’s internal systems. If we cause massive damage to them, we
might free Bouman’s team and maybe people in the city. So maybe we go
all out on them?”

I got that out as more tendril monsters formed out of mushroom flesh
from deeper in the room—closer to the parking garage itself.

As I fired at the oncoming horde with the laser, Jaclyn blurred, turning
more into splattered parts, but also saying, “Unless the teleportation
block is down… Is it?”

In the brief pause that followed, Izzy took out three tendril monsters
with the same punch, following it up with a targeted scream that caused
two more to explode.

The sound of Brooke’s breathing came over the comm, “Not yet. I tried.
It’s not as solid.”

A glance at Bouman showed sweat on his cheek despite the addition of
mushroom flesh. He was breathing heavily too, most likely because he’d
been resisting her attempt, but maybe because he’d also been trying to
free himself.

I took the fact that there were now so many tendril monsters filling the
parking garage as a kind of endorsement of my plan. If the Fungus
Collective was comfortable with being here, would they be throwing their
troops at us like this? I doubted it.

“I think it’s a good idea,” Daniel said over the comm, throwing a group
of tendril monsters into the ceiling with enough force to embed bits of
them in the concrete while the rest fell to the floor. Letting out a
breath, he added, “It leads to better options.”

“Then let’s do it,” Jaclyn said, turning a line of tendril monsters into
splatters without even being slowed by their attempts to grab her.

“Cool,” I said. I’d been scanning the room for hints of heat, electrical
impulses or other cues as to where the most activity was and where it
was moving.

Heat turned out to be the biggest clue. It wasn’t much, but it made the
groups of root-like tendrils linking the larger masses more obvious. The
bundles of long white threads became larger as they went further in the
direction of the main garage.

“We should focus on everything in that direction,” I said, burning down
a few tendril monsters that had formed out of the floor by way of
illustration.

The larger room ahead of us appeared to be nothing but fleshy masses and
tendril monsters now.

I hoped we didn’t get tired out before it was over. Daniel had been
doing a lot. I could feel that I’d been active even with the Rocket suit
doing most of the work. Even Izzy and Jaclyn would get tired eventually.

The fact that the tendril monsters still stumbled and didn’t quite seem
all there didn’t change how many of them there were.

Still, if we could make it easier for Haley’s team to get Alex in, it
would all be worth it. I just had to remember that this was a marathon
and not a sprint while also remembering not to be too stingy to make a
splash.

“I’m starting the barrage,” I thought into my implant—which reproduced
it over the comm as I let fly with a series of boombots.

I aimed the bots to allow Izzy and Jaclyn to get into position as easily
as possible, going for the cluster of tendril monsters that blocked us
from the main area of the room.

Our section stood just off the main area. All of the parking spots were
marked “Reserved for City Hall Staff.” The opening between the two
sections was wide enough for two large cars to pass through, but full of
tendril monsters and an oozing fleshy mass.

My bots turned that doorway into a circle of fire, burning the tendril
monsters into ash-covered humanoid sculptures. I’d shot five boombots
into the fleshy mass, configuring the blast shapes so that the majority
of the creature would fly away from us.

I was more successful than expected. The mass did more than explode. It
disintegrated and not into dust. It disintegrated into chunks that
ranged in size from ground meat bits to fist-sized, some of them
embedding themselves into the walls, others hitting tendril monsters
that happened to be behind the mass, sometimes going straight through
the monster.

It also ended any streak I might have had at avoiding property damage,
hitting more than one car in the garage with enough force to shatter
windows, dent the body, and start car alarms.

One of the damaged cars was a red Corvette. Multiple fist-sized chunks
had embedded themselves in the fiberglass body. I felt bad about that
one, but given the circumstances, insurance probably covered the damage.

In the end, it was only a car.

I wouldn’t be able to use bots like that without running out before I
wanted to, but it made for an intimidating opening on the main room. The
Fungus Collective couldn’t ignore this, could it?

Izzy made it into the gap without me having to suggest it and screamed
into the main room. I’d seen her scream and destroy a building’s
structural integrity, but her control had gotten better since then—which
was good given that we were underground.

With all of the tendril monsters and masses of mushroom flesh in the
room, it was impossible for her to miss. Her scream was a sonic attack,
but one that made my sonics look underpowered. Even controlled, the
blast created a line through the middle of the room. In that line,
nothing survived, the tendril monsters darkening to mushy goo as the
sound pounded them.

While still dying, the fleshy masses did better, their exposed flesh
turning to goo, but the opposite side was solid. That said, the closest
ones were annihilated, exploding into wet chunks, mushroom juice
dripping on the floor.

In that moment, I felt hope. We might be able to win this thing
outright.

That hope only grew as Daniel, Amy, and Jaclyn moved in behind us.
Daniel stood next to me but turned around as if deciding that someone
needed to be watching Bouman and the others directly.

Sean and the others joined us, Dayton and Jody (with knives ready)
choosing to stand with Daniel—which was a good choice since more tendril
monsters were entering from Bouman’s side of the room.

Amy stood to my right, but standing with her back to me, able to easily
check both the room we might enter and the one we might
leave.

Jaclyn ran into the room as Izzy finished her scream, her arms a blur,
punching tendril monsters into the monsters behind them with enough
force that both monsters shattered, and parts of their bodies embedded
themselves in the row behind that.

Having taken out the front line of tendril monsters in a blur, she
turned around when she reached Izzy’s line of destruction. Having hit
the easiest part of their front line, she started on the harder part—the
blocky masses whose purpose we didn’t yet know.

As she did, Sean’s floating circle of ball bearings flew forward,
already spinning, toward the right side of the room, avoiding both Izzy
and Jaclyn’s areas of mass destruction.

It was every bit as effective as it had been earlier, hitting the
tendril monsters with a whir that made me think of a circular saw.

That’s not to say that the tendril monsters weren’t trying to avoid the
curved, metal line bearing down upon them. As if controlled by a central
mind that wanted to test all the available options, some ducked under.
Others extended their tendrils to stick to the ceiling and pull
themselves above the line.

The group that wasn’t immediately next to the circling line of metal
darted forward as one, trying to get around Sean’s wheel of death before
he could stop them.

It turned out though, that all those years in the Stapledon program had
done Sean some good. He adjusted the path of the swirling ball bearings
into two separate circles, catching the ones on the ceiling and the
floor simultaneously.

Fungus bits rained down from the ceiling and sprayed across the
floor—and that didn’t just include the tendril monsters. He also hit one
of the masses.

The ball bearings had simply chewed through the tendril monsters,
severing tendrils, and throwing pieces in all directions. With the first
fleshy mass, the ball bearings hit with a grinding noise that made me
think of a lawnmower hitting something hard.

Whatever that one was made out of was tougher, but it didn’t last. The
pitch of the grinding noise moved up a few notches and I heard a popping
noise, followed by a splash as a greenish-black liquid poured out of the
mass.

Then it began jerking around as if in pain and not just that mass, but
also a few more of the closest behind it. Along with that came a sound
somewhere between a rasp and a scream that wasn’t loud, but seemed to
come from all directions.

Next to me, Amy said, “That’s done it. They’re going to send everything
they can now.”

Her voice sounded distant and she stared at Bouman and the others behind
us in the side room. I couldn’t help but think about the faint grey
sheen to her skin.

The whole point of her powers was absorbing and using her enemies’
powers against them, but I knew that could go wrong.

“Are you okay?” If Bouman or maybe the Fungus Collective was getting
into her head, I wanted to do something about it.

“Give me a second,” she said, her voice no longer dreamy, “I’ve almost
got them out.”

Guessing what she meant by that, I was willing to give her time.
Unfortunately, optimism wasn’t the only reason, I chose to give her the
benefit of the doubt.

Even though Sean hadn’t done a bad job in his attack, the group of
tendril monsters that had tried to go around his circle of ball bearings
succeeded. The difficulty of getting through the fleshy mass’ armor
along with splitting the circles into high and low had given them time.

I hadn’t missed it either. I’d been firing lasers into them the moment I
noticed they were making a break for it, even during my conversation
with Amy.

Unfortunately, waving the beam across the group wasn’t as good as Sean’s
ball bearings or Izzy’s scream. I cut through them, but I couldn’t cut
through as many at a time.

Fortunately, I wasn’t the only one who’d noticed. Izzy moved to the side
of the doorway, saying, “I’m moving right,” and shooting upward, flying
over my laser and Sean’s view of the scene.

Then she screamed again, moving her head from the right to the left, and
splattering the front line of the advance into the tendril monsters
behind them.

She couldn’t go all out without shattering concrete, but this was good.
Even seeing more tendril monsters pouring out of the stairway on the
other side of the parking garage, I knew that we at least wouldn’t be
overwhelmed in the next few seconds.

As Izzy’s scream came to a close, Amy smiled and said, “Got them.”

At that moment, the mushroom strands holding Bouman in place released
him. Even stranger, the mushroom flesh over Bouman and the rest of his
team thinned, literally pulling itself off of their
faces.

For the first time, they’d lost most of the grayish tinge to their skins
and I could see everyone’s eyes—Bouman’s, Yellow Mask’s, Logan’s, and
Prime’s.

With that, Prime looked around as if seeing all of this for the first
time, his eyes falling on Daniel, myself, and Justice Fist.

He raised his muscular arm to point a meaty hand at us, “You!”

That was not something I wanted to hear in that moment. He sounded angry
and I could guess why. Since we’d defeated them, we’d seen Cabal
soldiers a few different times—guarding armored trucks, working for the
Nine, and now working for the government.

We had not seen them working together.

Lee had set them up for a trap and put them in a situation where they
had a choice—agree not to fight us for a year or die.

They’d chosen to live, but it wasn’t hard to guess that they’d lost
confidence in their leader and gone off to do their own thing. It wasn’t
as if he was the leader they’d followed since the Roman Empire fell. Lee
had decapitated that guy and I’d taken his head away and dropped it in a
small lake, preventing him from regenerating.

That was Prime’s father. If you thought about it, Prime had been doubly
traumatized by us—first by losing his father and then by having his band
of brothers that he’d been working with for thousands of years break
apart.

Viewed in a certain light, you could argue that it was all my fault.

Personally, I’d want to point out that thousands of years of murder on
behalf of a secret group of immortals would be discovered and stopped at
some point.

Could he really blame the rest of humanity for not wanting to be
manipulated, killed, or controlled?

I might have said that, but we didn’t get to talk. Prime had probably
been planning to kill me for years and this was his first chance. He
didn’t waste it.

He pushed himself off the floor with enough strength that he came down
on two feet and reached me in two long strides.

Given time, my dad might have helped Prime see that he didn’t hate me.
Instead, what he felt to be hate was displaced anger at a situation that
neither he nor I could have controlled or predicted.

Of course, Dad wasn’t here and Prime didn’t seem to be ready to talk
about his problems. He ran toward Dayton and Jody, our rear guard, a
rear guard that worked okay for fungus, but would not be my first choice
for Prime.

To their credit, they recognized who he was and dodged out of his way.
Maybe he recognized them too because he took a swipe at each of them.

Jody had blurred far out of his reach and the punch met only air. Dayton
dodged his first swipe, but he didn’t leave, backing away from Prime’s
fist, but staying close enough that he could stab Prime if Prime went
for me.

I had enough training with knives to see it and Prime had thousands of
years more. To be fair, when we fought them Prime and the Cabal’s elite
reserve units had been too lazy after years of being near invulnerable
to worry about knives.

In the last few years, Prime had been humbled more than once and he
wasn’t taking any chances.

He lunged for Dayton in a blur. Dayton dodged him, tagging Prime’s arm
with a knife. Prime, however, like most supers with money to spare these
days, was wearing a costume that was proof against my killbots and
Dayton’s knife.

Dayton’s other knife, however, made use of the fact that Prime wore no
mask or cowl, cutting into Prime’s neck.

I missed whether he hit the jugular or something else, but it spurted.
You could argue that he’d attempted to kill Prime just then, but he
hadn’t. Being near invulnerable, strong, and regenerating at an alarming
pace were Prime’s core abilities.

Despite losing blood, Prime struck back, hitting Dayton and knocking him
backward. A normal person would have died. Dayton leaned back, allowing
the punch to brush his chest, but not taking it full on.

It had enough force to throw Dayton anyway, but Dayton turned the force
into a backwards roll. Despite his agility, he had to leap and push
himself away from the wall to avoid hitting it. I recognized the move.
Haley used it.

All of that had taken place so quickly that I didn’t have time to move,
much less respond. The only reason I had time to turn around was that
Daniel had used telekinetic force to lift Prime into the air.

It would have been nice if that were the end of the matter, but it
wasn’t. Prime knew how to handle telekinetics. Moving his torso with
enough force to get his feet near the ground, he pushed off, hitting the
ceiling with his hands and pushing off it to hit the ground
running—toward me.

The wound on his neck had stopped bleeding by then and I’d pulled up my
arm to aim my laser at him. Like Jaclyn, the Cabal’s reserves didn’t
regenerate as quickly from cauterized wounds, the kind you’d get from
lasers or a fire.

I might be able to kill him, but did I want to? We could use his help
for this fight. I had to say something that might hook him.

“We can free your people from the Ni—“ I began, and then he hit me.

It was good that I’d improved the Rocket suit since we’d first faced the
Cabal because if I’d been wearing the old suit that hit would have
killed me.

As it was, I still saw a slew of error messages run through my HUD, but
not the kind that told me to expect an imminent systems failure—the kind
that meant that the suit was repairing itself, but still
intact.

This was good because he’d punched me hard enough that he threw me
backward, hitting the concrete lip on the right side of the door.

In terms of system repair, the only important thing that had been
damaged was the rocket pack and it was cracked. It could have been a big
deal in another fight, but we were underground in a parking garage.

It limited my mobility, but not much.

My major concern wasn’t an inability to fly in that moment. It was that
I’d been thrown into the big room that Sean, Izzy, and Jaclyn were
working on. This mattered on multiple levels.

The first and most practical was that he’d hit me hard enough that I was
tumbling and struggling to catch myself. The second was I was now in the
room with the monsters and not in a situation where I could fight.
Third, friendly fire was a distinct possibility.

Jaclyn might not be a problem—she was on the left side of the room and
throwing punches—but I still had to worry about Izzy and Sean. Izzy’s
scream could do real damage and while I’d never tested my armor against
Sean’s ball bearings, I didn’t want to.

Maybe it was the way I was tumbling at 70 miles per hour, but the
phrase, “attacked by Sean’s balls,” struck me funny. Instead of
laughing, I tried to get my head into the right place to stop flipping
over.

When my arms hit the ground again, I got them into position and pushed
upward, throwing my body into the air. Still tumbling, but now in the
air and able to take advantage of years of practice in aerial
acrobatics, I got my legs under me as I hit the ground, successfully
bracing myself and not falling over.

Engaging the small anti-gravity I had available plus control subroutines
hadn’t hurt either.

They didn’t stop me completely, though. Concrete cracked as my booted
feet hit, shattering, and sinking into the floor. I had enough presence
of mind to check behind me since I’d ended up facing the room I’d come
from.

As of that moment, Sean’s balls were still acting as a circular
sandblaster against the various mushroom monsters. So long as Prime
didn’t throw me into its path, I’d be fine. I wasn’t that close—50
feet-but I was still closer than I wanted to be.

Worse, Prime was running toward me and fully capable of throwing me into
the stream of balls. I could hope that Sean would notice, but I couldn’t
assume.

I did my best to get out of Prime’s way, darting to my right, running
over splattered mushroom bits, and aiming my arms at Prime to fire off
the paralysis ray. Though supers’ armor commonly protected against
either the sonic or electromagnetic radiation-based method, designers
generally didn’t protect against both.

In the first bit of good luck I’d had since Prime attacked me, Prime
stumbled, falling over, his right leg straight and useless. That meant
that electromagnetism worked in his case. The sonic-based method was
generally all or nothing, blocking the use of all of the victims’ limbs
at once. Electromagnetic radiation might block the use of one limb and
not another.

Lying on the ground, Prime wrenched a tire off a parked car and threw it
at me. Even though I couldn’t move with his speed, I recognized what he
was doing in time to move a step to my left, allowing the tire to fly
past and get caught in the same magnetic pull that pulled the ball
bearings along.

I checked around me to see how things were going for everyone else.
Results were mixed. More tendril monsters had entered the room from the
far end—too many for Jaclyn, Izzy, and Sean to take out at once. Even
though they’d taken out a lot, the far end of the room was filling with
creatures.

They had to be about to make a push to reconquer the room.

The same could be said of the room I’d been thrown out of. Jody, Dayton,
Daniel, and Amy were fighting wall-to-wall tendril monsters coming in
from the other direction.

The twist in that case? Bouman, Logan, and Yellow Mask were fighting on
our side. The big, yeti-like creature that Logan had become ripped
through three tendril monsters at a time. Yellow Mask’s rapier burned
with a piercing white light as she chopped off limbs.

As for our former mayor, he’d completely detached from the fungus that
surrounded him and was stumbling forward into the bigger room where I
was with Jody and Dayton acting as rear guard against the tendril
monsters that were trying to follow them out.

“Hey,” I shouted at Bouman, “you’re the one blocking teleportation,
right? You’re not doing it anymore, are you? Because if you are, stop.”

Because if he stopped, we could end this thing—hopefully before a mass
attack on us from all directions.

“I stopped it!” Bouman shouted back, his TV host handsome face showing
more emotion than I’d ever seen on it.

I used my implant to think through to the League channel, “Portal, you
should be able to get through now.”

“I know,” Brooke said, her voice a little louder than I’d expected.
“I’ve been watching you. Give me a second.”

That made sense. In her position, I’d have been watching my camera
stream too.

I waited for her, noticing that Prime, though still unable to walk, had
begun to experimentally lift the Honda Civic he’d ripped the wheel off,
probably with the intention of throwing the rest of the car.

I gave him a double barrel (both arms) blast of paralysis ray, hoping
that I’d be able disable his arms next.

It worked—with the right arm, causing the car to drop as the paralyzed
arm flopped sideways, pulling his body with it, left side up.

“Hey,” I shouted at him, “I get that you’re pissed at me, but right now
we need to survive. My choices are either work with you or burn you to
death rather than let you become a mushroom zombie again. Can we make a
deal? I’m willing to help you get your people back from the Nine. Are
you willing to let me?”

I wasn’t sure if I could kill him in cold blood, but after Travis’
death, I couldn’t deny the risk of letting him lie there until the
fungus reclaimed him.

Prime didn’t say anything at first, allowing him time to think on it
while watching Jaclyn, Izzy, and Sean mow down tendril monsters.

Over the League channel, Brooke said, “It’s still blocked.”

“What?” I shouted at Bouman, “We still can’t teleport. Mystic, is he
telling the truth?”

Bouman glanced over at Daniel, who’d just used telekinesis to turn a
tendril monster inside out, throwing monster bits in all directions.

At the same time, Daniel said, “Yes,” and Bouman said, “I am!”

Crap. Was there someone else in town capable of doing that? Not Daniel’s
family. They’d been teleported out of town and anyway, that was outside
their power set. Of course, Grand Lake population surpassed a million
people when you included the suburbs. It was always possible that
someone else was out there.

Another possibility struck me. The Xosk had been telepathic even if it
only worked by touch, absorbing people’s minds and ingesting their
bodies to make more of itself. If Hunter’s creations included any Xosk,
it might have the rudiments of what was necessary and might even be able
to adapt enough to copy his power.

Of course, that was pure speculation. I’d studied biology, but only for
fun and I’d never studied the biological basis of psychic abilities.
Still, the multiple consciousness element of a Xosk might even make for
a kind of defense against Daniel’s psychic nuke.

No, Daniel thought at me, it’s not just speculation. You had a good
idea. The consciousness feels decentralized. We need to destroy as many
of the big, blocky masses as we can—assuming we survive the next bit. I
think you’re right that they’re about to try to wipe us out.

“Hey everybody,” I said on the League channel, “the Mystic thinks
they’re about to make a big push against us. I think we might want to
get into a closer formation so that we can push closer to the center of
the thing’s consciousness. Destroying more of the masses is probably the
only way to break the teleportation block.”

“Good idea,” Sean said as the group moved in my direction. I’m getting
tired.”

That was not something I wanted to hear.

“Phalanx?” Jaclyn splattered the front line of tendril monsters before
dropping back toward me with Izzy.

She wasn’t really proposing that we march forward like Greek soldiers,
but Lee had taught us about the phalanx. For him, it was more an
attitude than a strict formation. The idea was the same—we needed to
position ourselves to both protect each other and enable each other’s
offensive abilities.

“That’s what I was thinking. Um… Someone’s going to have bring Prime
along or we’ll have to come up with another idea,” I glanced over at
him.

Still unable to move, Prime continued to stare up from the floor at me.

Izzy’s lip curled as she landed next to me, “You’re not really going to
kill him?”

I met her gaze, “I don’t want to, but the alternatives aren’t great
either. Leaving him for the fungus zombies puts someone really dangerous
on their side and I don’t like that, but I also don’t like the idea of
bringing him along if he’s going to murder me when he can move again.”

She frowned and glanced over at Prime, “I could carry him and keep him
controlled.”

“Which takes one of our best fighters out of the fight and we’ll need
you,” I said.

Daniel nodded, “We will.”

It struck me that if I cut off his arms and legs, we might be able to
rig him up as a backpack. He regenerated. Technically, there’d be no
permanent harm done. It worked logically, but I didn’t love the idea and
I doubted that Izzy would either.

Daniel raised an eyebrow, but he didn’t argue with me.

Prime said, “I promise not to kill you. I’ll work with you and my unit
to win the fight. Do you promise to free my people from the Nine?”

“We’re going to destroy the Nine,” I said, knowing as I said it that
we’d never decided as a group that that was the plan, but if we were
going up against Magnus who seemed to be basically leading them, what
else could our plan be in the end?

“Good enough,” Prime said, “I can get behind that.”

And with the scraping of thousands of tendrils across concrete, that’s
when the mushroom zombies made their attack.

You know how I’d said that a mass attack from all directions would be a
bad thing? That’s more or less what happened.

The smaller room where we’d met Bouman had been the point where the
parking garage under City Hall connected to the basement levels of the
parking garage next door that were reserved for staff of the city,
county, and federal buildings.

With more understanding of our psychology than I’d realized they had,
they’d filled the smaller room with a mix of tendril monsters and office
workers from City Hall and maybe other buildings too. I could tell from
the business casual slacks and button down shirts combined with name
tags hanging from lanyards. Between the name tags and the film of
mushroom skin over their bodies and faces, I understood the whole
situation.

If we wanted to escape by way of City Hall, the way we’d come, the most
efficient methods to use would be Izzy’s
scream, my bots, and Sean’s buzzsaw of ball bearings. All of those would
straight out murder other human beings now.

We could carefully knock people out one at time, but it was slower. We’d
probably be overwhelmed by numbers.

That left the other direction—the parking garage where we’d been
successfully clearing the room. Our entrance was on one end of the room.
The far end sloped upward toward higher levels of the parking garage.
About halfway down the room on our left was a ramp leading to lower
levels of the garage.

Having an exit in the middle of the level was odd for a parking garage,
but the parking garage was new and the buildings around it were older.
They did what they had to to make it fit.

The only reason it mattered was that while we’d been fighting, the
Fungus Collective had been massing soldiers in both spots—the ramp up
and one down. Thanks to the angle, I hadn’t seen the ones coming from
below, so that was a surprise.

The ones from below weren’t tendril monsters either.

They were shaped like humans—specifically like Prime. Bearing in mind
that Prime’s size, bulging muscles and bald head were his most obvious
traits, you could argue that any big humanoid that the Fungus Collective
created would end up looking like Prime. It’s not as if the mushroom
zombies had fake hair. They all had featureless faces that differed only
from the possessed humans in that the full mushroom zombies didn’t have
mouths either.

Any problems I might have with the uncanny valley, not quite human look,
were secondary to another question. Why would the Fungus Collective make
the new zombie model look like anyone at all unless maybe they’d managed
to duplicate Prime’s abilities along with his look.

Or at least they wanted us to think they had.

That wasn’t all though. Along with them came low, long bodied creatures
that reminded me of alligators or crocodiles if either one had been
crossed with mushrooms. Gray skin and rounded, blobby bodies weren’t
typical of reptiles, but they were typical of mushrooms.

One more thing? They weren’t limiting themselves to the ground. Both the
Prime clones and the blobbygators also ran on the walls and ceilings.

With all that said, remember how I said that they attacked with the
sound of thousands of scraping tendrils? Feel free to add in hundreds of
wet splat sounds as Prime clones and blobbygators ran across the
ceilings toward us at the same time tendril monsters ran across the
floor.

Daniel thought at everyone, Our best chance to win is to go further
underground and fight the new creations coming from the left. Our best
chance to survive is to go back out City Hall or fight the tendril
monsters and go up.

Izzy thought back, Then we’re going down?

I felt Jaclyn, Dayton, and Daniel’s agreement. Sean agreed too, but I
felt a little fear there along with some weariness. Jody agreed, but his
agreement was a layer above a boiling cauldron of terror. Logan’s
agreement came along with hunger for combat mixed with horror at his
excitement.

Amy agreed as well, but as she said, Down, I heard hundreds of
additional voices whisper it with her.

Glowing rapier in her hand, Yellow Mask thought back Down, but watched
Amy.

Bouman thought back Down too. Though I didn’t feel his emotions
strongly, Daniel felt a whisper of resignation escape Bouman’s shields.

Bunch up, then, I thought at everyone, Blue can clear the way and the
rest of us should concentrate on keeping people off us. Plus, someone
grab Prime.

I’ll take care of myself, Prime thought back at us. His left arm still
hung from his shoulder, but he pushed himself up and his leg worked.

His emotions were a whirlwind. Resignation and acceptance mixed with
excitement and a hint of fear and enthusiasm for the upcoming fight.

I made a mental note of the fact that paralysis didn’t work very long on
him and we began to run toward the Prime clones and blobbygators with
Izzy’s scream leading our way.

Just like before, her voice wrecked everything it touched, but I
couldn’t help but note that with the Prime clones, it only turned the
nearest ones into partially exploded mushroom slime. A few rows in, they
were basically undamaged and in order to have an effect, she needed to
point her voice in a direction and keep it there. She couldn’t spray it
across the oncoming fighters and expect to take any down.

Meanwhile, the tendril monsters closed on our right flank.

I’d deliberately chosen to be our right flank, knowing that I’d be in
the front line. As they came toward us, I opened up with sonics, trying
a medium width beam and aiming for their legs.

My plan? Slow them down.

While imperfect, it worked okay. Though a wider beam might not do as
much damage as a narrow beam, it allowed me the luxury of poor aim. I
wasn’t terrible at aiming, but I was running, trying to keep aware of my
teammates’ positions, and also trying to point the sonics under each arm
at something useful.

The sonic beams crossed the legs and tendrils, causing them to drip
liquid and sometime splatter bits of flesh. That had the intended
result. Their front line of tendril monsters slowed down and the
monsters behind them had no choice but either run into them from behind
or stop and force everyone behind them to do the same.

It didn’t take down any of them, though, so you could reasonably argue
that I was merely delaying the moment where they’d overrun
us.

That, of course, was only inevitable if I were alone and I wasn’t. Sean
took advantage of how they’d smashed into each other to reduce his
circle of ball bearings to maybe five feet in diameter and cycle through
them like a lawn mower, spraying bits of mushroom like grass clippings.

Jody, despite the terror below the surface of his mind, darted out from
the group, slashing with his monomolecular blade, cutting a tendril
monster to a pile of ropey bits and a humanoid trunk in mere seconds.

At the same time, Amy kept on throwing her spear into the crowd, leaving
shriveled mushroom monsters in its wake.

That left Dayton and Yellow Mask to chop off the longest reaching
tendrils and ready their weapons for when the tendril monsters finally
did get close.

I couldn’t help but note that Bouman wasn’t doing much more than stare
at the army of tendril monsters that stretched to the back of the room
and the many more that appeared to be coming down the ramp from the
level above.

It’s not his fault, Daniel thought at me, all he’s got to work with
is telepathy and they don’t have much in the line of brains.

Can’t he try to contact its central brain or brains? He seemed to be
okay at that when he was working for it, I asked.

He’s trying, Daniel said, that’s pretty much the only thing he’s good
for right now. Oh, wait…

He stopped talking to pay attention to what was going on at the front of
the group where it wasn’t going as well as it was with fighting tendril
monsters.

It wasn’t for lack of trying. That’s where all of our heaviest hitters
were.

In addition to Izzy’s scream, she was shooting forward to slam into the
nearest prime clone and throw him backward over and into his own people.
Jaclyn and Logan were doing much the same. Even Prime was pitching in,
shattering his clones with single punches from his right arm even as his
left swung uselessly at his side.

The problem was that Izzy and Jaclyn were the closest they had to the
ability to attack more than one person at a time—which meant that there
was no option to clear cut a group of prime clones and blobbygators out
of existence.

Izzy and Jaclyn might be able to grab and throw one of the prime clones
or blobbygators back a few rows or even over the heads of the whole
army, but it was only one person when they needed to be throwing five or
ten people at once.

Plus every now and then one of the prime clones would grab Jaclyn, Izzy,
Logan, or Prime and then one of the others would step in and and rip
that prime clones’ head off. That worked well, but it meant that two
people had stopped to fight the same person instead of fighting two,
slowing us down as we moved toward the the side door.

On one of those slowdowns, the tendril monsters charged in, getting
close enough to reach us. Yellow Mask, Dayton, and Jody all went into
action, chopping off limbs and leaving tendril monsters in bite-sized
chunks.

Sean and I also fought, but in that moment they’d surrounded us on three
sides. Sean’s circle of balls had its work cut out for it. A group of
tendril monsters were trying to reach in from our left while others were
extending their tendrils from the right, creating a real risk that
they’d be able to pull someone out of the group.

Bouman and Yellow Mask were at the biggest risk of this since they
weren’t protected by the Duke’s evil sparkles, but the tendril monsters
were still trying to attack the rest of us. Plus, it might have been my
imagination, but we might have had less sparkles on us by then.

Either way, two tendril monsters grabbed my legs and tried to pull them
off the ground. I raked my laser’s beam across one of set of tendrils
and drilled a hole through the tendril monster behind them. Using my
other hand as a blade, I hit the tendril monster’s body with literal
tons of strength, cutting the tendril monster in half. As it fell apart,
releasing grayish-white goo, I realized that a group of three tendril
monsters had successfully grabbed Jody.

His knife lay on the ground, having lost the distinctive sheen on the
edges of the blade that meant that it was active and capable of cutting
through almost anything—a good design feature.

Pulling away from the dead monsters I’d been fighting, I kicked the
tendril monster that had grabbed Jody’s left arm and encircled his neck.

My kick went straight through the tendril monster’s torso, breaking it
in two. At the same time, Amy stabbed the other one, the one that had
grabbed his right arm and wrapped three more tendrils around his chest.

It turned into greasy ash as the Bloodspear hit, the runes on the dull
metal body pulsing red.

Jody bent down to grab his dagger and backed deeper into the group.

Amy and I looked at each other. I didn’t know for sure what she was
thinking, but I suspected that she was thinking what I was—we couldn’t
keep on going like this.

We didn’t have much time to have a discussion about it either because
the problem with fighting a hive mind (or at least a central
intelligence that coordinates all the others) is that it constantly sees
the big picture.

The big picture in that moment was that it had us off-balance and it was
time to capitalize on it.

We’d destroyed the ones holding Jody, but now all the rest of them had
charged in while we were doing it, trampling the bodies of the ones that
we’d killed.

It wasn’t just the tendril monsters either.

In the chaos, the Fungus Collective had managed to move a few prime
clones and blobbygators into position to threaten our less physically
powerful members.

Two prime clones and a blobbygator were coming at Amy and me as tendril
monsters leapt upward, sticking to the ceiling Spider-man style and
reached in with their tendrils to grab at the inside of our group.

The good news was that we weren’t complete pushovers. Sean moved his
circle of ball bearing death straight up to the ceiling, turning the
tendril monsters into fungus confetti.

While that was great in theory, it also meant that Sean was no longer
using his circle as offense—which meant it wasn’t in the way of any
prime clones that might be acting as the point of the spear when
attacking the group.

I couldn’t complain about that, but it meant that Amy and I would take
the brunt of it—and we did.

A prime clone rushed me, moving and swinging as quickly as the original.
There was no way I could dodge the punch, but I’d seen it coming in
enough time that I could stand sideways and let it graze my chest.

The force was closer to the actual Prime than I’d hoped it would be, but
I didn’t take much of it and was able to take a step back and remain
standing.

Taking me out wasn’t his goal though. He’d been trying to get past me
and take on our ex-mayor or Daniel—at least that was my guess because he
didn’t try to stop to take me on. He kept running forward even as his
fist brushed my chest.

I did the obvious and hoped everyone else was paying enough attention to
adjust. I wrapped his arm in my right arm and pushed him forward with my
left, twisting my body as I pushed him around me and away from our
group, stumbling as he went.

As I let go, I fired on him with my laser hitting him in the back of his
neck, burning a hole through it and out the front.

Jody blurred forward then, slashing through the remaining part of the
prime clone’s neck, beheading him. I let go of the body to watch it
careen into a group of tendril monsters and still continue to to punch
anything it could reach.

The head rolled into the oncoming monsters.

Meanwhile, the blobbygator had crawled up and grabbed my legs with its
long, rounded head.

Even if the fleshy, rounded mass of its body wobbled as it moved,
whatever passed for teeth in its mouth were hard and its grip was strong
enough to throw errors in my HUD.

It had twisted its head sideways to grab my legs, so when it tried to
make its head level again, I turned sideways, falling toward the
concrete floor. Ignoring the oncoming legs and tendrils of all the
creatures coming toward me, I pummeled the blobbygator’s body, grateful
to punch a hole in its side.

Bending sideways, I got a grip on the blobbygator’s jaw and ripped the
upper jaw off, throwing it into the crowd of monsters.

If it hurt any of them, I didn’t notice.

I was too busy scrambling to my feet. As I did, Dayton slipped in,
cutting the body in two with his knives.

Ahead of me, they appeared to be endless. We needed space. Knowing I had
only a finite amount of juice for the laser, I decided that this would
be a good time to spend some of it. I didn’t stop there. I also fired
off a series of boombots, shooting them over the front line and into the
crowd so that the explosion could hit them from behind as my laser hit
them from the front.

It didn’t go perfectly, but it went as well as I could expect.

I aimed the lasers at the legs, hoping I could cut them off, and in a
few cases I did. In other cases, I cut halfway through—which was almost
as good.

I could see the half-cut legs wobble as the prime clones stepped forward
and then fall over as a wall of fire from my boombots exploded behind
them.

Dayton and Jody darted out, chopping up the fallen and the wobbling.

I’d bought us a few seconds to come up with a better way to handle this,
but wouldn’t be able to do it forever. I only had a certain number of
bots and if I didn’t have any left when we got to wherever the central
brain was, I’d regret it.

I looked over at Amy as she grabbed the Bloodspear out of the air, “Any
ideas?”

“Yes,” she said, “but it’s going to take a lot out of me.”

“Are you okay with that?” I asked, watching as the next group of tendril
monsters began to clamber over or around their dead predecessors.

“We need to get down there,” she said, squeezing her left hand in a way
that I knew was drawing blood and power along with it.

From the other side of our group, Yellow Mask, who’d been stabbing
tendril monsters with her rapier turned to stare at Bloodmaiden, “Is
that blood magic?”

Amy turned to stare back, “Go stab monsters and get off your high horse.
You’re a felon. Remember my name?”

To be fair to Yellow Mask, in our universe blood magic was mostly used
by vampires and necromancers. To be fair to Amy, she wasn’t from our
universe even if blood magic was used by the (living, not undead)
vampires there. She was descended from them which made her a kind of
dhampir.

Yellow Mask all but snarled and stabbed a mushroom monster with her
rapier, the blade erupting into a glowing white flame. Then she hacked
into another, searing it as she cut.

I was reminded once again that I should have checked in with Mateo and
asked why she’d ended up on probation as special forces. He might not
tell me, but from what I understood, the mask was a family inheritance,
so he’d know.

Amy held her left hand in the air. It dripped blood, but the blood
seemed to be vibrating and even glowing. The way it illuminated her body
made me think of her transformation sequence.

The red, crystalline edges of her armor glowed and even the black metal
sections seemed to take on a red aura. At that point, the otherworldly
chanting began even though that didn’t sound the same as when she
transformed. The beat was faster, more insistent, more urgent.

No one stopped fighting, but everyone was shooting her looks—not least
of whom Dayton and Jody who were giving her a wider than normal berth as
they darted around her to chop into the monsters around us.

Yellow Mask stabbed another tendril monster and shouted, “What’s she
doing,” at me as I grabbed the first tendril monster to land and threw
him into the group behind him, turning on the sonics to slow them down
more.

“Don’t know,” I shouted back, “entering the avatar state or something?”

She glanced over at me as the fungus monsters began to seep mushroom
goo, asking, “Are you fucking kidding me?”

It could only have been at that moment that red light expanded outward
from Amy in a blast reminiscent of a nuclear explosion, but better
controlled.

We were unharmed, but the same could not be said of our opponents.
Tendril monsters, prime clones, and blobbygators all died, hit first by
the red light, but then by the same magic in Amy’s spear, a cold magic
that dried the fungus creatures into pitted, leathery versions of
themselves that then turned to dust before our eyes.

There was no comparison to what she’d done before and she wasn’t done.

She turned toward the vast number of tendril monsters coming down the
ramp toward us in the big room and pointed her spear at them. Her eyes
flashed red as her gems and then she opened her mouth and red light
poured out, rolling upward toward the top of the ramp.

Feeling a whisper of power, I concentrated on using senses that Kee had
been trying to teach me to use. It may have only been because there was
more to see than normal, but it worked.

For the moment, I saw Amy untransformed, smaller, and without armor,
standing in the middle of a scaffolding of dull, pitted metal tinged
with the red of her gems.

The rolling red energy that issued out into the room came through a
horn-shaped construct within the scaffolding. Where the energy came from
wasn’t obvious, but a fuzziness around the small end of the horn hinted
that it came from another place. More than that, the rolling energy
wasn’t just going on its own. It seemed to be forming around a dark
energy that Amy weaved with her hands.

I knew better than to assume this was literally true. It was a
completely nonhuman perception of reality filtered through my brain’s
need to make the world sensible—which didn’t mean it was untrue either.

Almost every tendril monster in the big room had been destroyed. The
only exceptions were a few on the far end who’d been around the corner
of the ramp.

It wasn’t just the tendril monsters either. We’d been fighting toward
the side exit except our way had been blocked by prime clones and
blobbygators. Izzy, Jaclyn, Prime, and Logan hadn’t been doing a bad
job, but it had been slow going.

The prime clones and blobbygators were gone too, their crisped bodies
falling apart as I watched. Izzy, Jaclyn, Prime, and Logan stood in the
middle of a sea of ash.

Amy groaned and leaned on her spear. I stepped toward her, ready to grab
her if she stumbled. The red tinge to her armor was gone and the jeweled
edges of her armor only had their normal glow.

Waving me off, she said, “I’m fine. Give me a second.”

Unseen through my helmet, I raised an eyebrow, “You’re sure?”

“I’m sure,” she said, nodding. “I got more energy out of them than I
expected. It took the edge off, but I’m not going to be able to do it
again.”

She let out a breath and moved her hand up the spear, adjusting her
grip. A little bit of red sparkled on the spear’s blade, traveling in a
line of sparks down her arm.

Taking another long breath, she looked at me, “I’m fine. I will want to
use the spear to build up energy, but we’re not fighting anything I’ll
feel guilty about using it on.”

She glared at me, “I don’t know what you’re thinking, but I’m not taking
donations. I don’t want to explain it to Night Cat.”

“No,” I said, waving away the suggestion, “I don’t want to explain that
either.”

Sean looked between the two of us, “What are you talking about?”

“He was stupid,” Amy said, frowning and looking away from me.

I met Sean’s eyes, “She was dying after we fought The Thing That Eats. I
stabbed myself with her spear to see if I couldn’t save her except she
wasn’t conscious enough to stop it and Lee had to intervene.”

“Whoa,” Sean looked over at Amy who’d turned away from the conversation,
“I didn’t know it was that close.”

“Much too close,” she said. “Close enough that I’ve sometimes had
moments where I understand how the Rocket suit works. That’s nothing to
hope for unless I want to kill someone.”

“Hey,” Jaclyn turned toward us, “we should get moving. Bloodmaiden
bought us time. Let’s not waste it.”

She started walking toward the side exit and we followed, all of us
feeling more drained than when we’d walked into the room. Well, except
maybe for Prime. He walked forward without any hint of tiredness or even
that he’d been regrowing his leg the last time we’d fought him.

Turning back toward me, Prime said, “Where’s Lee these days?”

“No idea,” I said, “he’s unpredictable.”

Dayton took a quick look behind us, and presumably not seeing anything
that frightened him said, “The last I saw him, he was on Earth, but he’d
been in space before that.”

Prime grunted, “Space? No kidding. I can’t say I know the guy well, but
I didn’t know he had connections out there. My experience is that
whenever people from off-planet get involved, it all goes to shit.”

This was, I realized, the first time I’d ever gotten to talk with Prime
in a setting where he wasn’t going to try to kill me (now). He’d been
with the Cabal for at least a couple thousand years and had to have
known Magnus.

I wouldn’t be able to get too much out of him before whatever fight came
next, but who knew if I’d get this chance again? I should ask him
something.

If he knew that Magnus was seeking the device that Lee hid here somehow,
I didn’t want him to blab it in front of Sean and his team, but if
nothing else, I needed to let him know I was serious about what I’d said
earlier.

I asked the first thing I could think of, “Did you know Magnus?”

Prime gave a short bark of a laugh, “That guy? He was part of the inner
council for thousands of years. Yeah. I killed a lot of people for him,
but I wouldn’t call him a friend. You’re asking because you’re going
after the Nine, right?”

“Pretty much,” I watched his face for a reaction, but he only nodded at
my reply.

“Good,” he said, “that’s the only reason I stopped attacking you. If
you’re dumb enough to risk dying to convince me of it, I’m figuring that
you meant it. I want in on it. I want to be there at the end and get a
shot at him. You beat us and humiliated us and I can’t say I liked it,
but he turned my people into mind-controlled slaves. If I get the
chance, I’m going to kill him for it.”

I glanced over at Bouman and Yellow Mask, both of whom were watching, “I
can tell you when we’re going in, but I hope your team can spare you.
This stuff never goes on my schedule. Also, honestly, we’re going to be
a little leery about passing on any kind of notice given that we’re
pretty much assuming that the Nine are everywhere and that even some
people who don’t know they’re assets of the Nine are assets.”

Yellow Mask laughed, “Tell us about it. That’s why we’re here. Arete had
our number. He didn’t have time to make us into the Nine’s slaves, but
people above us assigned us to assist him and Major Justice in whatever
they asked for.”

I wondered if she was telling the truth and Daniel thought at me, So
far as she knows. Dominators can’t erase memories with their voice
powers, but a telepath under their control could. Bouman could if he
were under their control, but I don’t see any markers for memory
modification in her head. Be aware though, that I can’t be confident of
that without a deeper scan.

“Look,” Prime said, “if you tell me when you’re going up against Magnus,
I’ll find a way to be there. People call the organization The Nine, but
don’t be fooled. They should call it The One. No one but him matters.
Kill him and it all falls apart.”

I hadn’t been planning to kill Magnus, but if I was honest with myself,
the guy was immortal. Short of killing him, what were we going to do,
hand him over to courts or law enforcement that the Nine influenced or
controlled? Get him put into jail for as long as there was a will to
keep him?

There might be a way to do that for 20 years, but what about 1000 or
more? He could realistically outlive any government willing to put him
away and if he did, he could pick up where he left off, possibly
creating a whole new organization built on the immortal loyalists,
hidden money, and maybe organizations we didn’t yet know he
controlled.

Theoretically, I’d be around to stop him if he got out, assuming Lee and
Kee were correct about my potential. Cassie would too and maybe if I
were lucky other members of the League or even our descendants. The way
Lee talked, it sounded like he’d gotten involved in Stapledon to build
an army capable of taking on his fellow Artificers.

That should have given me reason to hope, but I knew that Cassie’s
father had died and that I didn’t even know where Lee was right now.

“We’ll tell you,” I said, my boots stepping in the ashes of the
destroyed fungus creatures as we stepped through the doorway into
another section of the parking garage.

Prime nodded, “Good.”

The room didn’t look much different from the other section or any other
parking garage level. If you imagined grey concrete, yellow lines, and
parked cars, you had almost the whole thing. The only important
differences were that it was almost full of cars, putting the ash all in
the lanes and it only had one exit—going downward to the next level.

I also noted that the temperature ticked up two or three degrees as we
descended. It wasn’t much, but I’d have expected the opposite.

Of course, life made heat.

I felt a notification from my implant and heard Haley’s voice in my
head, “We’re in position. Portal still can’t portal into here. Flame
Legion made a legion of herself and they’re escorting Paladin through.”

I checked Haley’s group’s camera feeds. A quick look over them showed
another level of the parking garage—which by itself wasn’t exciting at
all. The contents of the room made me think think of the cover of a
science fiction novel; the kind where the science fiction is an excuse
for body horror.

Only the walls and ceiling showed any grey concrete at all. Fungus
covered the rest including the lights, but I had no difficulty seeing
and it wasn’t because of the cameras. I’d used cameras designed to
handle low light conditions, but this room didn’t lack light. The fungus
took care of it.

It glowed. I saw greens, blues, reds, yellows, and purples.

After the light, I noticed what the light showed: bodies, many bodies in
many shapes. Not all the bodies were human. Four legged fungus monsters
prowled the front and sides of the room. Oval-shaped, headless
creatures, they had the angled back legs and front forelegs of most
mammals, but no obvious inspiration except that they had a predator’s
claws.

Other shapes were humanoid. There were prime-clones standing guard while
others formed inside bulbous, glowing mounds that reminded me of the
Abominator cloning chambers I’d seen.

Similar mounds were scattered all over the room, all of them guarded
whether by prime-clones, the headless beasts, or blobbygators.

I found the middle of the room interesting. It appeared to be a
fortress.

Around a quarter of the room had been walled off from the rest. Circular
except for random bulges, the grey mushroom walls were sprinkled with
color in no pattern I could decode. Thick runners expanded from the
bottom and top of the walls, connecting the birthing chamber mounds,
more mounds without an obvious purpose, and ran out of the room to
unseen destinations.

This wasn’t going to be easy. Assuming that the system that prevented
teleportation was inside the walls, Portal wouldn’t be teleporting Alex
in.

Judging from the position of the cameras, Haley’s group had snuck in and
moved to the back on the right side of the room, something only made
possible because of Adam’s fairy invisibility.

The moment Alex made it to the room, the fighting would start, and it
was impossible that they didn’t have defenses. The mystery mounds
existed for a reason. Plus, remembering how the tendril monsters had
formed out of fungus on the ceiling made it impossible to miss how
fungus was everywhere in the room.

“One more thing,” Haley added, “that I know you’re not going to like
because I know I don’t. You know how Kals and Katuk argued about how she
couldn’t join in on this? Well, she insisted and Katuk doesn’t have the
authority to keep her there if she chooses to ignore his advice. So now
they’re with Paladin.”

“Oh,” I said. “Crap. They didn’t bring anyone else, did they?”

I couldn’t see Uncle Steve or my mom or dad joining in, not to mention
Haley’s parents, but I’d thought the responsibility of leading a
rebellion might cause Kals to stay out of this too.

“Yes,” Haley’s tone could have frozen drinks, “they brought the dog.”

“Huh,” I said, “that might not be good for the dog, but it’s not all bad
for them. I just wish our parents had more protection.”

Tiger was bigger than most horses, fast, and tough enough that his kind
hunted dinosaur-sized creatures on his home world. I’d made armor for
him and we’d included him in team trainings because it seemed inevitable
that we’d need him someday.

“I know,” Haley let out a breath and drew it in. “I keep on reminding
myself they’re safe, that they’re not alone, and that Guardian can get
them out any time he wants.”

“Maybe we should ask him to get them out? I think he would,” I said.

“I’ll do it,” Haley said. “We’re stuck here until you and Paladin reach
us.”

“Do that,” Cassie added, reminding me that we were on the group channel.
“It’s crazy to leave them there if you’ve got a choice.”

I frowned, “I just hope Control won’t be stuck there
alone.”

C’s voice came over the comm, “You don’t have to worry about your
parents. Guardian already got them out. I’m here with Control and I know
a few things we have in storage and how to use them.”

Part of me wanted to ask more details on what he meant by the last bit.
We had Abominator tech in storage that the original team had recovered
from fighting them. If he knew how to use that, I had questions.

We didn’t have time for them now. Instead I asked, “This is one of those
times where you can intervene?”

“You could say that,” C’s voice lowered, possibly more thoughtful or
maybe careful. “Let’s say that it’s important for me to stay in the
background and make sure certain things don’t happen.”

I knew better than to ask more. Knowing that Daniel’s grandfather was
more mentally capable than we’d been aware, C could have a very specific
mission and he wasn’t going to jeopardize it.

I wondered if I’d agree with the mission if I knew what it was. C was
acting with the League’s board to keep a future where as many of us
survived as possible on track. Knowing that Travis was dead, I couldn’t
help but wonder if we’d agree on what we were willing to sacrifice.

I didn’t think they’d really chosen to sacrifice Travis, but I knew how
Daniel’s prescience worked. Sometimes you could choose to take a higher
risk to avoid something you truly couldn’t handle. You might also take
the safe choices, but accept certain sacrifices. Our acceptable
sacrifices might not be the same as theirs, but this wasn’t the time to
start that conversation.

It isn’t, Daniel thought at me, but you’re right. It does feel like
they think we’re children. To be fair to them, though, they’ve had
longer to think this through and we know they care about not only us but
everyone’s future.

I did know it, but if Travis’ death were the result of playing it too
safe, Haley for one might have issues with how they were doing it.

Instead of arguing, I told C, “Okay,” and looked ahead into the room we
were walking through. Aside from the rows of cars we walked between,
only the dust of the destroyed fungus creatures remained to menace us.

How far were we away from the room Haley and her team were in? I asked
the group, adding “Does anybody know? I could send down a bot, but I
don’t want to risk them hearing it if I don’t have to.”

Izzy turned back to look at me, “I think we’re two levels above them,
but I’ve just been listening. When we were fighting them earlier, they
noticed when I used sonar actively.”

“You use high pitches usually. So maybe they do too,” I nodded. “They
might already hear us.”

She shook her head, “I don’t think so. I think they use sonar, but not
at long range.”

“I’m shut out,” Bouman said. “Absolutely, completely shut out. I don’t
know what they did, but it feels like me on the other end. I set up
their mental defenses when I was under their control and they’re still
my defenses, but they’ve been changing them.”

Aloud, Daniel said, “It still feels like his defenses though. It’s
almost as if there are a few more of you, adding tweaks and shoring up
weaknesses.”

Tara’s voice came over the comm, calm and even, “I think I can explain
it. I’ve been watching while we were waiting. While you were talking
with Bouman, one of the birthing chamber mounds opened up. The creatures
inside weren’t copies of Prime. They were too thin and small. They
didn’t look like Bouman either, but they did walk with his gait. I think
they copied as much of him as they wanted while they had him.”

Stopped as we had this conversation, I took a quick look around us for
threats as I said, “I did think it was odd that they were willing to
sacrifice you so easily.”

The unnatural evenness of Tara’s voice disappeared, “They can control
the fungus copies better. He was disposable, poor guy.”

Bouman, the “poor guy” in question, didn’t meet anyone’s eyes, but to my
surprise, Prime put his huge hand on Bouman’s shoulder, “Don’t worry
about it. It’s not your fault. You were manipulated and they’ll get
theirs soon.”

Looking up, Bouman managed a smile, “You’re right. I’ll try to remember
that.”

Even as I reflected on how weird it was to see Prime comfort anyone,
Haley interrupted the scene with, “Shit. I forgot to mention that when
we were sneaking in here, I saw them put Arete’s head into one of the
birthing chamber mounds.”

“Huh,” I checked around us again for hostiles with the suit’s sensors
and didn’t see anything while my mind raced.

How much could they get out of Arete at this point? He’d been dead for a
bit by now. On the other hand, your opponent always did things for a
reason. Best to assume that they were going to copy his voice, add it to
the telepaths, and create some kind of super-influencer or add it to
every fungus construct they could.

“Does everyone have buzzers? As in anti-voice control buzzers?
Preferably my design?” I looked around the group for
responses.

Everyone on our team had them. Dayton volunteered that, “We’ve all got
your design.”

Looking up to face me, Bouman said, “We’ve got them, but not your
design. Ours didn’t stop Arete from giving us orders.”

“It wasn’t an accident,” Prime said. “Magnus wanted contacts in
government even when he was in the Cabal. We had people with Dominator
powers all along. It’s not the first time I got handed a buzzer, but
most of the time they just put wax in our ears.”

Bouman gave him a sideways glance, “Wax? That’s all it took? I’m
surprised more people haven’t tried that.”

Prime shrugged, “Hot wax. Most people don’t want to.”

I eyed Prime, “Where did the Cabal get the buzzers?”

“They had off-planet contacts. That and leftover Abominator technology,”
he looked down, opening one of the pouches on his belt and pulled out a
small disk.

Holding it out in front of me, “This is a government buzzer.”

I examined it with my suit’s sensors, taking a picture of the inside. My
implant identified it as an Abominator design with modifications by the
Human Ascendancy. It placed the design elements as 150 years old.

“Thanks,” I told Prime. “You’re right. You all need new buzzers.
Competent Dominators can go around them.”

I reached into a pouch on my belt, pulling out four of mine. I’d taken
to bringing along backups. I could have had my suit manufacture them
from materials in the suit, but since those materials could also become
armor, I didn’t.

As I handed them out to Prime, Logan, Yellow Mask, and our former mayor,
I said, “They should be durable, but if they get damaged or you lose
one, tell me. We’ve been fighting the Nine lately, so I’ve made a point
of bringing spares.”

I didn’t bother to point out the fact that the government was handing
out technology from the Human Ascendancy. It wasn’t impossible that
they’d found it and copied it, but I’d made my design available to
anyone who wanted it. It felt wrong that they were choosing to use tech
that well-trained Dominators could get past instead.

Prime was undoubtedly right in guessing Magnus was involved.
Unfortunately, it was nothing we had time to get to the bottom of even
if the question of who Magnus controlled was important.

Having added Prime’s group to the League channel, I said, “We should
have a plan if we’re going into the room. Our ultimate goal is to get
Paladin in and have him touch the main brain of this thing and kill it.

“Given the size of the walled area in the middle, I’m thinking it won’t
be a quick fight once we get in—which means that if we were to just have
Blue and Accelerando bring him in, it would probably stall. Worse,
everything else in the room would probably attack them from behind while
also making it hard for us to get to them.

“So, I’m thinking we might want to take out everything we can before
going in. Plus, we go in as a group and not just us, but Paladin’s group
too. Anyone else have an idea?”

Amy frowned, “You’re making me wish I’d come up with something else in
the last room.”

“It passed through my mind,” I shrugged, “but you got us this far.”

Jaclyn looked over at Izzy, “You’re holding back to keep the ceiling
from falling in. Maybe you could do it intentionally—not the whole
ceiling, but part.”

Cassie spoke over the comm, “She could let us get out and then destroy
the whole room.”

Switching back to the even tone I associated with the True, Tara said,
“No. Fungus will survive that. We need to kill it all.”

Nodding even though we were the only ones who could see it, Daniel said,
“I want to second that. It doesn’t end if we bring the room down.”

Vaughn spoke up from Haley’s team, “I’m not at full power, but I can do
a mass lightning blast or a tornado. Maybe both. I won’t be good for
much after that, but it’s a start.”

Camille, Sydney and Sean’s half-sister, spoke up, “You’re forgetting
me.”

“Yeah,” I said. She wasn’t wrong. I had. Haley’s friends mostly worked
with Haley and in retrospect, we could have used her.

“So…” She began, “What if I start by changing the direction of gravity
and pull everything to a wall? After that, everyone opens up on them.”

We talked more, ironing out the details, but that was the shape of it.

Having talked through our battle plan in a dark garage lit mostly by the
lights on the far end, we started on stage one of the plan.

By moving to the far end of the room and letting Izzy passively
construct a picture of what was ahead, we learned that we had one level
between us and the main event. That level, so far as we could tell was
empty—which was an interesting choice.

To my mind, that meant that it was empty to make it more obvious when
someone attacked or maybe because they had an area of effect weapon they
planned to activate on intruders. Tara thought I had a good point. So,
we waited.

Why? Because if we were going to get Paladin in there, it would be
better to have him with us. Dramatically speaking, it would be more
exciting to have their group show up at a surprising moment during the
battle, but expecting that to happen would be dumb.

Fortunately, Paladin’s group wasn’t far behind us. They appeared within
a few minutes. As expected from Jenny’s Flame Legion codename, there was
a group of identical women in red costumes accented with yellow and
white markings.

Along with them came Alex as Paladin in a brown “leather” duster over
shiny plate armor for a kind of cowboy/knight look. In the middle of the
group with him were Katuk and Kals, both in silver Xiniti armor. Tiger
trailed just behind them, a giant dog in Heroes’ League armor.

Once in sight of Jaclyn though, he bolted out of the group and didn’t
stop until he’d reached her, putting both paws on her shoulders in a
move that would have broken a normal person’s bones.

Unable to lick her through his helmet, he jumped up and down on her a
few times, wagging his tail throughout.

When he was done, she turned toward Paladin and his escort, asking, “Why
did you bring him into this?”

Alex held up his hands in a shrug, “I didn’t bring him into this.”

Kals faced her, “He wanted to go. He put his armor on and stood next to
the rest of us.”

Stepping forward to stand closer to Jaclyn, Katuk said, “I was told that
on Earth dogs are loyal helpers to humans. His kind is good at fighting.
It will be useful to have him along.”

Shaking her head as she rested her hand on the dog’s side, she said,
“Yes, but I didn’t want him in danger. I wanted him to be safe.”

She looked down the room toward where it turned into the next level and
back to everyone, “Well, there’s nothing we can do now.”

She looked up at Tiger, “Follow directions. Remember what we taught you
in training, and stay alive, okay?”

He grunted.

I didn’t know how smart he was, but it was smarter than your average
dog. Smart enough that I could give him a version of the team’s
self-repairing suits and he could use it. Given his limited vocabulary,
I couldn’t know it for sure, but it seemed like he understood how to use
the HUD.

Jaclyn patted his armored side and turned to us, “For the record, I
don’t like this. Let’s not bring him in again.”

The dog huffed and Jaclyn patted him. What he meant by that, we didn’t
have time to figure out. I hoped Jaclyn wouldn’t be distracted by his
presence in the fight. Could I honestly say that she’d be more
distracted by the dog than Haley or I would be distracted by each other,
though?

As Jaclyn had said, there was nothing we could do about it now.

“So,” I said, “I guess it’s time to try the empty room. Anyone tough
want to volunteer to spring whatever trap is in there if there is one?”

Prime eyed the lower end of the room, “I’ll do it.”

“That works,” I looked over the group. “Let’s go.”

As I started to walk, Jaclyn matched my stride, “I’ll go with him.”

“No,” from just ahead of me Izzy turned around, “if it’s fire or lasers,
you’ll be as hurt as he will. I’ll do it.”

Jaclyn opened her mouth, possibly to argue, but said, “You’re right.”

When we reached the bottom of the room and looked around the corner, we
saw the empty level. Devoid of cars or anything but bare concrete walls,
I wondered what Hunter’s rogue fungus had come up with.

The only sign I could see of the fungus’ presence was the far end.
There, where the room turned one more time, the multi-colored light of
the glowing fungus that I’d seen through Haley’s teams’ cameras
illuminated the floor, creating a multi-colored
glow.

It was beautiful but wasn’t (as I worried for a second that it might be)
capable of hypnotizing the whole team. It did hint that the fungus
started just out of our sight.

Prime nodded as he looked over the scene, “All the way down or do you
think maybe three-quarters of the way? If they don’t have some kind of
trap here, I’m thinking that the fight starts at the entrance to the
room.”

“All the way,” Jaclyn said, “even the slowest of us can get down there
faster than you’d think.”

At that moment, the quality of the light at the end of the room changed,
disappearing into a cloud of white.

My first thought was spores, but it wasn’t. It was finer. If anything,
it reminded me of flour or smoke, billowing upward, filling the room,
and moving toward us.

Guessing what was going on, I shouted, “Grain elevator explosion!
Retreat!”

Even if not everyone understood the details, they understood “explosion”
and “retreat” and Jaclyn wasn’t wrong about how quickly we could move if
we had to.

We’d practiced retreats.

The first duty of anyone who could get people out was to grab them.
Everyone else’s responsibility was to guard the retreat, if necessary,
and get themselves out.

Of course, we hadn’t practiced with this group, but people caught the
gist. Daniel grabbed Yellow Mask, Bouman, Dayton, Alex, and one of the
Jennys with telekinesis. Izzy grabbed him. Everyone else ran or flew
back around the corner—including almost all of the Jennys—all but one.

In my HUD, I saw one of the identical women in a red costume running
toward the cloud. I understood why.

The powder, much like flour, could burn. If you had enough of it in the
air, you could affect the entire room with the resulting explosion. How
much of an explosion you got depended on a number of things including
how concentrated the powder was.

Jenny was choosing to explode the powder on her terms instead of how the
fungus intended—a great idea in theory.

In practice, I didn’t like it. Why? Among other possibilities what if
the explosion now extended into the room where Haley’s team was or
caused a cave in?

I didn’t have time to explain any of that. I didn’t even have time to
shout, “Wait,” into my comm and hope she heard it.

A stream of flame extended from her finger, hitting the expanding cloud
of white stuff.

It didn’t explode.

For a moment, I didn’t get it. Then I did. I’d been thinking explosives
because I had a lot of experience with explosives. What I should have
been thinking about was mushrooms. What do mushrooms produce?
Poison—many different kinds.

“Hey everyone,” I thought into my implant, directing it to the comm
system, “I was wrong about the explosion part, but the bad news is that
I think we’re dealing with poison—unless it’s just fog.”

That last possibility seemed unlikely.

Then I added, “I hope everyone has airtight costumes.”

As everyone digested that, the nearest copy of Jenny did the obvious.
She took off her helmet. Over my helmet’s sensor, I heard her moan and
then she fell to her knees.

After that, she disappeared.

Over the comm, Jenny’s icon blinked and she spoke, taking a breath
first, “The poison’s fast acting, works on contact with skin, and is
hallucinogenic. I wanted to let it continue to work longer, but I wasn’t
sure I’d be able to. It took only seconds before I was almost
uncontrollably anxious and started hallucinating. I felt like my heart
was going to beat out of my chest.”

“We’ve got to get out,” Jody’s words were clipped—too short and with too
little space between them. “All of us have exposed skin!”

“That’s us too,” Bouman said.

Prime made a growling noise that made me think of heavy machinery,
“We’ll get out with them and then we all come back the moment it’s
clear.”

“Go,” I didn’t want to find out what a paranoid, anxious, and
hallucinating Prime would be like. The man made up for being vengeful
and murderous by at least being rational enough to make a deal.

The group of dots showing Justice Fist and the government group
ascended, leaving us. Even though it was for the best, it didn’t feel
good. We could have followed them up, but Jaclyn said, “This might be
the best time to go forward. They’re not going to expect
it.”

Daniel said, “I get better potential futures out of going forward than
waiting.”

Alex grinned, “Then let’s go and get this done.”

Stuffing down memories of how Alex’s group and I had attacked Syndicate
L and been captured for our trouble, I said, “I guess.”

With that half-hearted agreement, the remaining group got back into
position and we all started down the empty level again. This time,
though, we couldn’t see ahead of us.

The contact poison in the air obscured everything, but it wasn’t a
complete disaster. I’d included sonar and heat sensing capabilities in
the League suits and we all had them. Thermal imaging wasn’t much help,
but the sonar gave us workable outlines of the room around us.

Except for the speed bumps, the room didn’t have any obstacles to speak
of.

As we walked, I asked Amy, “How are you doing?”

Alone of the group, she didn’t have one of my suits, relying on whatever
made her the Bloodmaiden and magic.

She laughed, “Not feeling paranoid or hallucinating.”

“Wow. I assume there was no way to pass that on.”

She shook her head, “Not after what I did back there, but I feel it was
almost worth it to not have Jody here.”

I snorted, hoping that no one was sharing audio of this conversation
with the League channel. I wasn’t, and judging from how Jody didn’t
start telling us to go screw ourselves over the comm, no one was—maybe.

We were a quarter of the way down the level by then and still in the
middle of the cloud. Before I could note how surprised I was to regret
that Prime and Sean weren’t with us, Izzy said, “They’re coming.”

At almost the same time, Haley opened up her comm connection to say, “A
birthing chamber mound opened and fungus clones of Prime stepped out.
They’re coming your way.”

Tiger growled and then they were on us, bounding out of the clouds to
attack.

Remembering the last time we’d fought these things, I couldn’t forget
that we’d just sent a few of our heavy hitters away so that they could
breathe safely.

That time though we didn’t face the prime clones plus a near-infinite
number of mooks. It was just them and we’d all trained together.

Jaclyn shouted, “Use the wall,” and everyone knew what she meant.
Everyone who could go hand to hand with them went to the outside.
Everyone else went toward the wall with us between the two.

That meant that as the first three took huge leaps, bounding into our
space, Izzy flew in, hitting the nearest one, throwing it backward hard
enough that it flew in a straight line toward the wall on the far end,
cracking the concrete.

It fell to the ground.

At the same time, Jaclyn ran forward, hitting the one next to it at the
points where the legs and arms joined the body, severing them.

Not as quick as Jaclyn, I followed her in because in this group, the
Rocket suit made me a heavy hitter however fragile I felt underneath. As
Alex, Daniel, Kals, and the crowd of Jennys ran toward the wall, I
repeated Izzy’s move, punching a prime clone hard enough that he flew 20
feet backward. It wasn’t as far as Izzy, but it wasn’t a contest.

Besides, he didn’t get up again. Amy threw her spear at him and he
shriveled into dust. Meanwhile, a barrel formed underneath Katuk’s arm
that was wider than his arm, but so thick that the open area was maybe
as wide as a thumb.

A white-hot ball of something fired out of it, incinerating the chest of
the prime clone it hit, burning through the arm of another one, and
burning into the wall on the other side of the room. The impact burned
everything it hit and threw blackened chunks out of the wall.

I didn’t love the property damage, but if the city wanted to complain,
they could take it up with the Xiniti nation.

They might pay. You never know.

Without anyone saying anything, we fell into a loose formation as we
continued to move forward next to the wall. Jaclyn and Izzy, as the most
mobile and hardest-hitting stayed out the farthest, moving wherever
necessary. Amy, Katuk, Tiger, and I, middleweight hitters who could
switch off between hand-to-hand and ranged attacks, stayed on the
outside of the main group.

A couple of layers of Jenny stood behind us, all but one of which was
expendable if we wanted to keep her in the fight. The “original” Jenny
was probably in California.

Daniel, Kals, and Alex stood behind all of that—which had its own
benefits for all of us.

As we’d formed up, more prime clones and blobbygators bounded up the
concrete toward us. A bunch of them jumped toward the front of the group
where Tiger had taken point.

I know that sounds weird, but he wasn’t your average dog.

Not all of them reached him. Izzy and Jaclyn took out four while they
were still in the air. That meant that the first one that reached him
faced the dog alone. The prime-clone reached back, winding up his arm
for a punch that would hit the dog directly between the eyes.

Except, of course, the dog didn’t want to be hit and dodged, the punch
scraping across the armor on the right side of his helmet’s snout. As
part of the same move, he turned his head toward the arm, opened his
helmet’s mouth, and bit down, severing the prime-clone’s head, arm, and
a chunk of his upper chest and then dropping all of it on the ground.

Then Tiger lunged forward with more agility than you’d think that an
animal of his size would have and bit off the next nearest prime-clone’s
leg.

As the prime clone hit the ground, he drew his front claw across the
back of the fungus creature’s neck severing it.

On the whole, I counted it as a success on two levels—first, we’d taught
him to fight alongside us. Second, my suit design worked for his natural
fighting style. He wasn’t biting people with his actual mouth. His
helmet allowed him to manipulate the helmet’s mouth in the same way the
claws on his suit weren’t his claws.

They were a new variant of the same technology in Cassie’s sword. His
armor contained a few more options, but I’d tried to design it so that
he could fight as naturally as possible.

I, meanwhile, used my laser to cut down one clone and then another, the
bright white beam visible against the dust despite being almost the same
color. Still worrying that I might use the laser’s dedicated power too
soon, I set it aside because we were so close to the end.

All we had to do was take out a few more and we’d be in the room with
Haley’s team and our best chance to end this.

It took less time than I expected even though it seemed to be a disaster
when it began.

As I’d stepped forward, burning through the legs of next nearest Prime
clone, more barreled into the area all at once. Arms bashed me from more
than one direction, knocking me sideways. Even as I began to push myself
off the ground, I wondered if I’d be able to do anything.

With the speed of their attack, they’d passed through both our front
line and second and were already in the process of attacking the line of
Jennys between danger and the squishy people next to the wall.

I hadn’t been the only one knocked over either. They’d also hit Amy and
Katuk.

Tiger had four legs and outweighed every single one of them. Even as I
tried to pull myself up, four of them were trying to flip Tiger on his
side and his response was to behead and dismember anybody in reach.

I didn’t allow myself to hope too much because Tiger couldn’t do it all
himself. The rest of us were taking attacks from all directions since
they’d made it to either side of all of us.

I pulled myself up only to be grabbed from behind by a Prime clone and
then a blobbygator opened its mouth to grab my right leg from the knee
down.

Using my laser to sever the blobbygator’s head, I struggled against the
arm behind me for a moment. Getting my head in the right place, I
dropped while leaning forward with the Rocket suit’s full strength,
sending the Prime clone who’d grabbed my neck straight over me, hitting
another Prime clone and dropping on the blobbygator.

That’s when the squishy people counterattacked.

Kals’ voice couldn’t do anything to walking fungus, but physically she
had all of Cassie’s strength and agility even if her endurance and
regeneration weren’t even close. Kals pulled out a pistol that my
implant classified as an “Alliance military design influenced by
Abominator technology.”

It wasn’t Cassie’s gun but still seared any fungus creature it touched
and burned holes in any she targeted. She shot three of them through the
head within the first few seconds of taking action and didn’t seem to be
able to miss.

She didn’t seem to be the only one feeling inspired.

Daniel reached out with his mind, hitting the nearest Prime clones with
telekinetic bolts that left them missing chunks out of their necks and
chests, sometimes cutting off their arms.

I’d seen him try that before but never as effectively.

Alex gave me a thumbs up and fired his pistol—which appeared to be an
Earth-made copy of the same kind of pistol Kals had. He made up for it
with multiple precision shots—severing a leg that Kals’ gun could have
taken out in one, but still taking it out.

If that alone had been the only response, it would have slowed them
down, but it wasn’t. Jenny shot back too and when she fired, she fired
from thirty bodies at once. She fired off guns similar to Alex’s at the
more distant Prime clones and blobbygators.

The nearer Prime clones experienced dual flamethrower streams, one from
each of her hands.

Prime clones changed from actively dangerous foes to charred, actively
burning foes.

I grinned as I remembered why. Paladin, for lack of a better way to put
it, exuded an aura of health. Allies’ bodies worked better near him
(including their brains) and for those that had them, their powers. It
made all the sense in the world that those closest to him had already
begun to feel the effects.

Not that I sat still. While all that was taking place, I’d shot the guy
I’d thrown over my head as he’d landed on the blobbygator, the Prime
clone that he’d bounced off before he hit the gator, and picked off the
blobbygator that he’d fallen on as it struggled to get out from under
the bodies on top of it.

Looking up, still surprised at my own efficiency, I realized that we’d
cleared the room.

The toxic particles were still in the air as a mist, but it was
beginning to clear. I could see the glow at the far end of the room
again. I didn’t doubt that it would be normal by the time we got down
there.

The only problem was that our armor still had a coating of sticky grit
on it. We’d be exposed to whatever poison it was if our armor took
enough damage for it to leak through—which meant that we’d need to wash
it somehow.

Maybe Vaughn could squeeze rain into our attack plan? Assuming the
poison was water soluble, it might help.

It reminded me of a street-level hero I’d heard about—Supersudz. His
only power was to pull soapy water from another dimension, controlling
the percentage of water to soap. From what I’d heard, he could make a
battleground nearly frictionless, making him more effective than you’d
think.

I didn’t expect to pull him out of retirement to help, though. He’d
grown rich off of a chain of carwashes.

“We don’t have time to waste,” Jaclyn said, turning away from the bodies
on the ground around her to face us. “They have to be summoning more
troops from the city to fight us and most of them are going to be
mind-controlled human beings.”

“We’re ready,” Haley said over the comm. “Are you?”

Jaclyn let out a breath that might have been a suppressed laugh, “I
don’t think we have time to change anything even if we aren’t.”

Izzy stared up at the ceiling, eyes closed within her helmet, “You’re
right. I can hear the footsteps of thousands of people coming this way.”

Alex held up his hand, “Hey, the only thing that matters is if I’m
ready. Get me in there and I’ll take the damn thing down.”

Izzy laughed.

Alex eyed her, “What?”

She shook her head, “You’re confident.”

“I’m stating a fact. You brought me here to do a job and I’m ready.”
Alex looked over at a group of Jennys, possibly for support. More than
one of them rolled their eyes.

Over the comm, Brooke AKA Portal AKA Guardian’s daughter and Alex’s
girlfriend said, “Alex…”

Daniel interrupted before the conversation went any further, “Our
chances of success start going down the longer we take
here.”

At that, Alex nodded, “Let’s get started then.”

Sean’s voice came over the comm and Alex’s lip curled, “Hey, what do we
do? Can we get through yet?”

“Probably not,” I said, “the mist is going down, but now it’s moist on
the floor and it’s a contact poison. I’d be surprised if it’s not in the
air, but if it isn’t, the slightest touch on your skin might take you
down.”

Izzy spoke, her icon flashing blue in my HUD, “Unless you can get
through the parking garage’s entrance to that level, you should go. I’m
sensing thousands of footsteps and hundreds of tires moving in this
direction. I think I even hear tank treads. They’re calling in
everything they can to defend this level.”

Tank treads? That was interesting. That meant that they’d taken the
local army reserve base. I wondered if they had any powered armor. If
they did, it would get here sooner than the tanks.

Jody’s voice started with a small quaver, “We should go. We’re not going
to be able to help.”

Yellow Mask snorted, “You can go if you want, but there has to be a way
through.”

Kayla’s “Control” icon lit up, “Keep that discussion off the main
channel. Tell me what you plan to do when you decide. I’ll rely it to
the group.”

Dayton sent a thumbs up symbol and Justice Fist’s icon disappeared along
with Prime’s team from the main channel.

“Is Team Hidden ready?” I asked, “We’re about to move.”

“We’re ready,” Haley whispered.

Vaughn said, “We hit the moment you become visible coming around the
corner, right?”

“Right,” I replied.

His voice low, Adam added, “Remember that the moment you do something to
harm someone, you become visible—all of you at once. You’ve got to be
ready to fight the moment that changes or so thorough you don’t have
to.”

“We know,” Haley said. “You told us already, but it’s still a good
reminder.”

I could almost hear Cassie’s eye roll as she said, “You heard the
Mystic. Move it.”

Jaclyn, Izzy, Amy, Daniel, Kals, Katuk, Alex, the various Jennys and I
all looked at each other and ran forward, aiming to arrive at the corner
at roughly the same time. Tiger walked next to Jaclyn.

I’d have preferred to arrive at this point less tired and beat up, but
you do what you have to.

Izzy and Jaclyn stepped around the corner first, followed by Tiger. The
light from the glowing fungus in the room reflected off their costumes,
adding a multi-colored glow.

Amy and I came around after Tiger. As we did, the real show started. It
was ironic in a way that the people we’d put in Team Hidden were there
because they were less physically powerful because in another sense,
they were the most powerful people on the team.

Take Camille AKA Gravity Star, for example. Being able to warp gravity
to your will was no small thing.

As I got a full view of the lowest level of the parking garage with my
own eyes, Camille and the rest of Team (no longer) Hidden became visible
off to my right as the rest of the room glowed in its bioluminescent
glory.

In that moment, the entire horde of fungus creatures charged in our
direction—Prime clones, the giant headless beasts, humanoid beings just
released from their translucent fungal birthing chambers…

Battle would have been joined then and there except that’s when Camille
flipped the situation on its head.

Gravity changed. No longer pulling people to the floor, it now pulled
them toward the far end of the left wall of the room. At least that was
how it worked inside the room.

I only felt a small tug—which was fine.

People inside the room felt more than that and they fell—sideways. Giant
headless fungus beasts rolled head over heels toward the room’s various
mounds, reaching out toward them with their claws, sometimes missing as
they tumbled “downward,” hitting the wall and splattering into chunks of
beast-shaped fungus.

Others were luckier, grabbing a mound with their claws or landing on one
of the mounds. How lucky that turned out to be
varied.

Not all the mounds could handle the weight and lost their connection to
the floor, falling along with the beast that hit it. Other times, the
beast hung on with its claws, tearing a chunk of the side off of one of
the birthing mounds, releasing a thick fluid that glowed a dim green.

The fluid drained onto the beast and the floor, dripping and splattering
on everything between it and the far wall, including other beasts,
mounds, Prime clones, tendril monsters, and even the massive circular
structure in the middle of the room.

However bad the fungus was thinking that was, it became worse for it.

Vaughn had been worried that he didn’t have enough in the tank to be
useful, and here used the least amount of effort he could, but it was
the exact right amount.

He created small gusts of wind that blew beasts or Prime clones that had
fallen onto a mound off the mound. Was a fungus creature reaching out to
grab a mound? A small wind blew it a few inches or feet away out of
reach.

It was Daniel’s job to notice the right moment to enter the room and as
the last beast fell, he said, “Go!”

Then Izzy grabbed Paladin and those of us who could fly aimed ourselves
at the circular fungus structure in the middle of the level.

“Those of us who could fly” might not have been the best way to put it.
Specifically, Daniel, Amy, and I followed Izzy (carrying Paladin) in.
We’d be joined by a couple more from Haley’s group.

Everyone else gathered outside under Tara’s leadership.

As great as Camille’s control over gravity was, she didn’t have infinite
power in the tank which meant that all of the fungus creatures that
hadn’t been destroyed by the equivalent of a hundred foot fall would be
attacking soon.

They’d be joined by the thousands of controlled citizens behind us.
That’s why we’d left the majority of the group. Tara would be able to
figure out how best to organize that fight.

Izzy, Alex, and I landed first, waiting for the others because even if
every second counted, we needed the flexibility.

Daniel and Amy landed behind us with Haley and Cassie landing behind
them.

Izzy and I went first, stepping into the opening—a hole in the gray
flesh of the wall. It didn’t feel right to step inside. The floor sank
under my boots as it might if I’d stepped inside a creature’s mouth.

I’d read a story once where guests in a future hotel made of
bioengineered matter kept on disappearing. Why? Because the rooms turned
out to be the creature’s stomach.

I’d forgotten whether that was an intentional design element or not, but
I had little doubt it would be intentional if that turned out to be true
here.

The interesting question was whose design? A random design from the
combination whatever alien and human elements it encountered since being
released by Hunter? Maybe it was some element of Hunter’s personality
given free rein? We didn’t have necessary information.

It was best to keep my mind on what I was doing.

Definitely, Daniel thought at me from behind.

That’s when I realized that I wasn’t in a hallway. The “hallway” we’d
been in was the gap between two of the mounds. As we stepped forward,
the walls had changed from grey flesh to something else. The one to my
right reminded me of the birthing chambers I’d seen outside—clear skin
with liquid and shapes inside.

These shapes weren’t humanoid. They had the whorls of brains, but were
the shape brains might be if they grew in zero gravity and without a
body. Though connected by curving, folded grey matter, sometimes it
clustered, sometimes it spread apart, still connected by veins of
pumping blood.

On my left, the mound also appeared to be birthing chambers, but this
one didn’t contain brains. It was all bodies—humanoid bodies. On my
first look, I thought they were actually humans who’d been captured and
were being modified into something else, but a closer look showed that
they weren’t finished.

Where I could see inside, they were solid all the way through, but if
some hadn’t been still growing arms and legs, I’d never have known it.
They looked perfectly human other than that.

If we didn’t shut this down, they’d blend into any city in the world.

It wasn’t the only mound like that, but I didn’t have time to inspect
every single one. They were all around the outside of the room and by
the time we’d passed three more, we’d reached the middle.

I don’t know what I’d expected to see there. A throne room, maybe? A
giant brain or maybe a mushroom? Mario? A Smurf?

What we found was a pool.

Lit by multi-colored dots on the fleshy ceiling above us, mounds
bordered the space, some of them growing people, others brains, and
others seemingly only walls.

Daniel spoke over the comm, “We’re in the middle of a single mind.”

“That’s good, right?” Alex looked around the room. “Can I just touch the
floor or do I have to make for the pool and touch the liquid? There’s no
way it’s really water.”

“I think we need more information before we move,” I said, taking a
quick look around the room and not seeing anything move that wasn’t us.

Mentally I asked Daniel, Is there any chance that this means that we’re
past its mental defenses?

I’m trying to figure that out. Daniel closed his eyes.

Not hearing the exchange, Alex spoke over me, “You always think we need
more information, but it doesn’t just appear. Sometimes you have to push
some buttons to get it.”

He pushed his way past Izzy and walked toward the pool.

Izzy stepped forward, keeping up with him, “I don’t think that’s a good
idea. There’s something happening in the pool.”

Without stopping, Alex asked, “What?”

Izzy stared in the direction of the pool, “I don’t know. It’s small.”

The liquid bubbled and a child walked out of it, pulling himself over
the pool’s grey wall.

Wearing a blue and white striped shirt, and blue pants, the blond haired
boy could have passed for human anywhere.

“I’d like to talk,” it said with a touch of a lisp.

Alex glanced back at me, showing it was a good choice for the Fungus
Collective. Most people hesitate when it comes to killing kids.

Logically, I should have told him to shoot it. The longer we took with
this, the more time the greater horde had to reach us. Plus, it was most
likely an avatar for a larger entity that was willing to sacrifice human
life without a thought.

Why didn’t I? First of all, Alex didn’t take orders from anybody.
Second, we didn’t know where the core of the entity was and a
conversation could give us time to find it that combat wouldn’t. Beyond
that, would the Fungus Collective simply hand us the core of its mental
processes? Unlikely. If I had to guess, I’d guess that the kid was
intended to be a distraction for us.

Also, there was the possibility, however small, that we were actually
looking at a kid.

I thought at Daniel, Can you figure out what Alex should touch? The
kid? The pool? The floor (if we’re lucky)? One of the mounds. My bet
would be one of the mounds and most likely on the other side behind the
kid.

I felt agreement through our link.

Daniel looked over the room as the child said, “I know we got off to a
bad start, but I’m very young. I was born today. I’ve learned a lot in
my short time alive. I want to coexist.”

Standing off to my right, Cassie laughed, “I’ve got thousands of
footfalls coming this direction that says that you want to kill us.”

The child said, “If you want proof, I can stop them.”

From behind me, Haley asked, “Can you make them stop and retreat?”

“Yes. I’ve already done it. Check if you wish.” The child looked over
the group of us, not saying anything.

Speaking into the main League channel, I asked, “Control, is he telling
the truth?”

At the same time, I checked cameras from the bots I left outside the
building. He wasn’t lying.

It looked like a battleground outside, specifically as if a fantasy
background had been transported into modern Grand Lake.

Elves on horses, draconic beasts, trolls, goblins and more stood in the
street.

Fungus monsters of all kinds lay on the ground, all of them hacked apart
with medieval weapons. Fungus infected humans that had been ensorcelled
stood near them, some staring into space, others endlessly dancing as a
short, bearded fey played a violin.

The fey duke seemed to have taken Adam’s request not to kill humans
seriously. From the frown he wore as he
watched the fungus creatures withdraw to the other side of the street,
making a barrier of fungus creatures between the controlled humans and
the fey, I assumed that he was disappointed.

He sheathed his sword and crossed his arms for a few seconds, but then
started shouting to his troops, putting them into formation for fighting
should the fungus creatures return to the fight.

As I decided that I’d seen enough, he raised his right hand, looked
directly into the camera of the bot I was watching from, and gave a
small wave with his fingers.

I gave my attention back to the room with two new thoughts to add to the
many on my mind—1) don’t mess with powerful fey and 2) take a cue from
the fact that he expected the fight to continue.

Over the comm, Kayla said, “The bots show that all of the fungus and
fungus controlled creatures have stopped fighting and withdrawn from the
fight. That includes several units of National Guardsmen in tanks,
Rocket suits, and mechs.”

Haley stepped forward, “Okay. We’ve got confirmation that you retreated,
but it’s not far.”

In my head, Daniel said, I’m searching our best futures. If you can
believe it, there are lot where talking to the child and not fighting
ends this. I don’t know how, but that’s what I’ve got. There are real
futures where the fungus is an ally. On the other hand, there are more
futures where we talk and then there’s fighting. Some of those go bad,
but overall it’s still better than when we don’t talk.

Over the comm, Daniel added, “Paladin, the child isn’t your target. I’m
checking mound by mound right now. I’ll tell you when I find it, but
right now, it’s better to talk.”

Alex’s eyes flicked toward the mounds behind the child and he said, “Got
it,” into the comm.

“Thank you,” the child looked around the room, hopefully unable to hear
that exchange. “I know you have every reason not to trust me, but as I
said, I’ve learned a great deal more about human beings since my
creation—even since you freed my chosen spokesperson.”

He paused, I assume taking in our response to that.

“It puzzled me,” he continued. “I’d made you an offer in what I
considered good faith and even included the death of a useful tool to
show how serious I was. Fortunately, I’d recovered a number of dead
bodies, one of which I have here.”

Another humanoid form rose from the pool. This one had a grey, mushroom
flesh body and Arete’s head.

The child smiled, “I thought you’d recognize him! I’m sure you find the
idea that he’s dead disturbing, but getting access to his mind as well
as that of the other deceased individuals gave me the insight I needed
to understand why I shouldn’t absorb all life. Traveling through the
pathways that these individuals made over their lives, it struck me that
absorbing these people before they die might be… wrong.

”I think there’s something useful about the way that you all go through
your lives, alone, unable to feel the thoughts of the rest of your
species. Absorbing you only after your deaths might allow me to think
thoughts a composite being such as myself couldn’t ordinarily think. For
you, it offers immortality within me.

“Oh, and there is one other matter. From what I’ve gleaned from
inspecting Arete’s consciousness, it appears that the Xiniti will
exterminate all life on this planet if something like me takes over.

“For that reason, I propose an alliance.”

Cassie piped up before anyone else, “How do we trust you? You were
literally trying to kill some of us less than a minute ago. Sure, you
stopped, but what are we supposed to do with that? Right now you need
us, but maybe in the future you decide that you don’t. What’s going to
stop you from absorbing the whole world then?”

The boy frowned, “The Xiniti will burn this world. Isn’t that correct?”

“Right,” Cassie pointed at the mounds, “but we see what you’re up to.
You’re making replacements for us.”

I thought about the mounds with fake people growing inside the birthing
chambers. If the Xiniti didn’t make an effort to check if everyone was
real and fungus could control real people without obvious growths, the
Fungus Collective could rule the planet invisibly.

The boy froze—which was interesting by itself since it meant that it had
absorbed involuntary human movements. Then it said, “I’m sorry.
Originally, I did intend to create human replacements that I’d use to
rule behind the scenes, but now I just want to survive.”

Over the comm, I asked, “Blue or Night Cat, is it easy to tell the
difference between a human and fungus duplicate for you?”

I’d already checked with my sonar. The fungus needed a mechanical means
to walk, but it didn’t look the same—too solid.

Izzy nodded, “Easily.”

Staring at the ground as if trying to avoid sensing too much, Haley
said, “I can’t try smell through the suit, but they don’t sound right. I
wouldn’t be able to tell otherwise.”

Not hearing our conversation through the helmet, the boy continued, “The
Xiniti have observers on the planet. The Nine are aware of them. They
know they haven’t found them all.”

Muttering into her costume’s mic, Cassie said, “I don’t trust this
thing, but if it knows everything in Arete’s head, I’d consider a deal.
I don’t think we’ve ever captured a cooperative member of the Nine.”

I could feel a moment of hope in Daniel’s thoughts as he told the League
channel, “I don’t know how they subsume people into their larger
consciousness, but the Dominators’ commands probably wouldn’t have any
power over that many personalities.”

“Hey,” Cassie said aloud pointing her gun at Arete, “what do you know
about the Nine? Do you know everything he knows?”

The boy stared at her, “Everything. He was an agent of the Dominators,
tasked with infiltrating the superhero community. If you’re willing to
ally with me, I can share all of his activities and contacts.”

I glanced over at Arete or at least at his head and his grey, fungus,
replacement body, wondering how much of him was there.

Thanks to my implant, I could run through its footage of him. From that,
I could see that the Fungus Collective had given him a body physically
equivalent to the old one. I couldn’t speak to the details of what had
been under clothes except to note that nothing major had been
skipped—which felt a little uncomfortable, but whatever.

More interesting? He had the same look as when he’d been alive, watching
the conversation, his eyes tracking each person as they talked, arms
loose by his side, ready for action.

I had no way to tell, but Arete struck me as being alert and involved in
the conversation even if he wasn’t talking. Was that a good thing? I
couldn’t see Arete offering to give us his information on the Nine. So,
I was probably being paranoid.

Amy must have been thinking along the same lines, though, because she
stepped forward, Bloodspear in her right hand, her eyes never leaving
Arete as she asked, “Is he okay with betraying the Nine?”

The boy didn’t even look at Arete, “He’s a small part of the collective
whole. We are decided on our course of action. We mean to survive and
the Nine mean nothing to us.

“I don’t deny that his memory and his personality show them loyalty, but
the will of the collective whole decides what’s good for the collective
and we don’t see anything that the Nine have to offer.”

Alex blinked and tilted his head as he looked over the child, “Nothing?
I’m not saying that you should sign up with them, but I’m sure they’d
love to have you.”

The boy gave a curt nod, “I’m sure they would, but we’d be little more
than a tool to them and I’m certain they’d try to control us. You
people, from what I understand, might not trust us, but I think we can
earn our freedom with you.”

The ruby red glow of the gems on Amy’s armor seemed to glow a step
brighter as she said, “I’ve got some experience with a collective of
personalities. One personality can dominate the whole if it’s
sufficiently strong or dedicated.

“What if I could show you how to bind Arete so that he had no chance of
taking control?”

I may have been deluding myself, but I thought I saw the muscles on
Arete’s jaw tighten. Even with my implant’s instant replay, it was hard
to say.

The boy froze again, his right hand curling into a ball. Then he smiled
and said, “I would like that. Is this something that you can teach me or
would you place a spell on me?”

“A spell,” Amy said, glancing over at Arete, “and I can’t do it now
because I’m a little tired, but I think I could in ten minutes.”

Uncurling his right hand, the boy smiled, “I don’t necessarily need it,
but I’ll think about it. I do sometimes have a little trouble with rogue
personalities and a little help keeping them under control wouldn’t
hurt.”

While I couldn’t say I wanted Arete free, helping the Fungus Collective
keep him controlled also felt wrong.

On the other hand, I’d seen Arete’s expression and I’d seen the boy
freeze when Amy suggested the binding. It wasn’t impossible that the
Fungus Collective might be warring within itself over who controlled the
group.

I wondered if Amy knew and found Daniel’s connection to me had expanded
to include her.

You’re trying to push him, Daniel thought to Amy.

Amy thought back, Yes. If Arete can take over, I want him to do it now
when we’re prepared to destroy this thing instead of later.

Huh, I thought back, is that the best way to do this?

I felt a surge of irritation from Amy’s end of things that she quashed
down, knowing I could feel it. I’m sure I told you about this. The last
Bloodmaiden—the last of the old-style Bloodmaidens before I got
powers—absorbed a monster with more force of will than she could handle.
Its personality ran the whole show until she recovered and ended it. She
killed almost everyone she knew, throwing the throne over to my branch
of the family.

The past Bloodmaidens don’t want to see that happen again even in other
people. They don’t want to be surprised.

Was it even worth trying to argue? I doubted I’d have much luck trying
to persuade a composite being with thousands of years of service that I
was right.

Besides, they might be right. That didn’t stop me from asking, But if
we avoid a crisis now, can the fungus handle Arete?

Maybe, Amy’s expression remained neutral, but they don’t think we can
trust the Fungus Collective past this crisis. They’ll take any excuse to
destroy it.

My mask hid my facial expression—which was good because I doubted it
would help the situation.

As Daniel closed the connection between the three of us, he said, While
I can sense that engaging with the boy gives us the best chance,
outcomes of the conversation are fuzzier than normal. The Fungus
Collective might be the cause.

Amy nodded, eyes narrowing. I couldn’t argue. The thing already had
enough psychic power to affect teleportation. Maybe it was deliberately
fuzzing out the outcome.

It didn’t bode well for our alliance against the Nine—though it might go
along with that because it wiped out a potential rival.

Using the connection between us that never quite closed when we were in
range, Daniel said, I’m going to continue narrowing down the
possibilities for Alex and pass this conversation on to the rest of the
group.

I agreed, knowing he understood even if I didn’t put it into words.

In that moment, before Daniel could have even told them, I saw Katuk and
Kals emerge from the group of mounds behind us. Kals looked around as
she followed Katuk, taking in the pool, the bioluminescent mounds around
us, the boy, and Arete with his new body.

Katuk, in his silver Xiniti armor, walked a little ahead of her, making
the smallest movements of his head, but I had little doubt that he was
scanning the room for threats.

To my surprise, it wasn’t Kals that started talking. Katuk said, “I’ve
received direct orders from the Xiniti nation that I’m to assist in
handling this threat as my first priority.”

“Just now? We’re not fighting,” I watched the boy for his reaction and
he made none. I could only wonder what was happening underneath.

Arete didn’t move either, making me wonder if the Fungus Collective hive
mind was now joined in pitched battle with itself.

“Kals,” Alex said, drawing out her name. Remembering what he’d said
about pushing buttons earlier, I had a bad feeling that he’d taken Amy’s
plan to heart. “If Arete gets out of control, you can take him out,
right?”

She eyed Arete’s head on his new fungus body, “If everything in his head
is still human, he shouldn’t be any match for me.”

The boy fell over, landing on the concrete next to the pool, showing no
sign that the body had once been animate. It lay there, one arm folded
under its chest at an angle no human could stand for long.

Arete didn’t move either, but he didn’t fall. Despite Arete and the
boy’s immobility though, something was moving. I could feel rumbling in
the floor through the Rocket suit.

Views from the bots outside showed that the hordes of mushroom creatures
had charged City Hall. The Duke smiled, the points of his teeth showing
as he raised his sword and began cutting down the attackers even as his
horse kicked and crushed them.

His army followed him in, trolls, goblins, elves, and strange faerie
monsters killing with ecstatic grins on their faces.

The Duke’s army only fully covered City Hall, though, and the Fungus
Collective had more creatures to work with. They entered the far side of
the parking garage near City Hall and poured down the ramps as a group.

Near the front were the local National Guard base’s mechs and Rocket
suits. Even though the National Guard didn’t get the newest and best
designs, they weren’t pushovers. We’d be seeing them downstairs soon
enough.

“Control,” I asked over the main League channel, “it looks like the
truce is over and the Fungus Collective is under new leadership. You
should make sure the groups know.”

“I know. I know,” the sound of Kayla’s typing almost matched her voice.

I wanted to check if Daniel knew, but he had to. If we didn’t have a
target, we’d be best off randomly having Alex attack everything in
sight—except that he’d be too tired to affect much after a while.

That’s when Arete stopped staring at the floor and looked up at us. I
couldn’t find even a little bit of the minor superhero he’d pretended to
be in his face. Instead, he eyed us with a flat expression on his face
as if he were preparing to spar with someone he knew was better than he
was.

What was our plan? For the moment, my plan was stall him until Daniel
worked out what Alex had to destroy. I hoped everyone would be willing
to follow my lead on that one.

“Hey Arete,” I said, “did you just get promoted?”

He began to laugh, but it didn’t sound right. However his body was now
designed, it came out as a series of spastic wheezes.

“We got promoted,” he said. “I’m now part of a collective. The majority
recognized that I have better insight in dealing with humans since I
used to be one. That means that there will be changes in what you were
being offered.

“Do you want to know the first one?” His face erupted into a toothy
grin, “You surrender now or you get nothing. We’re not going to help you
fight the Nine because we, as a collective have determined that working
with the Nine is in our best interest. If you surrender, you get to
live. If you don’t surrender, well, I may not know who your families
are, but I know there are people in the Nine who do. And do you know
what? Since I’m now a collective, I’m calling the Nine right now. Thanks
to whatever you did to shut off the city from the outside, they can’t
come in here, but everything outside the city is fair game. And do you
know what? Everything and everyone inside the city is fair game for me.
All they need to do is tell me where to look.”

He stopped, adding, “I already know a few places. I won’t tell you
where. I’ll let it be a surprise.”

We were back to, “surrender or I’ll kill or infect your families,” only
now with the Nine’s assistance.

Though he couldn’t see it, I blinked, and said, “Well, I guess I liked
the previous offer better.”

Haley turned to watch me. Cassie had straight out laughed.

Arete paused before he replied, probably expecting more servility, “I
just threatened your family and the families of everyone you know. I
thought you’d care more and even if you didn’t, your team would.”

Alex shrugged, “Look, it’s nothing personal, dude. I don’t know exactly
why the Rocket didn’t give up, but it’s got to be something like this.
He doesn’t like bullies. He knows what they look like because he’s seen
them up close and personal. As for myself, it’s not that. I just think
you’re a shit negotiator. If you want people to work with you, there’s
got to be an upside, something they want. All you’re offering is the
chance to avoid being crushed beneath your boot. It’s not enough.”

It was easy for me to underestimate Alex. His tendency to act first and
ask questions later was one of the reasons, but sometimes, he showed
enough insight that I had to wonder if I was missing something. This was
one of those moments.

He wasn’t necessarily wrong about the bullying part of the statement,
but he’d gone one better over my idea for handling Arete. I’d been
waiting to see if I could stall until Daniel figured out where to attack
and hope people would follow my lead. Alex had just attacked the whole
reason the Fungus Collective chose to follow Arete.

If anything, I needed to follow his lead.

I took a step toward Arete, “I can’t work with you.”

I looked him in the eye (to the degree that I could through a helmet)
and said, “We’re all going to die and you with us. If you get out, that
means the whole planet goes. Whether people I care about die because of
the Nine or because the Xiniti make the sun go nova, they’re dead. So
congratulations, you’ve made this whole situation so bad that you have
no hold on us because we don’t have anything to lose.”

In the moment, I meant it, but I knew that if we got reports of our
parents dying at the hands of the Nine and we survived, it wouldn’t feel
like a victory.

Arete’s lip curled and his voice became louder, “This isn’t a no-win
scenario. If the crisis ends and you declare victory, the Xiniti aren’t
going to destroy the planet. So far as they’ll be able to tell, you won.
All you need to do is surrender, let a few spores in, and become part of
us.”

Turning his gaze to Katuk, he said, “That means you too. You’ll either
become part of us or be destroyed.”

Katuk’s voice took on an otherworldly quality with hard consonants
making a brief high-pitched ring. Having spent weeks in close quarters
with him, I knew this could happen when the Xiniti were amused.

Knowing that the Xiniti had destroyed the Abominators after the
Abominators found their home planet, inadvertently releasing them into
the galaxy, I suspected that their amusement was something to avoid.

It never meant anything good when we’d played Monopoly.

Aside from that, Katuk showed no emotion, meeting Arete’s gaze, his
wide, black eyes visible through his silver helmet, “You’re unfamiliar
with the Xiniti. We don’t back down when we have a mission. We fulfill
the task or die. We start the task regarding ourselves as already dead.”

Arete glanced over at me, the movement jerky. Integrating a human body
part into a fungus body wouldn’t always work well.

I said, “It’s a very functional idea for a culture of soldiers. It makes
it easy to do whatever’s necessary without worrying if you’ll survive.”

“And it makes them remorseless when you land on Boardwalk and it’s got
four hotels,” Cassie said, her gun still pointed in Arete’s direction.

Arete’s mouth dropped open, asking Cassie, “You play Monopoly with
aliens?”

Katuk talked over him, “You said it was only a game. It is more than
that, illustrating cultural assumptions and showing that humans have
emotional responses even to fictional experiences.”

“Arete,” I said, “you were killed, absorbed into a fungus, and you’re
now part of a creature with multiple minds. Maybe you should teach them
Monopoly. It won’t be any less weird.”

Sure, that was a bit of verbal nonsense, but it might buy us time—which
we needed because Daniel hadn’t yet pointed us toward the fungus’ core.

Gritting his teeth, Arete said, “You’re not taking this seriously. Do I
need to give you a reason to take it seriously? Well, here’s one, my
troops will be down here soon. Then you’ll either die or become part of
us whether you want to or not. If you’re willing, it will hurt less and
everyone will live.”

He was wrong about that. I was taking this very seriously. A quick check
of my bots’ cameras made me suspect that we needed to start destroying
everything we could. His armies would be down here in less than a
minute.

Off to my right, Haley tapped on the keyboard on her arm. Though I
couldn’t see or hear the conversation, she had to be coordinating with
the rest of the group outside the circle. They’d be facing the fungus
army first.

Over the main League channel, Kayla said, “Justice Fist turned around.
They’re coming back your way with the government unit. They couldn’t get
out. When they got close, the fungus army appeared. Out.”

That wasn’t good news. I decided to try for a long shot, telling Arete,
“I’m taking this seriously. What I don’t get is why your allies aren’t.
If they allowed you to take charge because you’ve got the most
experience manipulating humans, they should notice that when the humans
are protected from your voice, you’re completely useless at it.

“More than that, if you sold them on the idea that the Xiniti won’t look
too hard if everyone still looks and acts human, you were incredibly
dumb when you explained that one right in front of one of the Xiniti.
You may not know it, but Xiniti tech allows him to be in contact with
the Xiniti base near Mars from here. From the base, they can contact all
the Xiniti in the galaxy. This plan absolutely can’t work now.

“If you sold them on the idea that the Nine were powerful and we aren’t,
you should remember this, the Xiniti sometimes listen to us. If the
Fungus Collective were to put the other faction in charge again along
with the old deal, we might be able to convince them that you should
survive. They’ll scan us to be sure we’re not being influenced, but
they’ll at least listen to us.

“They’ll never listen to the Nine.”

Arete shook his head, “You’re bluffing. There’s no way this Xiniti could
pass that on to the rest. There’s no Xiniti Mars base and even if there
were there’s no way they’d find out for hours.”

I don’t know how often you encounter people whose understanding of the
world is so far from yours that you absolutely despair of bridging the
gap, but I hope it’s never for anything important.

In that moment though, I barely knew where to start. I tried, “Look,
there is a Xiniti base at the LaGrange point near Mars. It takes the
speed of light more than three minutes to get there. If you’re
communicating back and forth to a Mars rover it might take 15 to 45
minutes to communicate back and forth, but that’s partly just technology
and it’s not technology we’re using.

“The general public doesn’t know this, but an ansible near Earth
provides faster-than-light communication to the Xiniti or wherever.
Without question, the Xiniti high command knows about this by now. They
may even be launching ships by now.”

“You’re lying! You’re making this up to make us surrender so you can
kill us. This conversation is over. You’ll tell the truth when we open
your armor—wait…”

He stopped and said, “You know what, I’ll believe you if one of you
turns off your buzzer and let me ask you the same question.”

From behind me, Kals said, “No, don’t. I know what I could do with that
opening.”

Off to my left, Katuk said, “The Rocket isn’t lying and he’s correct in
guessing that the Xiniti nation is readying rapid response ships in case
you aren’t contained. Comparable creatures have absorbed the populations
of multiple planets.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I noted that Alex’ hand had moved, pointing
his pistol at Arete.

Behind us came a sound that reminded me of smacking lips and splashing
noise. Not needing to turn my head to see what was happening in my
helmet’s screens, I saw that the mounds containing “people” had opened.

For a moment they looked like they had in the birthing chambers—like
your average office worker, child, middle-aged parent, or grandparent.
Then they changed, their clothes and skin turning into a hard,
shell-like substance, their mouths widening until half of their faces
could open, revealing jagged teeth.

Even though I doubted that teeth could go through my armor, I reminded
myself that their Prime-clones had been a real threat and that they
evolved.

As I noted that there were a lot of them, Tara talked over the main
League channel, “I’ve been watching through the bots. If we want to have
a chance to survive, we need to move into the circle with you.”

“You’re going to be fighting on both sides,” I said.

Her voice flattened into the True’s monotone, “You’re not fighting yet
and we still have a better chance to win.”

I didn’t have time to respond to her because Arete chose that moment to
say, “I gave you one more chance. Now it’s time to die—”

He sounded like a poorly-written Bond villain and I wanted to tell him
so, but I didn’t get the opportunity. Katuk shot him.

By shot him, I mean a spot formed out of nothing on Katuk’s armor, the
silver giving way to a glowing, white dome. White light, crackling with
sparks, burst outward, hitting Arete, turning his fungus body to a piece
of human-shaped ash, and charring his head.

Katuk didn’t just shoot him. He annihilated him, leaving ash and a
shattered, blackened skull.

I turned to look at Katuk and he answered my unspoken question, “It
seemed like a good first step.”

Cassie turned around, pointing her gun at the figures behind us, all of
whom had frozen, “You beat me to it. Mr. Sparkles was disappointed. Do
you think they’re dead?”

I shook my head, “There’s no way we could be that lucky. My bet is that
they’re electing a new leader or something.”

Over the Rocket suit’s PA, I said, “Hey Fungus Collective, assuming
you’re listening, we’re willing to negotiate, we weren’t willing to
negotiate with him. The first deal you offered us was one we could
consider. That worked out better for everyone including you.”

Next to me, Haley, watched the frozen… humonsters (for lack of a better
name) as if they could attack at any time.

I checked the body or abandoned avatar I’d thought of as “the boy.” It
didn’t move or show any sign of moving. I considered asking Daniel how
it was going but didn’t bother. He could do without the interruption.

Except… Daniel thought back and not just to me—to everybody, I’ve had
to do it differently than I expected. They can block direct prescience,
so I’ve had to think sideways. There’s a mound across and to the left of
the pool. We need to get Alex there. That won’t be it, but that’s the
start—

Interrupting Daniel’s thought, all of the humonsters started to talk as
one voice even if it was at different pitches.

“Did you think you destroyed me?” Even at different pitches, I
recognized the voice as Arete’s, “Did you think you could make the
Collective reject me? I’m part of it and we are one—as you will be. Now,
serve me!”

As strange as it sounded from many mouths, the command became stranger
as it took on the tones I recognized from hearing Julie, Kals, and
various people we’d met in space use them.

Produced from a choir, the noise overwhelmed the sound of my buzzer. I
could hear it, but only a little, and for the first time since I’d
perfected the design, I could feel pressure to obey.

It would have been over right there if it had never occurred to us that
someday we might be exposed to a Dominator and be without a buzzer.

The bad news, of course, was that we hadn’t had access to Kals or anyone
with Dominator training. We did have Julie, but unlike the Dominators in
the Human Ascendancy or serving the Nine, she hadn’t been taught from
childhood. She’d picked up what she could by experimentation and what
the teachers in the Stapledon program knew
the Dominators could do.

Still, it was something—enough to practice with.

All Arete’s minions had said was, “Serve me.”

The great thing about that statement was that it wasn’t an actionable
command. If he’d said, “Serve me dinner,” it would have been specific.
“Serve me” was abstract.

You could almost completely ignore that.

We’d done one better than that in our preparation. The Nine had trigger
commands. We’d built in a few ourselves, all of them around the theme
of, “If you’re being commanded to do something, pretend to comply and
watch for your shot.”

It wasn’t perfect. Kals would have come up with something better and a
skilled Dominator could probably work around it if they knew it existed.
Well, maybe. We’d supplemented Julie’s commands with Amy’s magic and
modifications to our telepathic blocks.

We could only hope that Arete wasn’t skilled enough to handle it.

My major worry was that Kals didn’t know about it (unless Julie told
her) and that not everyone involved in this fight had access to it.

I could solve part of that. Fighting my need to comply, I told my
implant to send Kals my memories of the system’s design. I wasn’t
rebelling against his commands. I followed Julie’s commands and got Kals
the information she needed to know.

Meanwhile, the situation had kept on moving.

None of us had attacked the humonster choir and Izzy asked, “How do we
serve you?”

Hopefully, that meant that she was following our implanted commands
instead of Arete’s.

Kals sent back a reply through her implant, It’s crude, but not bad.

Through the humonsters, Arete said, “Bow.”

Except for Amy, we all bowed. Not wanting to make myself immobile, I
bowed from the waist up and noticed that everyone else was too.

The humonsters started laughing, all of them with a wheezing, dry laugh
that made me think that their equivalent of lungs either didn’t quite
work right or was completely different in design.

“Hold still,” Arete said through his proxies. “No one moves until I tell
you to.”

Feeling the words wash over me along with a need to obey, I kept my mind
on Julie’s command, “… pretend to comply and watch for your shot…” I
felt my anxiety go up in the face of possible conflicting commands, but
I reminded myself that this was the one I wanted to follow.

A group of humonsters stepped forward, throwing me down and Haley with
me.

They didn’t get anywhere near Amy. The red accents on her armor glowed
brighter and she held the Bloodspear at the ready.

One of the humonsters stopped in front of her, but out of direct reach
of her spear, for all the good that would do. “I can feel you,” it said,
its high-pitched voice a strange combination with Arete’s baritone.

The humonster’s voice rang with compulsion, “You’re on the edges of our
mind. Join us.”

Amy responded, but not with her voice. Much like Arete, she responded
with a choir of voices, but not in the same way. Though the sonar only
showed the presence of one person standing there, I could see multiple
faces and bodies, all of them in the same armor and holding the
Bloodspear. All of them talked at once. I couldn’t hear Amy’s voice
within the crowd.

“We will not join you, fungus creature. We were created to slay monsters
and will slay you from the inside if we must.”

Then she stared at the closest one, spear at the ready.

Arete said nothing for a few seconds—which I hoped meant that the Fungus
Collective was rethinking its support of his ideas. I knew better when
he continued to speak. If someone who was born yesterday was supposed to
be naive and innocent of how the world works, the Fungus Collective had
been born less than an hour ago and spent most of it fighting us.

The humonster, its teeth flashing in the bioluminescent glow around us
said, “You’re alone. You’re the only one we can’t command. You’ll join
us or you’ll fight all of your friends first. Heroes’ League destroy
her.”

Tara talked slowly as if fighting Arete’s commands, “We’re coming too.
They’re letting us in.”

I checked their cameras as I pushed myself up. The group outside was
walking into the circle, trailed by the Prime clones they’d been keeping
under control and National Guardsmen in power armor. Behind them came
Prime, former Mayor Bouman, Yellow Mask, Logan, and Justice Fist. They
must have been caught on their way here.

Haley had already flipped to her feet, but neither she nor anyone else
was hurrying to attack. That gave me hope that we were all still on the
same side.

As we all began to circle Amy, Daniel spoke in everyone’s heads, Alex
needs to wither a mound across the circle from us. It’s in the second
ring.

I can’t read them very well, Daniel thought at us, but for lack of a
better analogy, I think it’s the heart, the center of the organism’s
circulation. I wish we had a biologist because then I could ask better
questions, but I know that as long as we get Alex there, it’ll die.

Noticing, no doubt, that we hadn’t started tearing Amy limb from limb,
the humonsters shouted as one, “Kill her now!”

As the noise overwhelmed the sound of the buzzer again, I had to fight
the urge to charge Amy, hearing Julie’s command in my head
again.

Everyone else had to be feeling the same and that might have been why
Daniel spoke in everyone’s head, repeating his memory of Julie’s command
and following it up with, Remember, pretend until you have to fight
back. It’s time.

Turning toward the humonsters felt like it took forever, especially
since I wanted to make sure we were all turning. Reminding myself that
we had two backup plans, I decided to concentrate on myself since the
alternative was becoming a puppet.

Feeling like I was pushing through sludge, I did it, deciding to start
with fire and explosions and fire off a series of boombots. At least six
of the humonsters were standing in clusters. They were asking for it.
With the rest, I could get at least two per shot. It was something.

The boombots exploded, burning the humonsters, knocking them backwards
or sideways, but not taking any of them out. If they’d been vulnerable
to fire, they’d evolved out of it.

As I did it, I found myself wondering what everyone else was doing. I
couldn’t be the only one who made it through, could I?

A beam of burning, white light from Cassie’s gun answered that question
and made an ashey hole in a humonster’s chest at the same time. The
humonster didn’t go down, but it did stop to examine the damage,
touching the edge of the hole with a taloned finger.

Though it wasn’t easy to read expressions on faces where the mouth
extended more than halfway around the
skull, the way they tilted their heads and stared made me think they
were surprised by us.

I opened up on them with my laser, noting that Alex and Jenny were
already running away from us in the direction of the pool that the boy
came out of. They weren’t yet up to his body, but at least they were
going in the direction Daniel pointed out.

Kals and Katuk followed them, Kals making a complex series of tones to
counter the humonsters that were now shouting, “Surrender!”

At the same time, both Izzy and Haley burst into red flame the color of
Amy’s gems. This was bad, not because of what happened, but because of
what it meant. Amy set up the spell on all of us to be triggered if we
were controlled—upon which it would wipe out whatever controlled us, but
only once.

She’d have to do the spell again for it to work again. In a situation
like this, she wouldn’t have time. We did have one other failsafe—a
telepathic trigger.

I burned a hole into one of the humonsters, aiming for the chest, hoping
that I might at least be able to lower its lung capacity.

At the same time, I reminded everyone, “If the spell triggers, get out.
It probably won’t get better down here.”

Daniel’s telepathic trigger would put them into a temporary coma since
that would be better than being used against the
team.

Haley jumped over the humonsters, ripping a leg off the nearest one as
she landed. Izzy flew over them too quickly for any of them to respond,
picking up Haley and flying toward the entrance where the team that had
been outside the circle was already fighting the Prime clones. They’d be
able to do some good there.

I’d have to work out better soundproofing in case we ever fought enough
Dominators to make this much noise again.

For now though we needed to give Alex enough time to get away from the
humonsters and maybe even take them down.

No one needed to give the order. Amy, Cassie, and I knew it was our job.
Daniel helped too, but he flew toward Alex, pausing only to
telekinetically throw a group of three humonsters into another group of
four.

As the rest of the humonsters charged us, Cassie and I burned them,
aiming at their legs. Unlike a normal human, they didn’t go down when we
hit, but if you cut off a leg, they couldn’t follow anyone.

Amy did what she’d been doing since this fight started—throwing her
spear. Whatever guidelines the Fungus Collective used to guide its
evolution, they hadn’t worked out a way around throwing living things at
us.

They did work something else out. As Cassie used her Abominator gun to
burn straight through her third humonster, the remaining ones all
targeted her with their voices, “Stop!”

She hesitated and then a burst of red light glowed all around her and
she shook her head. I was about to remind her to go, but when she jumped
upward, her suit’s anti-gravity kicking in and moving her toward the
ceiling.

Even as I burned the humonsters with my laser, they didn’t let up,
barraging her with sound, “Land!”

As she slowed, floating next to the ceiling, I knew that her second
trigger had kicked in. I didn’t want to leave her there, but as I
considered if I could grab her, Daniel thought, Don’t at me.

Amy and I turned around, flying after the rest as the humonsters chased
us.

The humonsters ran after us, ignoring Cassie and they didn’t just run.
They leapt. They tumbled. The talons that grew out of their hands and
feet clacked against the floor.

They weren’t slow. Only the fact that Alex, Jenny, Kals, and Katuk had
started first kept them from being caught—that and Katuk’s shooting
ability.

Without looking, he pointed the gun under his forearm backward and
fired, scattering blasts of white light behind him. The first two caught
humonsters full on, severing the right arm from one and the entire lower
half of the other.

By the time the second one got hit, the humonsters had started leaping
to the right and left, trying to get cover by the mounds, running into
openings, and disappearing into the unseen rows between them.

Alex glanced over at the humonsters, aiming a few shots at them and
hitting them several times. The small unit of Jennys did the same,
peppering the group. Their misses hit the mounds, causing them to
shudder, but they hit more than they missed and the humonsters all
disappeared into the mounds on that side of the room. I breathed out a
sigh of relief. Forcing them to go the long way could only buy us time.

Over the comm, Alex asked, “Which way?”

Daniel pointed toward an opening between two mounds that was across the
room, but at the moment could have been in another state. Alex muttered,
“Damn,” and sprinted forward with multiple copies of Jenny running with
him, Kals and Katuk just behind, and Amy, Daniel, and me following
after.

We flew past the body of the boy and the pool he’d emerged from. He
didn’t move and the pool remained calm, reflecting the glow from the
ceiling and mounds around us.

With no one barking orders at us, we had a few moments to concentrate if
we wanted them, but that could only slow us down. If we hurried, maybe
we’d find that there were no defenses ahead. I wouldn’t hold my breath,
but I could hope.

That optimism didn’t even make it across the room.

Flying gave me a better view than I’d get running—the kind of view that
punctures illusions. In this case, it punctured my illusion that we’d
have an easy time.

I’d known that the National Guardsmen in Rocket suits were coming, but
I’d assumed that they’d have to go through the only entrance to the
circle. What I probably should have assumed was that if the center of
the Fungus Collective were about to be destroyed, the Collective would
make new doors in itself because that’s what happened.

Holes appeared in the outside walls, showing us the parking garage
around the circle. Rocket suits flew through the openings and dropped
out of sight. I couldn’t see them well enough to know where they were
going. Most of the mounds reached the ceiling and the Collective wasn’t
or couldn’t make them smaller so that the troops could fly through.

We were three-quarters of the way across by then and had caught up to
the rest of the group. I landed near the front near Katuk. “National
Guardsmen in Rocket suits are here. If we can, I’d like to leave them
alive. It’s not their fault they’re fighting us.”

Katuk said, “That sounds difficult.”

“I know. It might not be possible. We’ll try.”

That conversation took us to the opening Daniel had pointed to. Only a
few inches wider than one person and between two nondescript mounds,
Daniel’s recommendation was its only distinguishing feature.

If I’d seen them on any other day, I wouldn’t have thought so. They had
fleshy, grey skin that glowed with green, bioluminescent light, pulsed
every few seconds from some internal process, and quivered as if alive.
On any other day, they’d have worried me, but today, I checked in both
directions for hostile mushroom people, didn’t see any, and stepped into
the corridor. Daniel said, “Turn right,” over the comms as I did,
answering my unspoken question.

I did, Katuk following me in and everyone else following him.

Over the comm, Alex asked, “You said the second row. This thing to our
left?”

“Further,” Daniel.

It didn’t look any different further down the row than it did at first.
As we moved though, something did feel different. As someone who’d used
telepathy ever since discovering his best friend had it, I knew the
feeling.

If I had to bet, I’d have bet that we’d reached the generation point of
the anti-teleportation signal in addition to the clairvoyant fuzz Danial
had mentioned before.

Now that we were near the point where it began, I could also feel its
strength. For lack of a better phrase, the psychic pressure it created
felt on par with Daniel’s or better. I could even feel an undercurrent
of pain in its thoughts. Remembering when Daniel released a psychic
attack at it, I could at least guess at its cause.

Ahead of me, another Rocket suit stepped into the corridor. This one had
been in green, brown, and beige camouflage colors. The helmet obscured
the face of the operator inside. I could only guess at his or her
expression as he raised a massive automatic rifle and charged, firing.

Unless I chose to fly upward, I had nowhere to go to dodge the shot.
Even if I wanted to, that went against the whole point of being first.
This was the kind of shot I was here to take so someone squishier didn’t
have to.

Of course, Katuk was right behind me. His armor was every bit as
good—which turned out to be important because the Guardsman’s rifle
turned out to be automatic and not every shot hit me even if a lot of
them did.

They hit hard. I could thank the alien materials I’d modified for my
survival and couldn’t be confident that previous versions of the Rocket
suit would have done as well.

With each hit a damage report appeared in my HUD along with the repair
status. Meanwhile, I stumbled backward, figuring out my next move as a
second soldier in powered armor stepped in behind him.

We wouldn’t be able to do anything with them blocking the way forward.

Hoping it would be enough, I fired off a series of goobots. I had
plenty. I’d spent the day fighting things I could kill.

The bots exploded into webbing, coating both of the opposing Rocket
suits and hardening as the soldiers tried to escape. They couldn’t, but
a soldier behind them leaned in, pointing a rifle around the
corner.

I fired off more goobots, watching as they turned the corner, zeroing in
on the next two soldiers and exploding into ropey, gray strands.

Four soldiers were now ensnared and as much as they pulled and strained,
they couldn’t pull out of it.

Now though, we couldn’t get through that corridor without risking
becoming stuck to them. On the bright side, the same problem applied to
them. I fired off a few more goobots, targeting soldiers behind the ones
I’d hit.

There were five of them. One had reached in to try to free the ones I’d
stuck together and become stuck himself. The rest were beginning to back
up and go in the other direction.

I didn’t get all of them. Two were out of the area of effect, but the
gooey strands splattered across three of the five, solidifying and
pulling them together.

“This way,” Daniel pointed backward and we went that way, putting Amy
and a group of Jennys in front of the group.

Not meeting any resistance, we ran down the corridor, finding another
opening and using it to turn and go in the original direction we’d been
heading. On this side of the mound, though, I could see more light and a
rainbow of colors further down the row.

The bad news was that the color outlined two figures walking toward us,
both in Rocket suits and pointing big barreled rifles at us.

I couldn’t use goobots or I’d close off another route to our goal. I
couldn’t use the laser without jumping or firing off the rockets to get
a shot because I was at the back.

The great thing about being part of a team though is that it’s not all
on you.

Kals shouted, “Stop!”

It didn’t work as it should have. They should have stopped, and they
did—kind of. They stopped and then started moving again, dragging one
foot after another as if forced. At least they began to. Kals shouted,
“Dive!”

They halted completely. I could feel their confusion and indecision in
the way they stared at the floor as if trying to decide where they could
dive.

In that moment Amy threw the Bloodspear and it hit the nearest one,
symbols in the metal shaft glowing a dull red until Amy pulled her hand
back and the Bloodspear flew into it.

The second one fumbled to pull up his rifle and point it even as the
first Guardsman fell to the ground. He never got to fire a shot. Before
he had time to get it level, the Bloodspear was already sticking out of
his chest.

Amy pulled her arm back and he fell too. Then she turned back to look at
me and said, “They’re still alive, just tired.”

“Great,” I said, noting that the red gem on her chest which had been
duller than normal was now a touch brighter.

Then she started walking forward again, spear in hand, stepping over the
Rocket suits when she reached them. I couldn’t help but feel a little
sorry for them. It wasn’t their fault they fought us.
Plus, I could remember the coldness setting
in when I turned the Bloodspear on myself in order to save Amy’s life.

They were lucky she had control over the spear’s hunger right now.

Memories of Lee saving both of us from a situation neither wanted ran
through my mind as we reached the mound Daniel had been leading us to.

“There,” Daniel said and no one needed clarification about what “there”
meant.

This mound didn’t look the same as the others. It wasn’t just the
variety of bioluminescent colors. It was
the intricacy of the strands that composed it, some larger, some
smaller, some in bundles like cables, others interweaving with each
other in matrices made of thin lines.

The colors made individual cables stand out, sometimes because the
colors changed in order.

So, we had a target. Now Amy, Kals, a bunch of Jennys, and Daniel had to
get out of Alex’s way so that he could touch whatever it was and tap the
metaphorical domino that would start the process of tipping them all
over.

At that moment, I heard a noise or more accurately many small taps and
thumps. A quick look around me explained it. The humonsters were back.
They’d scrambled over the mounds on either side and came down in front
of us, behind us, and to the sides of us lying on top of the mounds.

I’d last seen roughly 25 of them scrambling for cover among the mounds,
but here there were 50, maybe more.

They opened their mouths and shouted, “Don’t move!”

Thanks to my HUD, I could see that the volume was more than twice what
they’d done earlier. It rolled over the sound of my buzzer like it
didn’t exist.

I could feel the command take hold and I couldn’t move—for a second.
Even as I went to plan B, activating bots and readying them for firing
with my implant, I felt warmth and the beat of someone’s heart (probably
Amy’s) as a red glow burst out of me.

At the same time, similar glows burst out of Amy, Daniel, Alex, and
Jenny (all of her), freeing all of them. Kals and Katuk hadn’t trained
with us and didn’t have our triggers, but Kals was fine, making some a
sound with her mouth.

As for Katuk, my implant threw up an alarm, showing him as controlled.
I’d known that Xiniti had been affected by Dominators in the past, but
not as easily as humans.

Remembering how small a percentage of the Human Ascendancy’s population
seemed to be Dominators, it wouldn’t have surprised me if the Xiniti
simply never had to deal with that many Dominators at once. Still, at
that moment, I wasn’t doing too much speculation about the reason, I had
another problem.

Our failsafe allowed us to retreat or try for a Hail Mary before going
comatose and this wasn’t a situation where we could retreat.

I started firing off boombots at the humonsters around us, trying not to
get too close to us. I was getting low, but there wasn’t any point in
saving them for a later date.

Even as the first two bots streaked away, one heading for the humonsters
ahead of us and the other for the ones behind me, Daniel lifted Alex and
began to move him over Amy, Kals, and the group of Jennys toward the
glowing, strangely intricate mound.

Showing that between whatever was left of Arete and the Fungus
Collective someone was paying attention to our defenses, the humonsters
shouted, “Do nothing,” at a volume that matched what they’d managed
before. Alex fell on top of the Jennys—none of whom disappeared. That
was bad because Jenny’s trigger was supposed to discorporate any
affected copies so she could send more in.

This meant that the command had penetrated deep enough that it affected
her, all of her. Alex wasn’t moving either and neither were Amy or
Daniel.

The only spark of hope I had was that Kals hadn’t stood there when Alex
fell, she’d dodged out of his way.

I say all that as if everything was fine with me. It wasn’t that simple.
I hadn’t gone unscathed by the humonsters’ attack. Their command cut
into my mind as effectively as the first one had, triggering my second
failsafe—which wasn’t exactly like everyone else’s.

Instead of going comatose, mine triggered an ability I’d been working on
with Kee, having mentioned the Dominators to her. Her comment had been,
“We can’t let them control you. The potential consequences are
catastrophic.”

She’d taught me how to use the energies available to me as a
proto-Artificer to project enough of my consciousness outside my body to
be unaffected by Dominator vocal attacks, cleansing my physical body of
their effects. I’d constantly run energy through myself in a much more
sustainable way than I’d been able to in the past.

Assuring me that, “It’s a great exercise for a being at your level of
development,” she’d also added, “but don’t do it for too long unless you
have no choice. And don’t pull too much power in. Sip it. Pull in too
much and you’ll exhaust yourself like you did the first time.”

Why shouldn’t I use it except briefly? Why not trot it out the second
I’m aware there are Dominators in the area? The constant problem with
using Artificer abilities—the possibility of attracting the attention of
other Artificers, specifically the Destroy faction which would end the
world. Even worse, knowing now that Lee hid one of their weapons here, I
might also arm the Destroy faction with a weapon that could end the Live
faction’s chance to teach other sentient races enough for them to be
able to fight back.

In short, you could make a reasonable case for the idea that even saving
my own life might not be worth the risk of using it.

Unfortunately for the universe, I valued my family and friends’ lives
enough that I was willing to take that risk.

So, when Arete’s minions shouted their command, I let the trigger put my
mind into contact with all of myself, drawing on power I still didn’t
fully understand, letting the coolness of it flow into me and through
me. On the edges of my consciousness, I felt the “Artificer
Superhighway,” a place that allowed faster-than-light communication
between the universe’s elder races.

I kept my consciousness out of it and kept on firing off boombots,
targeting humonsters. I needed to come up with something I could make
work with just Kals and I.

Maybe she could pull Alex or Amy out of their stupor.

As I settled into “Artificer consciousness,” I realized that my view of
the world had shifted subtly. While it wasn’t true, it was as if the
world now had extra colors except not quite.

If someone had telepathically looked through my eyes, it would have
looked no different, but I knew somehow that I was sensing through
something else. Through that sense or senses, I could feel that Amy’s
body contained more beings than it should. I could almost make out faces
and bodies.

With Daniel, despite his temporary coma, I could feel a core of power.
With Alex, I could sense how far his field of health extended. Jenny
only registered as one person despite her many bodies—which made sense.
For Kals and Katuk, I felt none of that. From an Artificer’s
perspective, they were nothing of note.

The mounds though, and especially the one Alex needed to destroy, pulsed
with power and life. They felt similar to Daniel except less focused,
but with more depth of energy reserves.

The humonsters didn’t have any of that. From an Artificer perspective,
they barely qualified as living beings. From my perspective though, they
were a problem, mostly because there were nearly fifty of them and they
now only had two opponents, Kals and me.

I’ll try to keep them off you while you wake someone up, I told her
through my implant.

Then you’d better start soon, she thought back at me through the same
connection.

She wasn’t wrong. All of the humonsters on top of the mounds had jumped
down. Their targets? Us, the only humans standing.

One thing it was easy to forget about Kals? She had all of Cassie’s
strength, agility, and a small part of her endurance in addition to
Dominator voice abilities.

The humonsters found that out to their surprise. With a dagger in each
hand, she chopped off an arm here, a leg there, and then a head or two.

I, meanwhile, was discovering something I hadn’t known. I’d known for a
while that I thought faster and was able to absorb more data than most
people, but I couldn’t move faster—which meant it didn’t help me much in
a fight.

While tapping into Artificer abilities now, that wasn’t true, I moved
fast enough for it to matter. Whether it was only that or also the fact
that I’d been within Alex’s field of being better long enough to be
affected, I didn’t know, but I was.

It didn’t seem like I could miss. Not wanting to risk creating friendly
fire by using more boombots, I’d released two killbots. They hadn’t been
useful for much of the day because the Fungus Collective’s creatures
didn’t have much in the way of organs.

In this moment, though, I could control two at once, using them together
to sever an arm as it reached for Kals while simultaneously punching a
humonster that had jumped down toward me hard enough that it knocked
over three more that had been running in my direction.

Using a strike with the edge of my hand to decapitate one while stepping
over Daniel and Katuk to get closer to Kals, I cut the leg off a
humonster that had been leaping for her with the killbots.

It fell off the side of the mound that it had been jumping from and I
hit it hard enough that I broke it in two, bits of fungus flesh
spattering onto the floor.

Stepping over the mess, I moved next to her and we were back to back.
Taking stock of the situation, I realized we were doing well. In
combination with my blasts a few seconds earlier, we’d taken them from
more than fifty humonsters to only a few more than thirty.

It didn’t even the odds, but we’d done that in seconds. I had reason to
hope.

I exploded the two killbots inside the nearest humonster’s head, blowing
hardened teeth shaped fungus across the row while punching the middle of
another hard enough that its chest exploded, throwing fungus bits twenty
feet and causing it to fall in two, severed by the weight of its
remaining body.

Through Kals’ implant connection, she asked, Why didn’t you fight like
that before?

The humonsters paused, making me wonder if Arete was rethinking his
strategy, but giving me time to reply, The
longer I do it, the more likely I am to summon monsters that might
destroy humanity and maybe all life.

She glanced back at me, eyebrow raised and mouth partially open, Then
let’s get this over with.

Bending over and touching her helmet to Alex’s, she also used a private
League channel, likely hoping that the combination would carry enough of
what made her voice work to get him moving.

It wouldn’t have been necessary if I hadn’t assumed that the Xiniti’s
success in defeating the Abominators meant that the assumptions in their
suit design were a good guideline for protection against Dominators. I
couldn’t have realistically predicted that we’d ever face more than
fifty Dominators with perfect coordination of their voices at once, but
we had.

The Xiniti in hundreds of years of war had never met more than ten
attempting to coordinate like that.

Trying to ignore those thoughts, I watched the humonsters because there
was no way that Arete would let her get Alex up.

I wasn’t wrong. The remaining humonsters jumped out of the rows as
Rocket suited National Guardsmen entered them from both directions,
running toward us.

Don’t get me wrong, I didn’t let the humonsters leave without taking
down a few. Every humonster I hit was one less voice, but as I did it, I
was already planning how I’d handle the controlled humans running toward
us.

I started with the obvious. I had no shortage of goobots since there was
no point in trapping fungus creatures that even their creator regarded
as disposable.

Plus, they’d worked before.

I sent out a barrage of bots pointing my arms in both directions,
setting the bots to explode where they clustered, but also targeting the
first Guardsman in each group.

The explosions of goo did what I wanted them to, spreading across the
rows, touching the mounds on either side and turning into logjams. When
I hit clustered Guardsmen, it was even better. In one case, the logjam
was five people deep, all of them stuck to each other as well as the
mounds on either side.

Mixed with the surge of relief I felt came worry. I’d created
bottlenecks on both ends of the row, but I hadn’t taken out all of the
National Guardsmen. I hadn’t even taken out a tenth of them.

A tenth? My implant had counted them in the background as I was fighting
and it had counted 102. That was a lot more than I’d realized the
National Guard’s base had. I supposed that they might have come to the
conclusion that having an internationally visible superhero team might
require increased staffing because we might get targeted.

When you considered that they were now targeting us, it seemed ironic.

Still, they were stopped for now. I reminded myself of that and hoped
that Kals would get Alex to move so that we could take this all down.

As one Guardsman tried to fly over them, I fired off a goobot which
reached him as he was lifting off, exploding into strands that stopped
him above the Guardman in front, adding another layer above the first
and making it even harder for someone to fly over that.

Kals, meanwhile, talked to Alex. I didn’t see any sign of movement on
his part which reflected well on Julie and Daniel’s collaboration, but
wasn’t convenient in the least.

Observing in all directions with my helmet, I noticed that the
humonsters were now creeping up over the far sides of the mounds with
only their heads visible. They were going to do something. I didn’t know
what.

I shot off a boombot, letting it explode within a group of them and
watching the others. That turned out to be a good idea. I couldn’t watch
or shoot off boombots in all directions at once.

When the first boombot exploded, the rest of them crawled over the
mounds, avoiding the goo-covered soldiers to aim for Kals. I recognized
it from their path over the mounds and used boombots to blast them to
bits.

But they weren’t only aiming for Kals. They’d left the comatose bodies
alone when we were running, but not anymore. They went straight for
Daniel, Katuk, Amy, and the various copies of Jenny.

They went for Alex and Kals as well, but Kals noticed, pulling out her
pistol and burning the first one coming toward her even as it came over
the mound. She only got the one next to it after it jumped, but she got
it.

My brain, meanwhile, was working on overdrive, recognizing this move as
very human. The Fungus Collective wouldn’t think to do it, but Arete
would have.

If he pulled my focus in too many directions, we’d lose and I had every
reason to let my focus get pulled. Even if Kals was having a hard time
bring Alex up, what if Arete had a better approach or a worse approach
but was able to brute force it by producing more humonsters and working
on our people in isolation?

I shot off boombots, and used killbots for precision strikes to remove
limbs, keeping them off Daniel and Jenny. It turned out that I didn’t
need to do anything for Katuk. He didn’t move and when a humonster
grabbed him, Katuk’s suit moved, grabbing the humonster’s neck and
severing its head.

He didn’t move after that, but they left him alone.

For a moment I’d hoped he was back, but it must have been a command
built into the hardware of his cybernetic systems.

As I whipped the killbots around, severing a hand from a humonster that
was trying to grab a Jenny, Kals muttered a Human Ascendancy word that
my implant translated as “entrails.”

In that moment, I realized that they’d grabbed Amy. She’d been on the
other side of Kals and Kals had been focused on keeping Alex. She either
hadn’t seen them or she’d had to make a choice, the kind of choice I’d
been trying to avoid.

Except… As the three humonsters that had her began to climb back over
the mound, Amy moved. A bright red light washed over her and she jerked
her arm out of the hands that held it, sticking the blade of the
Bloodspear into the humonster holding her other arm.

The humonster shriveled up into a thin, brittle remnant of itself.

Then she stabbed and drained the other two in quick succession, making a
strangled war cry each time. I’d never heard her make that sound before
and I’d fought my way up a skyscraper full of vampires with her. She’d
had plenty of opportunity.

I didn’t know it for certain, but everything from the war cry to a new
looseness in her stance told me that this wasn’t Amy. One or more of the
previous Bloodmaidens was now running the show.

I could only hope that she or they were doing this as a last resort. If
it were some kind of takeover, I wouldn’t have the faintest clue about
how to get Amy back in the driver’s seat.

As I understood this, the Bloodmaiden stepped around Kals to behead a
humonster while simultaneously sucking its life force out. As the
shriveled body fell, she’d already speared two more, giving the
Bloodspear a strong, red glow I didn’t think I had seen in Amy’s hands.

If we ever got Amy back, I wasn’t going to mention it, but I had a
feeling that this Bloodmaiden was better.

That knowledge gave me the confidence to let “Amy” and Kals protect Alex
while I did my best to protect Daniel and the various Jennys.

Her ability to duplicate herself made it worse when every copy
represented a tunnel into her brain.

I fired off a series of armor piercing bots. They weren’t as effective
as killbots, but they were simpler and faster to produce. Plus, they
didn’t have monomolecular blades constantly sucking energy until they
dulled.

For fighting animate fungus creatures, they were arguably better. Where
the killbots cut cleanly through, the armor piercing bots splattered
innards outward, carrying more with them than they hit directly.

I aimed for the legs, taking them off more often than not. If there
weren’t so many of them, it would have been easy. I blew the leg off one
to realize that another had grabbed one of the copies of Jenny and was
about to carry her off. I shot the legs off that one only to see another
diving for Daniel.

I punched through that one’s chest to find two more humonsters grabbing
copies of Jenny, one for each.

I sent bots through the heads off of each one and then fired off a
boombot to explode in the middle of a humonster cluster looking over the
top of the mound to my right.

They disappeared and the top of the mound near them blackened and
burned.

After that, I didn’t see as many, but also, they stopped clustering.
They dropped from over the side of the mounds four at a time, one going
for Daniel and the other three for copies of Jenny. I sent
armor-piercing bots through them, noticing as their legs exploded that
two more had dropped down, grabbed a Jenny together and were pulling her
up the side of the mound to my right—30 feet down the row.

The bots under my control were in the other direction and I couldn’t
fire off more without transferring the bots from individual control to
group control. That would have taken longer than I felt I had.

I fired off myself with the rockets, pulling Jenny out of the
humonsters’ grasp and flipping around to go back to my position.

I expected to find that more humonsters were dropping down to grab
Daniel and copies of Jenny. I’d prepared to drop them with armor
piercing bots but that’s not what happened.

I saw one of the Guardsmen in Rocket suits spray a cluster of
goo-covered Guardsmen and the goo drooped, turning to liquid and
dripping onto the floor. A quick check behind me showed that the same
thing was happening there.

We were about to be attacked by 102 Rocket suits, all of them worse than
mine, but containing people who didn’t deserve to die for this. If
goobots no longer held them, I might have to kill them in order for us
to survive.

Part of me knew that would be a small price to pay to save the city and
arguably the world—not to mention my parents—but it still didn’t feel
good.

In my heart, I doubted that either Kals or whoever controlled Amy’s body
right now would hesitate and part of me was thankful for that.

At least it wouldn’t be entirely on me.

Even though I wasn’t optimistic about it, I sent off a volley of goobots
at both the people that were being freed and the ones freeing them.
Despite my worse fears, I hit all of them and saw grey goo spread across
the group and pull them toward each other as it tightened.

Fulfilling my worst fears, as the ones that had already been sprayed
were pulled close, the newly applied goo began to liquify. It didn’t
everywhere, but even one spot was enough for them to get enough space to
push away from each other.

Even the ones that couldn’t push themselves away were sprayed by
sprayers Rocket suited Guardsmen pulled from their belts. Behind them,
Guardsmen who hadn’t been hit sprayed themselves preemptively.

Though part of me noted that this meant that the local National Guard
had prepared to fight me specifically, most of me knew that goobots were
now not an option.

As a last ditch effort to be nonlethal, I fired off the sonics down the
row at the Guardsmen, using both arms, and watching for sparks.

It didn’t stop the two in front from pulling themselves free and running
down the row toward me followed by the whole mass of those behind them.

More than one hundred boots hit the floor. Objects on their utility
belts shattered, but the sonics didn’t slow the suits down.

Behind me, I could see “Amy” turn to face the row of Guardsmen running
toward her while Kals shouted something at them and then Alex.

I readied my remaining killbots and aimed my armor piercing bots at the
Rocket suits.

As I did, I heard Sean’s voice say, “We’re here!”

All of the Rocket suited Guardsmen found themselves hurtling sideways
toward the middle of the room—the direction we’d come from. Stopped only
by the mounds next to them, they couldn’t move anywhere.

Sean’s form appeared, stepping out of one of the passageways between
rows as Jody blurred down the row. Reaching Daniel, the Jennys, Kals,
and “Amy,” Jody cut humonsters to bits with his dagger as Dayton jumped
over a mound, using his own daggers to do the same.

My relief at not having to cut down the Guardsmen was mixed with
surprise and annoyance at how they’d prepared to face me, but hadn’t
worried about Sean’s magnetism at all. Despite his improvement, it still
seemed like misplaced worry.

Next to Kals, Alex pushed himself to his feet.

I didn’t shed tears, but if I weren’t having to again slaughter
humonsters, I could have. I punched a humonster that jumped down from
the top of a mound toward Alex in the face, splattering it across the
side of the mound it jumped from.

We might finally be done with this.

Alex stumbled toward the glowing mound, shaking his head, his footing
becoming more sure with each step. He only had to make it twenty feet,
but I’d seen how unpredictable twenty feet could
be.

Still, he had Kals and whatever Bloodmaiden was in control for help. It
needed to be enough.

Besides, except for the one I just killed, the humonsters had stopped
jumping down and I’d even seen one jump back up—which did not bode well.

It hinted at another change of tactics.

I didn’t even have time to explore that line of thought before the
humonsters shouted another command, “Betray them!”

I half-expected our side to fall apart in a mixture of comas and
infighting, but we didn’t. Though I felt the strength of it, I could
ignore it.

Even better, Sean, Dayton, Alex, and Kals were completely unaffected.
Jody, however, changed course.

He turned his daggers, each of them monomolecular blades that I hadn’t
designed and turned toward Dayton, making a series of swipes at his
body.

Still running energy through Artificer portion of myself, I could keep
track of every strike. To my eyes, Dayton moved slowly, but perfectly,
dodging each one by distances too small for me to see without the suit’s
sensors.

Whoever’s movements he’d copied to do it worked.

Jody didn’t even try to attack Sean who was both in the air and out of
his immediate reach. Instead, he ran for his closest opponent—me.

I felt as if the two of us existed outside of time. Everything else
stood still. I fired off five goobots—which should have been more than
enough.

They spread, none of them close to each other, but all of them set to
arrive at the same time, forcing him to take them all at once.

With speedsters, time was divided into smaller increments than the rest
of us, including me in that moment, could perceive. Jody dipped down,
cutting the lowest bots in two and coming up behind of the remaining
ones. By then, I’d already set them to explode pointing in his
direction.

He dodged all of them, every last strand of goo missed him despite
coming within less than an inch of touching him.

I’d have been impressed if I weren’t already preparing for his attack.
He ran toward me, blurry less because of his speed than because he was
partially out of phase with our universe.

I decided not to send out more bots because I didn’t want to waste them
but also the timing for what I was about to try would be tricky and I
didn’t need the distraction.

He ran towards me daggers in hand and he was smiling. If I was right and
my understanding of monomolecular blades was ahead of everyone else, I’d
be fine. Otherwise, I hoped my distraction would work and that Alex
would have time to heal people soon.

When Jody came within ten feet of me, I turned on the sonics full blast,
trying to blow out his eardrums and his balance with them. If I got
lucky, I might also blow out his equipment.

Alex could heal his ears later—maybe.

Arete through the humonsters had ordered him to betray us. He hadn’t
ordered him to grin like a maniac while doing it.

Jody cringed as the sound hit his ears and bent forward into a roll on
the left side of the row, the best place to avoid the
sound—intentionally. If I timed it right, I’d hit him on the way out of
the roll.

He came up with daggers in hand, ready to stab me in my side, relying on
his speed and being out of phase to save him from getting hurt.

I went with a simple side kick, aiming for his knee.

He saw it and his smile drooped. He pulled up his knee into a kind of
block. In a normal fight, it would have been better than leaving it on
the ground. My kick might have slid off it. In this fight, it still
slid, but I could generate tons of force with my leg and I wasn’t
holding back.

His costume included well-designed armor, saving his leg from being
snapped off, but I could see the armor break.

It broke well, absorbing most of the impact into the armor itself and
staying together even though I could see cracks and the lined imprint of
my boot.

Still quicker than I was, he hit me with both daggers, doing no damage
to the Rocket suit at all. I grabbed at his arms, but cursing, he dodged
me, showing a hint of a limp.

The edges of his body blurring, he ran down the row toward Alex and
Kals.

I had good reason to think Kals would be fine but I didn’t know if Alex
had bothered to download and install the latest update. You could
reasonably ask why that wouldn’t be automatic, but even my updates had
the potential of going wrong.

You wanted to install when you had a backup suit available and not
midway through a mission.

In that moment, though, I didn’t spend any time checking the update
logs. I jumped for Jody and glancing behind at me, his eyes
widened.

I couldn’t get anywhere close to his speed or reaction time in Stapledon
and still couldn’t, but in this small a space, the difference mattered
less.

I pushed off with my feet, grabbing for him, and catching his neck with
my right hand. I wasn’t planning to choke him, but his neck was a more
stable target than his arms or legs.

Choking him wasn’t a bad plan, but given the armor around his neck, the
necessary force to get past it might also decapitate him.

He tried moving to the left, out of my grip, but I’d brought up my left
hand by then, grabbing his left arm near the shoulder. He couldn’t go
anywhere.

Now it was time to secure him—except… Alex hadn’t installed the update.

I learned that while discovering how far we’d moved. In the seconds Jody
had since finding out he couldn’t hurt me, he’d caught up with Alex. I’d
been too focused on catching Jody to realize it, but as I’d grabbed his
neck, he’d stabbed Alex in the side, making a gash more than four inches
wide—though I only saw it for a second.

Self-repairing armor made things weird. The cut in the armor healed up,
leaving blood dripping from no obvious wound. Alex doubled over.

I pulled Jody back as he slashed Alex’s arm. Blood spurted as the armor
knit itself shut.

Through Alex’s helmet, I could see his grimace. I wasn’t sure why he
wasn’t healing himself, but then I understood that too.

We’d made it to the mound. It was off to my right in its multi-colored
glory, intricate designs covering it, many of them growing brighter,
dimming, and brightening again. Through my extra senses, I could feel
that this spot was a hub with information going in and out.

Alex stumbled toward the mound, the energy around him different than it
had been before. It wasn’t as simple as life energy versus death energy.
It felt pointed, focused. It had a mission.

Jody might not have been able to sense it, but he tried to get away,
moving back and forth, vibrating as I tried to hold him there, building
up speed. As small as the distance was, I could feel his movements
building up strength. With enough time, he would be able to get out.

I grabbed harder, trying to keep him in place.

Alex moved toward the mound, raising his hand toward the mound. Next to
him the Bloodmaiden in Amy’s body watched, the Bloodspear ready.

Everything seemed to be moving in slow motion, probably because my
perceptions were halfway outside our universe. Maybe that was good, but
of all the moments that might last forever, this was not one that I
would choose.

Then Alex touched the mound. Despite what I expected, it didn’t go dark.
The colors and their patterns changed, turning from a multitude of
different colors to yellow. It pulsed, the shade of yellow changing from
light to dark and back.

I don’t know if it was the distraction or that that Jody put out a burst
of energy, but he slipped out of my hands.

Daggers in hand, he stepped toward Alex, obviously intending to finish
what he’d started.

He didn’t make it. The Bloodspear reached his chest before he’d finished
his first step. For the first time, I could feel someone else being
absorbed by the Bloodspear. I knew that it could from personal
experience, but this time I could feel a cool wind despite being inside
the Rocket suit. Worse, I could hear Jody’s voice wailing.

I shouted, “Don’t kill him!”

Her accent impossible to place, the stranger in Amy’s body said, “I’m
not. I’m taking enough.”

She pulled the spear out of Jody’s chest and he slumped, but kept on
breathing. Around the same time, I heard a few notes of the
transformation sequence Amy used to change into her Bloodmaiden form.

Amy, now using a US accent that had a hint of the South, said, “Dammit,
if there’s anyone I didn’t want in my head.”

Near her, Alex pulled his hand away from the mound and stood up
straight, showing no sign he’d been hurt except for the blood on his
costume.

“It’s done,” he said. “It’s not all dead, but I touched off the chain
reaction. Careful, though. We still might get attacked before this is
all over.”

I checked above us for the humonsters. None of them were attacking
anyone. The few I could see were lying on top of the nearest mounds as
if sleeping or too tired to move.

Sean landed next to me, followed by Dayton who was running to catch up,
“Jody’s not dead, right?”

“I’m pretty sure he’s fine,” I said, “Bloodmaiden?”

“He’s alive,” Amy said. “He’ll be tired for at least a day. Don’t expect
much out of him, but… Look, I can’t be clear on this. It wasn’t me who
drained him, but I don’t think he was forced to betray us just now. I
think he did it willingly.”

Sean’s face tightened. He took a short breath as if he were about to
blow up at her, but instead let out a long breath, finishing with, “Are
you sure? Do you know it?”

Amy shook her head slowly, “No. I didn’t absorb him. Another Bloodmaiden
was in charge when he got hit with the Bloodspear. So she got more out
of him than I did and she doesn’t like answering questions. I don’t have
his thoughts, just a whisper of his feelings. He was happy and relieved
when he got the order, the way you are when you’ve been worrying about
something and now you can finally do something about it.”

Sean looked over at Dayton, then back at Amy, “Couldn’t that have been
part of it? The Nine can manipulate your feelings too.”

Amy frowned. Kals spoke before Amy could finish thinking it through,
“Yes. We can attach feelings to commands. Especially when you’re talking
about groups, manipulating feelings is better than a direct command. I
don’t know if  Arete tried to attach that one. I was busy defending
myself and it didn’t work on anyone else…”

Sean looked Kals up and down, “I know you’ve been here for the whole
fight, but who are you? Did you used to be a Dominator or something?”

Kals shook her head, “We don’t have time to go into who I am and where I
come from, but here’s the short version. I was trained as Dominator, but
it’s not what I do now. I’m not from Earth. I’m a friend of,” and here
she glanced at me and gave a small shake of her head, “the Rocket.”

Sean stared at me, “You have friends from outer space?”

Dayton nodded, “You’re from the ruling class of the Human Ascendancy?
That’s amazing. I didn’t think they could come to Earth or even leave
the Ascendancy.”

Kals blinked, “How did you know about that?”

“Yeah,” Sean said, “how did you?”

Dayton shrugged, “Stapledon. They lectured on it. It was in the one of
the general history courses, but Jody and I got more about it because we
were in the track that emphasized espionage skills. Plus, we spent time
on the Jay and Kay during our internships. That was ‘must know’
material.”

Even in high school, I’d noticed that Dayton was more than his “star
athlete” looks or reputation. I didn’t know how smart he was, but he
worked hard.

“Uh-huh,” Kals looked from Dayton to Sean, “Jody’s your friend. You’re
not going to want to suspect him, but you need to watch him. Did he
start acting differently recently? Does he have new friends? Does he
disappear a lot? If he hasn’t changed recently, think back. Was there a
time where he changed?”

Dayton and Sean looked at each other, “Look,” Sean turned away for a
moment, “we’re already worried about him. He acted weird when we signed
with Futuremen Capital, our investors, but he’s been great since then.
He’s been better than normal. He’s always had a temper and that hasn’t
changed, but he’s hasn’t gotten angry and disappeared as much this year.
I haven’t noticed new friends or disappearing or anything.”

Dayton nodded along as Sean spoke, “Right. He’s gotten a little more
mature, but that’s it. We were watching Futuremen for anything weird.”

Kals frowned and I heard her through my implant, We might have to fight
them after my next question, but then she went on, asking, “When you met
with Futuremen, was there ever a time that they got you drunk? Was there
a meeting where you know what happened, but when you think about the
meeting, you don’t have any images, you just hear the sound of someone’s
voice?”

Dayton’s brow furrowed, “No. I don’t think so. Sean?”

Sean shook his head, “No. I’ve always worn a buzzer to those meetings
and I made sure everyone else did too.”

Kals held up her hands, “Then I don’t know. We don’t have time for me to
give you a full audit, but I should. I’ll see if I can fit it in before
I leave.”

Amy looked up and down our row. The National Guardsmen in powered armor
had pulled themselves out of the goo. One of them walked down the row
toward us, holding his hands in the air.

A male voice came from his PA, “Are all of you okay? We have a medic and
we aren’t controlled anymore. If you’re okay, we’re going to withdraw.
I’m getting reports that… those things… are falling apart.”

He pointed to one of the mounds. It was wasn’t falling apart—yet—but
comparing it to my implant’s memory showed that it was shorter.
Unmistakable even to my memory, it was seeping fluid into the row. It
wasn’t the only one of the mounds doing that either.

A thin layer of liquid covered the floor in all directions, sometimes
becoming puddles.

Switching on my suit’s PA, I asked, “Do you need any help? You’ve got a
lot of people.”

The man shook his helmet, “We’ve got enough to get everyone out and
more. You’ve got people down.”

“You might want to ask people in the main room, but we’ll be okay,” I
said, reasoning that Jenny could discorporate her bodies when she woke
up.

I took a quick look at the views from the bots, seeing that the mushroom
zombies were still fighting the fey on the streets above us, but they
didn’t all fight in an organized way. Some ran into the path of the
Duke’s knights screaming, but not trying to attack. Others ran. Still
more stared in ahead as if unsure of what to do next.

A few fell over for no good reason.

I checked the cameras of bots in the circle around us. We needed to know
if we were in for a fight.

In the open area in the middle of the circle—the shortest way out of
here—was empty except for the pool and the boy who’d been our liaison to
the sane faction of the mushroom entity.

He raised his head as a chunk of mushroom flesh fell from the ceiling,
splashing in the liquid on the floor and breaking into chunks.

The boy pushed himself up.

As I registered that, I heard Alex’s voice through my comm, “Hey
everybody, we need to get the fuck out now.”

I pushed the bot views into the background and paid attention to the
world around me. Alex pointed at the mounds around us and the ceiling.
All of them sagged and dripped viscous, brown goo. More liquid puddled
beneath the withered skin.

“We should grab everybody,” I said. “We might be able to get away with
leaving Flame Legion. I know she doesn’t exactly enjoy dying, though.”

Alex nodded, “Yeah. That hasn’t changed, but she’s more used to it. I’d
leave her.”

Dayton stepped around me and put Jody over his shoulder, “It’d be nice
to have a save point in real life.”

“Tell me about it,” Alex said, “I’m standing next to her most of the
time.”

Katuk stood where he’d been, still with a bit of humonster goo on his
hand. Daniel lay further down the row.

A thought struck me. Turning to Kals, I asked, “Can you wake everyone
up?”

The mound across from the control mound that Alex had touched lost its
structure. Half the mound collapsed, the walls falling outward, the top
falling in, and brown goo splashing into the row with everything else.

Three humonsters fell with it, none of them looking any better than the
mounds. One turned to look at us. In Arete’s voice but as scratchy as if
he’d spent a lifetime smoking, one of the humonsters whispered, “Magnus
knows you’re looking for him. I wish I could be there when you find
him.”

The other two mouthed it, sometimes spitting on the hard consonants and
staring at the floor. One didn’t make it to the end, slumping and
leaking from the cracks in its skin.

“Yeah,” Alex said, “but you won’t be. The main mound over here sent out
‘die, die, die’ and so is everything else now.”

“Fucker,” Arete whispered and then the remaining two humonsters slumped
and began to seep liquid of their own.

Kals choked out a small laugh, “This world is so messed up, but yes, I
think I can get all of them up now. Figuring out Julie’s system was the
hard part. Can you disable their buzzers?”

“Sure,” I disabled the security measures that prevented anyone else from
doing it and turned them off.

She stepped over to one of Jenny’s copies and started talking in a low
voice that vibrated with strange tones. I didn’t understand what she
said—my buzzer obscured it.

Jenny’s eyes opened and she pushed herself up, grabbing a long breath
before saying, “I was so useless, but I’m telling Portal to get us out.
The problem is they got other people too, so she’s starting with the
people who can’t move and everyone near them.”

“Fine,” Alex said, “Let’s not stay at ground zero, okay?”

“We should get Captain Commando and Night Cat,” I said, “so maybe we
should go to the main room? Also, the boy’s there and he’s up.”

“Portal’s creating an opening there. It’s in the middle of everything,”
Jenny frowned. “I’ll tell her about the boy. We don’t want him going
through, do we?”

“I’m not sure it matters,” I checked my bots, “he should be dying with
the rest of them.”

My bots views showed Izzy and Jaclyn collecting Haley and Cassie,
carrying them to a spot on the far side of the middle circle where a
spot had begun to sparkle.

The boy had lain down again.

“They’re on the far side of the circle. I’m going to stop and at least
check on… whatever he, they, it, or whatever pronouns a group
intelligence uses.”

Plus, I wanted to know if he was dying or planning something.

Amy eyed me, “I’m going with you.”

Kals, who’d stopped next to Daniel, shook her head,“I think you should
leave it alone.”

“We don’t have time to talk about this,” Alex picked up Katuk and
started walking down the row, his boots splashing in the accumulating
fungus goo.

I admired Alex’s confidence that Katuk wouldn’t behead him by reflex,
but it wasn’t I chance I’d have taken. Still, he wasn’t wrong.

Asking Kals, “Should I carry him?”

With a sniff, she said, “No,” and repeated what she’d said to Jenny.
Daniel’s eyes opened and he pulled himself up, looking down at the brown
liquid on his costume.

“Yuck,” he looked up. “We should get out of here.”

We followed Alex out, Kals hurrying to catch Alex. The sooner she
released Katuk, the better.

It didn’t take before we’d found the opening that we’d entered through,
making our way into the center of the circle again. The light was
dimmer, the rainbow of colors replaced with a dull yellow.

Brooke’s portal glimmered on the far side of the circle and the group
began to run except for Sean who flew next to Dayton. Jody still seemed
to be unconscious.

Chunks of shriveled, dripping fungus fell from the ceiling, more of it
the closer it was to the mound Alex killed.

Daniel spoke in my head, It might be worth talking to the fungus
faction, but I still can’t hear anything from it.

“Tell them to wait for me,” I said, running toward the boy and the pool.
Amy ran next to me, Bloodspear in hand.

It didn’t take more than a few seconds to reach him. From the ground, he
turned his head to look at us. He didn’t look any better than the
humonsters. Shriveled skin and pooling liquid seemed worse on a child,
even a fake child.

He whispered, “I’m sorry we lost control. I meant it. I would have
allied with you.”

“For what it’s worth,” I said, “I was ready to take a chance on it. We
will have to face the Nine and it would be easier with whatever you got
out of Arete.”

He gave a weak nod and coughed, “There’s another chance. I knew you had
to destroy us completely. I created a spore, separated from us, and
encased it as completely as I could. Look past me. I’d give it to you,
but I shouldn’t touch it.”

I stepped around him. Hidden from direct view, a ball made of a
pearl-like hard substance sat on a bare spot of concrete.

“We put as much of ourselves into it as we could, taking Arete’s
knowledge, but not his faction. We understand that in order to live
together, we have to respect your personhood. They did not. Please don’t
let this be our end.”

Could I trust him? I had no idea. My gut said yes, but I didn’t feel
like I was amazing at reading normal humans, much less gestalt
intelligences created earlier in the day by accident.

Taking a quick look at Amy as I squatted, I pulled a hazardous waste
container from a pouch on my belt. Amy didn’t stop me, but if she had a
caption over her head, it would have been, “He’s not really going to
take it, is he?”

The hazardous waste container didn’t even look like a container. It
looked like a ball. People familiar with my tech might have recognized
it as similar material to my suit.

I dropped it over the spore and the ball fell, expanding and absorbing
the spore. The new golden ball was designed to contain hazardous waste
of all kinds—radioactive, chemical, or biological within a specified
range of characteristics.

It could also be reconfigured to be a water bottle in a pinch, but then
it was best to pay close attention which container you were drinking out
of.

I set the ball’s accent color to red (don’t drink this!) and attached it
to my belt.

The boy watched me and as the ball clicked into position, he said,
“Thank you.”

“We need to go,” Amy pointed her spear toward the portal. Tall enough to
drive a truck through, the glowing, silver circle was wide enough for
multiple people to go through at once and they were.

“I’m sorry,” I took a last look at him lying on the decaying mushroom
flesh that covered the floor. He didn’t look much different from it.
He’d pass soon.

The boy shook his head, “You’ve saved me in every way that’s important.”

Then he laid his head against the ground and watched as Amy and I flew
across the room. I didn’t go at full speed, turning on the anti-gravity
and firing the rockets at a speed that wouldn’t have kept me in the air
by itself.

I dropped out of the air about ten feet short of the main group. Alex
and a group of Jennys were directly ahead of us.

Amy eyed me, “I can’t believe you took it. You’re such a softy.”

“I guess,” I checked my HUD. The boy hadn’t moved since we left, “but we
could use the information on the Nine. Besides, if everyone thinks it’s
too dangerous, I’m sure Cap’s gun will be happy to help us dispose of
it.”

Amy laughed, “I’m sure and it’s not the only one. Some of the past
Bloodmaidens think you’re doing the right thing. A few others have been
giving me suggestions about how to magically dissect it. They think we
might be able to get Arete’s memories of the Nine out without the risk
of releasing the creature.”

I thought about it, “Is this a sure thing or speculation?”

“They’ve never done it to whatever the Fungus Collective is, but they’d
like to try,” Amy shook her head. “A few Bloodmaidens were mad
scientists, but with magic. I wouldn’t trust them with anything you’d
like to keep.”

“That’s a no then,” I stepped toward Alex and the Jennys. Alex turned
away from watching people step through the portal to point at the ball
on my belt, “You’ve got coffee?”

Watching the Jennys move to stand behind us, I said, “I set it to red
for hazardous material.”

Alex cocked his head, “I’m never carrying hazardous material. I use red
for hot coffee. It’s better than a Yeti.”

One of the Jennys said, “I told you that would cause problems.”

She turns away from Alex and asked me, “What do you have in there?”

“Not coffee. It’s worth a team discussion later, but I don’t want to
start one now.” I noted that Dayton was still carrying Jody, but that
Jody’s head had turned toward my voice.

Then Dayton stepped through the portal and Sean followed
him.

A deep ripping noise came from behind me. Checking my HUD, I saw that
the mushroom flesh on the ceiling of the far end of the circle had
fallen in, pulling away from the concrete above it along with the
 concrete it had been attached to. The fallen flesh covered the mounds
like a decaying blanket.

Ahead of me, standing next to Kals who carried Katuk, Daniel said aloud,
“Everyone hurry up. I don’t know if everything will fall in, but it
might.”

Following his own advice, he stepped through the portal.

More deep ripping noises came from all around us. I didn’t see anything
falling yet, but I didn’t care to try my luck.

Kayla’s voice came over the League comm channel, “Ronin and the Mystic
both say go. Go!”

There weren’t many of us left—Alex, Amy, various Jenny’s, Kals carrying
Katuk, Izzy, and me. Izzy stood next to the portal, waiting, I assumed,
for the last person to go through before going herself.

I’d been planning to do the same, but realizing she was here let me off
the hook. She was the better choice if you wanted someone here who could
handle the entire parking garage collapsing.

More than twenty feet wide, the circular portal was big enough for three
people at a time to walk through and even more to fly. Izzy, Amy, and I
floated upward, allowing Alex, Kals, and Katuk through—the Jennys
hanging back, guns drawn and pointed out at the room.

None of the Fungus Collective’s remnants showed up to attack or flee at
the last second, but the ceiling above us rumbled. Izzy pushed Amy and
me forward and followed us through.

The last sounds I heard from the parking garage were cracking noises and
the screech of tearing metal.

The portal closed behind us, its silver surface disappearing to leave
Amy, Izzy, and I fifteen feet above the floor of the League’s hangar.
Everyone in the League plus Sean’s group, and even Prime, Logan,
ex-mayor Bouman, and Yellow Mask stood below us.

I could only guess they’d joined the main group outside the circle.

If I had to choose a word to describe us, I would have had to go with
battered. I didn’t see any blood. The suits’ repairs would have hidden
it, but a quick look at the suits’ stats showed that they’d all received
heavy damage.

Almost everyone was sitting down or even lying on the floor—not to
mention all of the people who’d been frozen as part of our last-ditch
defenses against the Dominators.

In addition to Cassie, Katuk, and Haley, Marcus, Jaclyn, and Vaughn all
lay on the floor unmoving. I wouldn’t have chosen the hangar with all of
the tools on the walls, stains from oil (and other fluids) on the floor,
and dirt from the tires of the various vehicles for medical care, but it
was good enough.

Kals and Daniel started working to bring people out of their artificial
comas. Alex, after a quick hug from Brooke started healing anyone who
needed it.

I landed near Haley and sat down next to her. I couldn’t do anything,
but at least I’d be there when she came out of it.



Only a few hours later, I found myself alone in my lab.

After Haley woke, I’d told her what happened and then she’d checked on
the rest of the team and her parents. They’d been evacuated to the
Midwest Defender’s Chicago base along with mine. We’d checked in with
them to make sure they were okay and then left the base to check on the
city itself.

The Fungus Collective was gone and the people they’d controlled had been
freed. There hadn’t been any great loss of life so far as we knew, but
information was still coming in.

Still, it had been confusing for the average person. When we talked with
them, people remembered the sense of urgency they’d felt to defend the
collective, but not why they cared and their memories felt jumbled and
disjointed. I heard more than one person say it felt like a dream.
Others said it felt like memories from childhood—unclear images and
emotions.

We’d helped people get home for a while and we weren’t the only ones.
Bouman’s team helped as did Sean’s new Justice Fist—including Jody. Even
the fairy army chipped in. Elven knights brought people home by
horseback.

I heard later that some people rode the dragon-like beasts home. None of
them remembered telling the beasts where they lived or how they got up
the nerve to climb on a dragon’s back.

I also heard that children who had been separated from their parents in
the confusion of the day were found at home in their beds sleeping. Even
stranger, some other people who’d been listed as missing were also
returned to their homes.

When I’d checked over the comm with Adam to make sure we weren’t
incurring debt to Duke Metzul, he’d said, “No. It’s all part of the
conflict. He agreed to help us fight and not to let anyone come to harm.
Leaving children loose in the city puts them in danger.”

“Just making sure,” I said, “I don’t want those kids owing him anything
either.”

“I’m sure they don’t,” he said, his response quick, but then added, “I
should check on that.”

When he closed the connection, I took a look around the city with my
bots, making sure that I didn’t see anyone wandering or being guided
into a forest by fey creatures.

I didn’t see any of that. I did see county sheriff cars and the National
Guard patrolling the streets—since Grand Lake’s police were not at their
best.

Aside from that, the streets were almost empty—though city workers were
shoveling up broken glass and repairing shattered streets downtown. Even
being possessed by fungus didn’t give them a day off.

Footsteps and the word, “Rocket? Are you busy?”

I looked up from the computer in the lab to see Guardian walking through
the door, “Not really. I’m just checking how the cleanup is going.”

His silver, Xiniti—made suit sparkled in the light. Pulling out a chair
next to me at the counter, he said, “I’m here on behalf of the Xiniti to
send Kals and Katuk back to the Xiniti base near Mars. I also brought
back your parents since it’s over now.”

“Here?” I asked.

He shook his head, “I sent them to their homes.”

The chair sank as he sat in it, “I’m also here because we need your
input and testimony regarding Major Justice and Diva’s son Hunter. I’m
coming to understand that he touched off all of this.”

I thought back to the fight in the playground with the initial version
of the mushroom zombies, trying to remember what Hunter had said that
he’d done.

In that same moment, I had a flashback to talking to my grandfather in
this space, gathering my thoughts to explain the logic of the design
decisions I’d made. Knowing that Guardian had interned with the Heroes’
League at one point, he’d probably had the same sort of conversations
except about tactics instead of design decisions.

Weird.

Shaking off that memory, I said, “I’d have to output memories from my
implant to prove it, but I get the impression it wasn’t entirely
Hunter’s fault. On the one hand, yes, Hunter created self-repairing and
evolving creatures with his power that could have destroyed the human
race without testing what would happen if he released them, but also,
Major Justice seemed to be involved in pushing him to do it.

“Arete on Major Justice’s team was a Dominator. Bullet and others in the
Coffeeshop Illuminati were influenced by the Nine. From what I can tell,
there are a bunch of old-guard supers on the edges of things that
probably need to be checked for Dominator influence. In any case, it
looks to me as if the Nine were trying for something embarrassing. I
doubt they were trying to destroy humanity, but they may not have
anticipated how far Hunter’s creations would mutate in the short time
they existed.”

Guardian nodded and then he said, “You’ve got a Xiniti implant? So do I.
Package up the relevant memories and send them to me.”

“Oh,” I said and accessed my implant. It confirmed that another member
of the Xiniti nation sat on the stool next to mine. It made sense that
he would be, but if he were, wouldn’t the entire original team have
received them after they fought the Abominators?

That was a question for another time.

I started finding the relevant memories in the implant’s storage,
including not only what Hunter had said about creating them to evolve,
how Major Justice had told him where to release them, and the history
Marcus found in our implants. The Abominators had given some of their
human servants the ability to recreate alien creatures. It wasn’t
unreasonable to think that Hunter had that power set.

If true, I couldn’t blame him for it.

I sent the ball of memories to Guardian along with references to the
history Marcus mentioned.

Guardian’s eyes lost focus and he stared into nowhere, absorbing the
mass of information.

Then he shook his head as if shaking off the knowledge, “I wish this
weren’t true. When you’ve got something this big, people want a
scapegoat. They don’t want to find out that random superheroes anywhere
in the world might be able to do the same thing. It’s bad enough that
he’s got the same powers as his mother. If we make a big deal of this,
she’ll think we’re going after her and pull in her friends in the
superhero community.”

What was I supposed to do with that? Should I be suggesting someone who
could be blamed? Hunter needed help avoiding the Nine’s influence, but I
couldn’t suggest more than that, “There’s Arete. If you want a
scapegoat, he’ll do. He’s dead, so he won’t argue about it. The Nine
aren’t going to show up to defend him. I’d bet that he doesn’t even have
any known family members that will be hurt by association.”

Guardian grunted, “I hate this political shit. Arete will do, but we’re
going to have to do it in a way that doesn’t make it obvious we know he
was a Dominator. We’re going to have to disassemble Major Justice’s
team, blame it on trauma, injuries, or something from this incident, and
see if we can’t purge the Nine’s influence from them. Meanwhile, we’ll
paint Arete as a power-hungry manipulator whose backroom politicking
compromised the team’s effectiveness. It’s close enough to the truth.”

He frowned, “I don’t know what we do with the Coffeeshop Illuminati. I
think we can get them deprogrammed if we do it one by one, but we can’t
disassemble the team. They aren’t a Defender unit. They have their own
funding sources separate from ours. I may be able to persuade Bullet to
make them unofficially inactive for a month. That might be enough time.
They’re better for photo ops than fighting anyway. I doubt anyone will
miss them.”

Guardian stopped talking and sighed, “Don’t tell anyone I said that. I
don’t need to make this worse. There have always been divisions in our
community. Right now it’s impossible to tell the real ones from
disagreements the Nine manufactured and we don’t need one more.”

A knock came from the doorway. Amy stood there in her normal form—not as
Bloodmaiden. You’d never guess the short, red-haired woman in jeans and
a t-shirt was an heir to an alternate universe British Empire, “I’m
sorry to interrupt, but I need to talk to Nick privately.”

Guardian turned and nodded, ”I was done anyway. I’ll go.”

A silver line washed across his body and he disappeared. I hoped that
I’d be able to say goodbye to Kals before he sent her home, but I
supposed that leading a revolt against the Human Ascendancy might not
allow her the time.

Shutting the door behind her, Amy said, “I got word from the North
American Wizard’s Council. Ruthie Shaw told them to let us know that
she’s getting together the original leaders of the Cabal. They’re
willing to help us find Magnus.”

It felt like I’d last thought about her months ago, but images of
meeting Ruthie in her house flashed into my mind. She’d seemed more like
an irritable grandmother than an immortal, but we’d glimpsed a little
bit behind the mask.

“Then I guess we’ll have to meet with her.”

“Right,” Amy said. “They’re going to set something up for the end of the
week. I asked why it couldn’t be sooner and it’s what you’d think. They
all live in fear of Magnus. They don’t want it to be obvious that
they’re going anywhere and don’t want it to be obvious that they
returned. It takes time to set it all up.”

“Huh,” I remembered how far Ruthie Shaw had been from anywhere. “I knew
they were on the run, but it makes me wonder how much of a risk it is to
get them together.”

Amy met my eyes, “One that they’re willing to take because they’re
afraid that not doing it will be worse.”

I stepped out of the Rocket suit, leaving me in a grey flight suit that
reformed into jeans and a t-shirt. Having a conversation where one of us
was in civilian clothes felt weird.

Then I asked, “Did they give us any limits on who could come to the
meeting?”

She shook her head, “I’m sure they don’t want very many, but I think we
should take people with a chance of beating Cabal soldiers and
Dominators in case their precautions aren’t good enough.”

“Yeah,” I looked past her toward the door, hoping we had a private
conversation. “I’m thinking you, Jaclyn, Daniel, Cassie, Haley, and me.
That’ll be flexible and hopefully not too many people.”

Amy shrugged, “I can ask them, but don’t assume anything. I don’t know
if you’ve noticed, but wizards can be… flaky and irrational.”

I raised an eyebrow.

Her mouth quirked, “I’m not a wizard. I’m royalty with an extra helping
of ‘ancestral guardian of the realm’. It’s not the same.”

“Sure,” I said, “I’m no expert on either one. I’ll believe anything you
say.”

“Good,” she smiled, “you should. Now I’m going to go and talk with more
flaky and irrational people.”

With that she walked out the door, leaving me alone in the room. I could
hear people talking in the main room—mostly Cassie and Vaughn. They
tended to be the loudest, but Camille gave them a run for their money.
She might not be louder, but she wasn’t quiet and managed to fit a lot
of words in.

I wasn’t quite ready to go out. After the fighting, even with the Rocket
suit doing the physical work, I still felt sore. Not all of it was
physical either. I’d used some of the techniques Kee had taught me. That
left me metaphysically sore. I didn’t quite have words for it. I felt
frayed. The nearest thing I could think of was maybe being hungover, but
I didn’t have a headache.

I could think, but I didn’t quite feel all there.

What a massive detour the last few days had been. We’d started with a
plan to get in touch with Magnus’ rivals in the Cabal and see if we
could get them to help us find him and maybe the machine that Lee had
hidden on or around Earth. We’d succeeded on that, sort of. At least
we’d gotten in touch with Ruthie Shaw and she seemed to have decided we
were worth trusting.

It would have been simpler if we’d been able to talk to Lee, but he
didn’t seem to be available—which was disquieting. It either meant that
something big was going down, or it meant that someone had captured or
killed him.

On a gut level, the second one seemed unlikely given that the world
still existed, but it might not be that simple.

Stifling a moment of panic, I reminded myself that I couldn’t assume
anything without evidence and that he might predate our universe. He’d
kept himself alive and free that whole time without me.

I decided to go online and check prices on equipment and materials for
my lab. It didn’t fix anything, but I bookmarked a few items for
later—whenever they felt comfortable shipping to Grand Lake.

I also checked CNN and a few other news sites. All of them were covering
Grand Lake. From what I could see, we appeared to be fantastically
competent—more competent than I felt at the time.

It didn’t hurt that the only footage they got came from our social media
people.

If no one else, they were fantastically competent.

I sank into reading the articles and more than 30 minutes passed without
being aware of anything else.

Rachel’s voice pulled me out of it, “Reading your own good press? That’s
a dangerous rabbit hole to go down.”

She stood there looking like she always had, but not quite if you had
eyes to see it. She wore a white, form-fitting uniform with a pistol on
her right hip. A white mask hid most of her face, but not her short,
dark hair.

What normal people couldn’t see was a shimmer of power around her,
visible to me even without trying. I wondered what she saw in me.

As I turned to look at her, she landed on the ground, solidifying, the
power dimming. She squeezed my shoulder, “What happened out there?”

It was hard to know where to start. With Hunter releasing the spores to
fight us? With Major Justice complaining about the damage we’d caused
while fighting the Nine?

She’d been away for months. I started with, “It’s a long story. I don’t
know if you want to hear it from the beginning. The short version is
that we’ve been fighting the Nine and you know how Hunter creates
creatures? They got out of control. That’s what caused the most
destruction, but I should tell you something first. Travis—”

There I stopped—not because of nervousness, but because I felt something
and because Rachel interrupted me.

“There’s some kind of hum. I don’t hear it. I feel it. Do you?”

She met my eyes, “You do, right?”

“Yeah,” I felt it through whatever sore, aching, metaphysical part I’d
been trying to ignore.

My Xiniti implant said, “Artificer energies. Most associated with newly
activated Artificer creations.”
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Excerpt from The Galaxy Core Device


        Grand Lake, Michigan, December 31, 1958: Ten Minutes before Midnight

Snow fell outside. Joe watched from the seventh floor of the tallest
private home in Grand Lake, wondering if it would be a blizzard. The
big, white flakes meant that skiing wouldn’t be great and neither would
the shoveling. He wouldn’t have to worry about either until tomorrow.
Romy and he were staying over at Giles tonight anyway.

He stood waiting in the music room because Giles’ mansion had enough
rooms that he could afford to devote one purely to music. A grand piano
stood on one end and a pipe organ on the other. Along the walls were
bookshelves filled with music, music stands, and enough instruments for
a small orchestra.

Joe pulled a string on the double bass, letting the deep thump fill the
room.

He probably shouldn’t have touched it. He probably shouldn’t ever touch
anything in the entire place. He’d always felt that way. As a child, the
rooms in Giles’ house had always felt like they were for better,
wealthier people than he and his family.

It still felt that way even though they were in the new section of the
mansion—Giles’ own add-on. Giles’ taste leaned toward the simple,
elegant, modern style that Joe had mostly seen on television and in the
interior design magazines Romy subscribed to.

From the white, wall-to-wall carpet to the outside wall that was all
windows, it wasn’t a place he’d ever own even if his engineering
consultancy business did take off.

For now, it was quietly supported by work from Giles’ companies. They’d
been too busy fighting costumed madmen in the last few years for him to
develop much of a client base—which was fine for now, but he needed to
broaden the business.

In the distance, the sounds of a saxophone solo rang out. Giles had
hired a big band with no idea who they were playing for. The guests were
all superheroes and none in masks—which meant no business could be
discussed unless it was down the hall from the ballroom.

Footsteps came from the hall behind him and Joe turned to watch Gunther
step through the door. Dressed in a black tuxedo, the tall, muscular man
with a blond buzzcut looked every inch the former German soldier the
press said he was and not at all the multi-dimensional dragon-like
creature Joe had first seen trapped in a magic circle.

In the 15 years since Joe had seen things that made him wonder if
Gunther might have chosen not to break out of the circle because he knew
Joe was coming.

Gunther’s smile widened and he said, “I can teach you how to play it. No
charge. No special deal. I owe you for getting me out.”

Joe shook his head, “That’s what you’ve told me. What do you get out of
it?”

Gunther shrugged, “I like music. Improvised music isn’t much different
than fighting except that everyone gets to walk away happy. Well, unless
you fucked up. Then you walk away in shame, but you’ve got motivation to
practice.”

“Yeah,” Joe sighed. “I’ll think about it. What did you want to talk to
me about?”

Gunther turned away from him and stared out the window. That was
interesting by itself. Gunther, whatever kind of strange alien he was,
wasn’t the kind of guy who stared out the window without saying
anything. He was the kind of guy who kept up a never-ending stream of
patter until you wanted to punch him.

Was he embarrassed?

Gunther turned away from the window and met Joe’s eyes, “I lost
something.”

“Yeah,” Joe said, “this isn’t going to be something small like the keys
to your car, is it? Because if it is, Giles will get you a locksmith or
just buy you a new car. He’s generous during the holidays, maybe a
little too generous if you ask me.”

Gunther laughed, “I know what you mean, but no. It’s not a small thing.
It’s not even recent by your standards, but I know you can find it.”

Joe had never thought of himself as someone with “good instincts.” He’d
always believed that everything that went right for him went that way
because he worked at it. Right now, though, every part of him knew that
whatever Gunther had lost, it was bad news.

He asked, “What is it? What did you lose?”

Gunther’s smile disappeared, “A weapon and some friends, but I’m not
expecting you to find the friends. I lost the weapon around here.”

The guy was playing with him. It was in the creature’s nature. He knew
that by now, but he still asked, “In the house?”

Gunther shook his head, “In this universe and on Earth—mostly. And I
mean, strictly speaking, I lost it deliberately so that I wouldn’t be
tempted to use it. The problem is though, I’ll need it eventually. I
need you to find it. I know you can because a friend of mine came
through here once. I set it so that he could get it back, but you’re
close enough. He’s your distant ancestor. I’m going to need you to find
it and then pass it on to the right person. You’ll know him. Trust me on
this one.”
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